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The Lands Beyond Tencendor

The Legend of Chaos (Kanubai)

| n the beginning and for an infinity of time there was nothing but the darkness of Chaos, who called
himself Kanubai. After atime Kanuba grew weary of hislondy existence and so heinvited Light and
Weater to be his companions. Kanubai and Light and Water coexisted harmonioudy, but one day Light
and Water merged, just for an instant of time, but in that instant they conceived achild—L ife.

Kanuba wasjedous of Life, for it wasthe child of the union of Light and Water and he had been
excluded from that union. He set out to murder Life, to consume it with darkness, but Light and Water
cameto the defense of their child. Aided by agreat mage, Light and Water defeated Kanubai in aterrible
battle, and interred hisremainsin adeep abyss. They stoppered this abyss with asparkling, life-giving
river, which combined the best both of Light and of Water, and they hoped that Kanubai was trapped for
dltime

Trapped, but not extinguished. Every day Life was reminded of Kanubai’ s continuing malignant presence
by the descent of the night, when for the space of some hours the dark memory of Kanubai blanketed the
land.

Despite this daily sadness, Life prospered, and many creatures came into existence.

For eons Kanubai lay trapped, able to do little more than darken each light-filled day with the reminder
of his presence.

But then, one day, something remarkabl e happened.



Infinity visited.

[ Part One]
CHAPTER ONE
Margalit, the Outlands

T he eight-year-old girl crouched by the stone column in the atrium of her parents house. Clad only ina
gained linen shift, she hugged her thin armstightly about herself, her eyes wide and darting under her
bedraggled and grimy fair hair.

The housewas cold and still, and the girl’ s bresth frosted as she hyperventil ated.

Thefoul liquid of rotting cadavers streaked her face and arms. For many days now the girl had crept
about the house, seeking out the bodies of her parents (almost unrecognizable, four weeks after their
degth), rubbing the stinking, viscous liquid that had leaked from their flesh over her body, sucking it from
her fingers.

All she wanted was to die, too.

It had been abad month. Four weeks ago everyone in the house—save the little girl—had died within a
day of thefirst person faling sick. Thirty-four people—not just the girl’ s parents and siblings, but her
three aunts, their husbands, their children, her grandmother, and the household' s servants as well—all
dead from the plague.

Just her, left dive.

Outside gathered a frightened and angry crowd, neighbors as well as sundry other concerned citizens and
council members of Margalit. They had blocked off al entrances to the house as soon asthey redized
plague had struck the household.

Intheinitia days after everyone had died, the girl, Ishbel, screamed &t the crowd outside for help,
begging them to save her. She pressed her face againgt the glass of the windows and beat her small fists
againgt the frames, but the hogtile expressions on the faces of the crowd outside did not dter.

They would not moveto ad her.

Instead, 1shbel heard cries demanding that the house be set dight, and all the corpses and their infection
burned.

She screamed at them again, begging them to alow her freedom.

Shewasn'till.

Shedidn’t have the plague.

Her skin was unmarked, her brow unfevered.

“Please, please, let me out. Everyoneisdead. | want to get out. Plesse...please...”

The crowd outside had no mercy. They would not | et her escape.



Ishbel begged until she lost her voice and scraped away severd of her fingernails on the wood of the
front door.

The crowd would not listen. No other housein Margdit had the plague. Just the Brundlle house. Its
doors and windows would not be opened again. The house would never ring with life and laughter as
onceit had.

When the girl was dead, they would burn the house, and dl the corpses within it. Until then they would
wait.

Eventudly Ishbel crept away from the windows and the cold, bolted doors. She could not bear the flat
hodtility in the eyes outsde.

All she wanted was comfort, and so she crept close to the corpse of her mother and cuddied up next to
it.

Her mother was very cold and smelled very bad, but even so Ishbel garnered some comfort from the
contact with her body.

Until the moment it began to whisper to her.

Ishbel. Ishbdl. Listento us.

Ishbel recoiled, terrified.

Her mother’ s corpse twitched, and it whispered again.
Ishbel, Ishbel, listen to us. Y ou must prepare—

Ishbel screamed, over and over, her hands pressed against her ears, her eyes screwed shut, her body
rolled into atight bal in acorner of the room.

Then the corpses of two of her aunts, which lay afew feet from her mother’s, so twitched and
whispered.

Ishbel, Ishbel, listen to us, our darling. Prepare, prepare, for soon the Lord of Elcho Falling shal walk
again.

A vison accompanied the horrifying whispers.

A man, clothed in black, standing in the snow, hisback to her.

Darkness writhed about his shoulders.

He sensed her presence, and turned his head alittle, glancing at her from over his shoulder.

Bleakness and despair, and desolation so extreme it was murderous, overwhelmed Ishbel’ s entire world.
The despair that engulfed her annihilated everything Ishbe had felt until now.

Theloss of her family, and her entrapment with their corpses, was as nothing to what this man dragged at
hisheds.

Prepare, 1shbel, prepare for the coming of the Lord of Elcho Falling.

After her mother, and her two aunts, every other corpse in the house twitched in the same mad, cold,



macabre dance of death, and whispered until the words echoed about the house,
Prepare, Ishbel, our darling, for the Lord of Elcho Faling shall walk again.

The twitching corpses and the constant whispering drove Ishbel to the brink of insanity. She didn’t want
to live. She had gone mad, herein this cold house of death, watching everyone she had ever loved
putrefy before her eyes.

Ligtening to their never-ending whispers.
Prepare, our darling. . .for the Lord of Elcho Falling.

Shetried to starve hersdlf, but one day she had weakened, sobbing, stuffing her mouth with moldy
pastries from the kitchen.

Then shefound aknife, and drew it across her wrists, but was too wesk to carve deeply, and too
cowardly to bear the pain, so the blood just seeped from the thin cuts and Ishbel had not died.

Findly, frantic, crazy, 1shbe had stuffed her earsfull of wadding and crept close enough to rub the foul
effluent from the cadavers of her parents over her body and face. Then shelicked the foulness from her
fingers, just to be sure. It made her retch and sob and then scream in horror, but she did it, because
surdly, surdly, thisway the plague would manage to take agrip in her body and kill her as mercifully fast
asit had killed everyonedsein her life.

But dl that had happened was that the scars on her wrists became infected, and wept a purulent
discharge, and throbbed unbearably.

[shbd survived.

Whenever she dept, she dreamed of the Lord of Elcho Falling, turning his head ever so dightly so that he
could look at her over his shoulder, and engulfing her in sorrow and pain.

She grew thin, her joints aching with the cold and with manutrition, but she survived.
Outside the crowds waited.

Every so often Ishbdl caled out to them, letting them know she il existed within, because, no matter
how greetly Ishbel wanted to die, she did not want to do so within an inferno.

On thisday, huddled in the atrium of the house, Ishbel began to dream about death. She looked at the
great staircase that wound itsway to the upper floors of the house, and she wondered why she' d never
before thought that all she needed to do wasto climb to the top, then throw hersalf down.

Very dowly, because she was now extremely wesk, Ishbel crawled on her hands and knees toward the
daircase. Shewasfrail, and she would need to take it dowly to get to the top, but get there she would.

Ishbel felt overwhelmed with agreat determination. Her death was but an hour away, at the most.

But it took her much longer than an hour to climb the stairs. 1shbe was serioudy week, and she could
only crawl up the staircase afew steps at atime before she needed to re<t, collapsing and gasping, on the
dusty wooden treads.

By late afternoon she was amost there. Every muscle trembled, aching so greetly that 1shbel wept with



the pain.

But shewas dmost there. ..

Then, as she was within three steps of the top, she heard the front door open.
A faint sound, for the door was far below her, but she heard it open.

Ishbel did not know what to do. Shelay on the gairs, trembling, weeping, listening to dow steps ascend
the staircase, and wondered if the crowd had sent someone in to murder her.

Shewastaking far too long to die.

Ishbel closed her eyes, and buried her facein her arms.

“Ishbd ?”

A man’'svoice, very kind. 1shbd thought she must be dreaming.

“Ishbel.”

Sowly, and crying out softly with the ache of it, Ishbel turned over, opening her eyes.

A man wrapped in acrimson cloak over asimilarly colored robe stood afew steps down, smiling at her.
He was ayoung man, good-looking, with brown hair that flopped over hisforehead, and along, fine
nose.

“Ishbel?” The man held out ahand. “My nameis Azid. Would you like to come live with me?’
She stared at him, unable to comprehend his presence.

Azid’ ssmile became gentler, if that was possible. “1 have been traveling for weeksto reach you, 1shbel.
The Great Serpent himself sent me. He gppeared to mein adream and said that | must hurry to bring you
home. He loves you, sweetheart, and so shall 1.”

“Areyou the Lord of Elcho Falling?’ Ishbel whispered, even though she knew he could not be, for hedid
not drag loss and sorrow at his hedl's, and there was no darkness clinging to his shoulders.

Aziel frowned briefly, then he shook hishead. “My nameis Azid, Ishbd. And | am lord of nothing, only
apoor servant of the Great Serpent. Will you come with me?’

“Towhere?’ Ishbel could barely grasp the thought of escape, now.

“Tomy home,” Azid said, “and it will beyours. Serpent’sNest.”

“I do not know of it.”

“Then you shdl. Please come with me, Ishbel. Don't die. Y ou aretoo preciousto die.”
“I don't need to die?’

Azid laughed. “1shbel, you have no idea how greatly we dl want you to live, and to live with us. Will you
come? Will you?

Ishbel swallowed, barely able to get the words out. “ Are there whispersin your house?’



“Whispers?’
“Do the dead speak in your house?’

Azid frowned again. “ The dying do, from time to time, when they confessto usthe Great Serpent’s
wishes, but once dead they are mute.”

“Good.”
“Ishbel, come with me, please. Forget about what has happened here. Forget—everything.”
“Yes” sad Ishbel, and stretched out atrembling hand. | will forget, she thought. | will forget everything.

She did not once wonder why this man should have been able to so easily wander through the vindictive
crowd outside, or why that crowd should have stood back and allowed him to open the front door
without asingle murmur.

Two weeks later Aziel brought 1shbel home to Serpent’s Nest. She had spoken little for the entire
journey, and nothing at dl for thefind five days.

Azid wasworried for her.

The archpriestess of the Coil, who worshipped the Great Serpent, led Azid, carrying thelittle girl, toa
room where awaited food and a bed. They washed Ishbel, made her eat something, then put her to bed,
retreating to afar corner of the room to it watch as she dept.

The archpriestess was an older woman, well into her sixties, caled lonal. She looked speculatively at
Az, who had not alowed his eyesto stray from the deeping form of the child. Aziel waslond’s partner
at Serpent’ s Nest, archpriest to her archpriestess, but he was far younger and as yet inexperienced, for
he' d replaced the former archpriest only within the past year, after that man had strangely disappeared.

lona knew shewould partner Azid only for afew more years, until he waswell settled into his position
as archpriest, and then she would make way for someone younger. Stronger. More Azidl’s match.

Now lona looked back to the girl.
Ishbel.

“Yousad,” lond said very softly, so asto not wake the girl, “that the Great Serpent told you she would
not say for alifetime.”

“Hetold me” said Azid, “that she would stay many years, but that eventually he would require her to
leave. That there would be aduty for her within the wider world, but that she would return and that her
true home was here a Serpent’s Nest.”

“Sheissolittle” said lond, “but so very powerful. | could fed it the moment you carried her into
Serpent’s Nest. How much more shal she need to grow, do you think, before she can assume my
duties?’

“When sheis strong enough to hold aknife,” said Azid, “she shall beready.”



Deep in the abyssthe creature stirred, looking upward with flat, hate-filled eyes.

It whispered, sending the whisper up and outward with al its might, seething through the crack that
Infinity had opened.

It had been sending out its call for countless millennia, and for al those countless millennia, no one had
answered.

This day, the creature in the abyss received not one but two replies, and it bared itsteeth, and knew its
successwasfindly at hand.

Twenty years passed.
CHAPTER TWO
Serpent’s Nest, the Outlands

T he man hung naked and vulnerable, his arms outstretched and chained by the wriststo thewall, hisfeet
barely touching the ground, and likewise chained by the ankle to the wal. He was bathed in sweat
caused only partly by the warm, humid conditions of the Reading Room and the highly uncomfortable
position in which he had been chained.

He was hyperventilating in terror. His eyes, wide and dark, darted about the room, trying to find some
evidence of mercy in the crimson-cloaked and hooded figures standing facing him in asemicircle, just out
of blood-splash distance.

He might have begged for mercy, wereit not for the gag in his mouth.
A door opened, and two people entered.

The man pissed himsdlf, his urine pooling about hisfeet, and struggled desperately, usdesdy, to free
himself from hisbonds.

The two arrivaswaked dowly into the area contained by the semicircle of witnesses. A manand a
woman, they too were cloaked in crimson, dthough for the moment their hoods lay draped about their
shoulders. The man wasin middle age, hisface thin and lined, hisdark hair receding, hisdark eyes
curiously compassionate, but only as they regarded his companion. When he glanced at the man chained
to thewall those eyes became blank and uncaring.

Hisnamewas Azidl, and he was the archpriest of the Coil, now gathered in the Reading Room.

Thewoman wasin her late twenties, very lovely, with clear hazel eyesand dark blond hair. Shelistened
to Azidl as he spoke softly to her, then nodded. She turned dightly, acknowledging the semicirclewith a
smal bow—as one they returned the bow—then turned back to face the chained man.

She was the archpriestess of the Coil, Azid’s equd in leadership of the order, and his superior in
Readings.

Ishbel Brundlle, thelittle girl he had rescued twenty years earlier from her home of horror.

Azid handed Ishbel along silken scarf of the same color as her cloak, and, as Azid stood back, she
dowly and deliberately wound the scarf about her head and face, leaving only her eyesvisible. Then,



equally dowly and deliberately, her eyes never leaving the chained man, 1shbel lifted the hood of her
cloak over her head, pulling it forward so that her scarf-bound face was al but hidden. She arranged her
cloak carefully, making certain her robe was protected.

Then, with precison, Ishbel made the sign of the Coil over her belly.

The man bound to the wall was now frantic, his body writhing, his eyes bulging, mews of horror escaping
from behind hisgag.

|shbdl took no natice.

From apocket in her cloak she withdrew asmal semicircular blade. It fitted neetly into the pam of her
hand, the actuad dicing edge protruding from between her two middlefingers.

She stepped forward, concentrating on the man.

He was now flailing about as much as he could given the restriction of hisregtraints, but his movements
appeared to cause Ishbel no concern. She moved to within two paces of the man, took avery deep
bregth, her eyes closing as she murmured a prayer.

“Great Serpent be with me, Great Serpent be part of me, Great Serpent grace me.”

Then Ishbel opened her eyes, stepped forward, lifted her dicing hand, and, in amovement honed by
twenty years of the study of anatomy and practice both upon the living and the deed, cleanly
disembowe ed the man with a serpentine incision from slernum to groin.

Blood spurted outward in aspray, covering Ishbel’s masked and hooded features.

Asthe man’sintestines bulged outward, Ishbel lifted her dicing hand again and in severd quick, deft
movements freed the intestines from their abdomina supports, then stepped back nimbly as they tumbled
out of theman’sbody to liein asteaming hesp at hisfest.

The pile of intestines was till attached to the man’ sliving body by two long, glistening ropes of bowd,
sretching downward. The man himsdlf, il dive, fill conscious, stared at them in acombination of
dishdlief and shock.

The agony had yet to strike.

The man trembled so greatly that the movement carried down the connecting ropes of bowe to the pile
a hisfeet, making them quiver asif they enjoyed independent life.

Ishbel ignored everything save the pile of intestines. Again she stepped forward, thistime leaning down to
sever thelargeintestine asit joined the smal bowdl.

Behind her the semicircle of the Coil began to chant, softly and sibilantly. “ Great Serpent, grace us, grace
us, grace us. Great Serpent, grace us, grace us, grace us.”

“Great Serpent, grace us, grace us, grace us,” Azid sad, hisvoice alittle stronger than those of the
semicdrde.

Ishbel had pocketed the dicing blade now, and stood before the intestines, her hands folded in front of
her, eyes cast down.

Please, Great Serpent, she said in her mind, grace me with your presence and tell me what is so wrong,
and what we may do to aid you.



The man’sintestine began to uncail. A long length of the large bowel, now independent, rose dowly into
theair.

The man had bitten and masticated hisway through his gag by now, and he began to shriek, thin harsh
sounds that rattled about the chamber.

No onetook any notice of him.
All eyeswere on the rope of intestine now twigting into the air before the archpriestess.

It shimmered, and then transformed into the head and body of ablack serpent, its scales gleaming with
the fluids of the man’ s body and sending shimmering shafts of rainbow colors about the chamber. Its
head grew hideoudy large, weaving itsway forward until it was abare finger’ s distance from Ishbel’s
masked face.

Then it began to spesk.

When it was over—the serpent disintegrated into steaming bowel once more, the agonized man
dispatched with a deegp dash to the throat—I shbel turned and stared a Aziel, dragging the scarf away
from her face so he could see her horror.

“We need to speak,” she said, then walked from the chamber.

CHAPTER THREE

Serpent’s Nest, the Outlands

A zid followed Ishbel to the day chamber they shared, pouring her alarge of glass of wine as she undid
her cloak and tossed it to one side.

“Pour yourself one, too,” she said. “Y ou shadl be glad enough of it when | tell you what the Great Serpent
sid”

“Ishbel, st down and take amouthful of that wine. Good. Now, what—"
“Disadter threatens. The Skraglings prepare to seethe south. Millions of them.”
“But...”

“Millionsof them, Azid.”

Aziel poured himsdf somewine, then sank into achair, leaving the wine untouched. The
Skradlings—insubstantia ice wraiths who lived in the frozen northern wastes—had ever been abother to
the countries of Viland, Gershadi, and Berfardi. Small bands of ten or fifteen occasiondly attacked
outlying villages, taking livestock and, sometimes, achild.

But millions? And seething as far south as Serpent’ s Nest?

“I' know only what the Great Serpent showed me, Azid,” Ishbel said. “I don’t understand it any more
than you.” Shetook a deep breath. “1 saw Serpent’ s Nest overrun, the members of the Coil dragged out
to be crucified on crosses. You...” Her voice broke alittle. “Y ou, dead.”



“lshbd—"
“There sworse”
Worse?

“A forgotten evil risesfrom the south,” Ishbe said. “ Something so anciently maevolent that even the
bedrock has learned to fear it. It will crawl north to meet the Skraglings. They whisper to each
other...the Skradlings are under itsthrall, which iswhy they are so unnaturally organized. Between them
they shdl doom our world, Azid.”

“Ishbd,” Azid sad, “there have been no reports of any unusud activity among the Skraglings. In fact,
from what I’ ve heard, they’ ve been quieter than usud these past eighteen months. Are you sureyou
interpreted the Great Serpent’ s message correctly?’

Ishbel replied not with words but with such adark look that Aziel’ s heart sank.

“I gpologize,” hesaid hadtily. “I was shocked. I'm sorry.” Azid finally took alarge swalow of hiswine.
“Y ou are the most powerful visionary to have ever blessed the Coil, and what | just said was
unforgivable.” Then he gave asoft, humorlesslaugh. “1 supposethat | am merdly trying to find ameans
by which to disbdlieve the Great Serpent’s message. Did he show you the reason behind this disaster?
Why it is happening? How? The Skradlings have never managed more than the occasiond, if murderous,
nuisanceraid. A death or two a most. Millions? How can they organize themselvesto that degree?’

“Theevil in the south organizesthem, Azidl,” Ishbel said. “I thought I’ d said that aready.”

Azid did not reply. He understood Ishbdl’ sirritability. By the Serpent, had he been the one to receive
this message he was sure he would have snarled far harder than Ishbel.

Ishbel rose, pacing restlesdy about the chamber. “Thereismore, Azid,” she said finally.

He, too, rose, more at the tone of her voice than her words. The irritation had now been replaced with
something too closeto despair. “Ishbe ?”’

Sheturned to face him, her lovely face drawn and pale. “ The Great Serpent showed me the disaster
which threatens, but he aso showed me the means by which it can be averted.”

“Oh, thank the gods! What must we do?’
“Itiswhat | must do. | must leave the Cail, leave Serpent’s Nest—"

Azid Hilled. Had not the Great Serpent told him twenty years ago, when he sent Aziel to rescue Ishbel
from that house of carnage, that thiswould eventualy come to pass?

“—and marry someman. A king.” 1shbd paused, asif searching for the name, and Azid had the sudden
and most unwanted thought that he hoped Ishbel would remember the right name.

“A king cdled Maximilian,” 1shbel said. “From some kingdom to thewest. .. cannot quiterecdl...”
“Escator,” Azid said softly. “Maximilian Persmius of Escator.”

“Yes. Yes, Maximilian Persmius of Escator. Azid...the Great Serpent wants me to marry this man!
What can he be thinking? How can amarriage...to aman...avert this approaching disaster? | am not
meant to be awife, and | have no idea, none, of how to be awoman!”



Azid stared at her lovely face, and saw the splatter of blood across one eyebrow that had penetrated her
scarf’ s protection.

No, he could not imagine her a“wife,” either. But, oh, the woman...

“We cannot hope to understand the Great Serpent’ sreasons,” said Azidl, “nor the knowledge behind
them.”

He stepped over to Ishbel and took her face gently between his hands. “My dear, we aways knew you
would leave us. Y ou knew you would need to leave us. It iswhy we marked you aswedid.” For a
moment his hands did into her hair, thetips of hisfingers running lightly across her scalp. “Now,” he
continued, his hands diding back to cradle her face, “thetimeis here”

“I do not know how to be awoman,” I1shbel repeated, refusing to meet Azid’ s eyes.

That satement, Azid thought with infinite sadness, summarized Ishbd’ slife perfectly. In the twenty years
since he had rescued her from that charnel housein Margdlit, Ishbel had devoted her entire being to
serving the Great Serpent. She had no idea of her beauty, nor of her alure. All the members of the Cail
were bound by vows of chagtity, but only loosdly. Liaisons and relationships did develop, and were
alowed to continue so long asthey remained discreet.

Aziel would have given full ten years of hislifeif it meant Ishbel looked a him with eyes of love or desire.

But she had no idea of histruefedingsfor her, and Aziel often wondered if 1shbel could even grasp the
concept of love.

He stepped away from her. “Marriage to Maximilian of Escator, en?Itisasmdl thing, surdly, if it will
save us from the disaster the Great Serpent showed you.”

Ishbel looked at him asif he had committed an act of the basest betrayd. “Marriage? To some
undoubtedly fat and ancient man who—"

“Y ou do not know of Maximilian?” Azid said. Surely everyone knew Maximilian' s sscory—the news of
his rescue eight years ago had rocked the Outlands, aswell asdl the Central Kingdoms and as far awvay
as Coroleas. Had Ishbe listened to none of the gossip that infiltrated the walls of Serpent’s Nest via
tradesmen and suppliers?

Ishbel gaveasmal shrug. “Why should | know?’

Azid sghed. Because everyone e sein the damned world knows. “ Sit down,” he said, “and | shall tell
you of Maximilian Peramius”

Hewaited until Ishbel had sat herself, her back rigid, her face expressionless, before he spoke.

“I shal bebrief, as| am certain you shdl have ample opportunity to hear this story from Maximilian
himsdf.”

Ishbel’ sface tightened, but Azidl ignorediit.

“Eight years ago there was an uproar when the presumed long-dead heir to the Escatorian throne,
Maximilian, suddenly resppeared. He told an astounding tale: stolen at the age of fourteen, thrown into
the gloam mines—known asthe Veins—to labor in darkness and pain for afull seventeen yearsuntil he
was rescued by ayouthful apprentice physician and amarsh witch. Yes, | know, stranger than myth, but
sometimesit happens. It transpired that Maximilian's* death’ had been staged by his older cousin Cavor,



who wanted the throne. Once free of the Veins, Maximilian challenged Cavor for the throne, won,
and...wdl, there you haveit. Maximilian has sinceled afarly blameesslife running Escator and, asluck
would haveit, looking for awife. | have never seen him, nor met him, but | have heard good of him. Heis
respected both asaman and asaking.”

“He wasimprisoned in the gloam mines for seventeen years?’

“Yes”

“Then | hope he has since managed to scrub the dirt of the grave from under hisfingernails.”
“That was ungenerous, Ishbel.”

“Don't lectureme,” she snapped. “Maximilian may be of the noblest character, and patently has
endurance beyond most other men, but | have no wish to be hiswife. | do not wish to leave Serpent’s
Nest.”

“Ishbel...the Great Serpent has said that—"

“Perhaps the Great Serpent ismistaken,” Ishbel said, and with that she rose, snatched up her cloak, and
|eft the chamber.

CHAPTER FOUR

Serpent’s Nest, the Outlands

W rapping the cloak tightly about herself, Ishbel walked quickly through the corridors until she cameto
the stairwell leading up to asmall balcony high in Serpent’ s Nest. She was grateful she met no one, partly
because she could not at the moment contemplate questions or small talk, but mostly because shefelt
deeply ashamed of her behavior and manner with Aziel.

Her shock and horror at the vison the Great Serpent had showed her—and then at the solution he had
suggested—could not excuse her behavior toward Azidl. 1shbel owed the Great Serpent, the Cail, and
even Serpent’s Nest itself agreat dedl, but she owed Aziel so much more. He had been the oneto
rescue her. His had been the hand extended to lift her from the horror that assailed her. His had been the
gentle smile, the soft encouragement, the friendship, over al of these years, which had helped her to put
that frightful time behind her.

He hadn’t deserved that face she had just shown him.

Ishbel sighed and began to climb the stairs. The eastern bal cony was her favorite spot in Serpent’ s Ne<t,
and she often came hereto think, or smply to stand and alow the sdt breeze from the Infinity Seato
wash over her face and through her hair.

The climb wasalong one, and, asit progressed, the stone stairs became ever rougher and alittle steeper.
Theincreasing difficulty of the way did not bother Ishbd; rather, it comforted her, because it meant she
approached the older part of Serpent’s Nest.

The more mysterious part.

Serpent’ s Nest wasamystery initsdf. 1shbel had begun to explore the structure in the first months after
she had arrived as a child, completely fascinated by her new home. Serpent’s Nest was not atown, nor
even abuilding, but a series of interconnecting chambers and corridors hewn out of what lond, the old



archpriestess Ishbel had replaced, told her was the largest mountain in the world.

Inhabited once by giants among men, lona had said, and alegendary warrior-king who wielded magic
beyond comprehension, but now Ieft with only usto keep its empty spaces company.

Ishbel could well believe that giants had once lived here. Well, many people, at the very least. The Coll
only occupied a hundredth of the chambersthat had been thus far explored, and there were yet more
corridors and tunnelsthat led deep into the mountain through which no one had yet dared venture. No
one knew who or what had once lived here. lonal had told Ishbel that the Coil had lived herefor
twenty-three generations, but that the mountain stronghold had been long empty when the Coil had first
arived.

The stairs suddenly broadened, and Ishbel felt the first breath of seaair wash over her face. She smiled,
relaxing, and stepped onto the eastern balcony. Ishbel had found this place in her tenth year, and had
come hereregularly ever since. No one else ever used the bal cony, and I shbel was not sure that anyone
else even knew how to reachiit.

Perhaps, among the myriad stairwells and corridors and possibilities that Serpent’ s Nest offered, no one
else had ever found this particular sairwell.

Ishbel leaned back againgt the stone face of the mountain, the semicircular balustrade of the balcony wall
two paces before her, and looked out over the Infinity Sea.

By the Great Serpent, was there ever amore beautiful view?

The mountain that 1shbel knew as Serpent’ s Nest rose directly above the vast Infinity Sea, its eastern
face, where Ishbel now relaxed on her bal cony, plunging amost athousand pacesinto the gray-blue
waters of the sea. Ishbel loved the great vastness of the ocean stretching out before her, with its wildness,
its unpredictability, its strangeness, and its unknowable secrets. Behind her rose the comforting solidity of
the mountain, dmost warm againgt her back.

Ishbel took a deep bresath, forcing hersdlf to think about what had happened today. The horror of the
Great Serpent’ svison...she shuddered as she replayed in her mind the sight of the ice wraithswith their
huge silvery orbsfor eyes and their oversized teeth, swarming over the mountain.

And thesolution...

Ishbel shuddered again. Leave Serpent’ s Nest? Marriage? Marriage? |shbel could amost not
comprehend it. She struggled to remember household lifein her parents home. Her mother had been
bound to the house, supervising the servants, the mending of linens, deciding what food should be served
to her father for his dinner, being pleasant and hospitable to visitors. Her parents had been wealthy and
important people, but Ishbel could remember that faint touch of servitude in her mother’ s manner to her
husband—how the entire household revolved around his wants and needs—and even to those visitors
that her husband needed to impress. She remembered how tired her mother had constantly appeared,
worn down by the responsihilities of the house and her large family.

True, marriage to aking would be different, but not so greatly. 1shbe would till be hisinferior, and
would gtill need to subject hersdf to him, aswould any wife.

Here shewas Azidl’ s equd, respected by al other members of the Coil, and feared by those who came
to the Coil seeking their visonary aid.

Even worse, Ishbel would need to subject hersdf physicdly to the man. 1shbd had led an utterly chaste



lifesince her arriva a Serpent’ s Nest. She did not even think of any of the male members (or any of the
femae members, for that matter) in sexua terms. She could not imagine aman thinking he had theright to
touch her, and to use her body in the most intimate sense. She could not imagine having to subject hersalf
to such intruson.

Andto lose dl the support she had at Serpent’s Nest in the doing. To lose everything she held dear, and
which kept her safe, for such alife,

“The Great Serpent must be mistaken,” she said. “ This can't be the solution.”

Ishbel straightened, squaring her shoulders, determined in her decision. “I will tell Azid that | was
mistaken, that | misinterpreted the Great Serpent’ swords, that—"

Ishbel, do as| have asked.
Ishbd frozein the act of moving toward the opening that led to the sairwell.

Very dowly, so dowly she thought she could hear the bonesin her neck creak, Ishbel looked up toward
the distant pesk of the mountain.

An gpparition of the Great Serpent writhed there: the setting sun glinted off his black scaes and
shimmered dong the fangs of hisdightly open mouth. His head wove back and forth, asif tagting the
wind; then he dowly wound hisway down the mountain toward Ishbel.

Doas| ask, Ishbdl.
Ishbel could not move, |et aone speak.

The Great Serpent wound closer, diding between rocks and through cracks with ease until his head hung
some ten paces above Ishbel.

Do asl ask.

Ishbel was recovered from her initia shock. The Great Serpent had occasionaly appeared to her, but it
had been when she was ayoung child and still wept for her mother. Then he had come to comfort her.
Now, it seemed, he was here to ensure Ishbel did as he wished. Given that Ishbel had just spent some
long minutes silently fuming at the idea she should have to subject hersdlf to the wishes of ahusband, the
ideathat the Great Serpent was hereto force her to hiswill irritated her into asmall rebellion.

“I cannot see how marriage to Maximilian would help, Great One. We need armies, warriors,
megicdans—"

| need you to marry Maximilian Persmius. Ishbel, do as| bid.

Ishbel’ s mouth compressed. “ One of the other priestesses, perhaps. [—"

The Great Serpent’ s mouth flared wide in anger, and histongue forked close to her hair. Ishbel—
Then, stunningly, another voice, amale voice, and one much gentler than that of the Great Serpent.
Ishbel, you need not fear.

Ishbel spun about, looking to the stone balustrading. An oversized frog baanced there, its body so
insubstantia she could seeright through it to the sea beyond.



A frog, but one such as she had never seen previoudly. He was very large, as big asaman’s head, and
quite impossibly beautiful. This beauty was mostly dueto his eyes, great black pools of kindness and
comfort.

He shifted alittle on the bal ustrade—
Almogt asif he balanced on therim of agoblet...
—unconcerned about the precipitous drop behind him.

Ishbel, he said, listen to my comrade, no matter how distasteful you think hisdirective. Heis arrogant,
sometimes, and uncaring of the fragility of those to whom he spesks.

“I am not fragile,” 1shbd said, amogt automaticaly. This apparition was agod aso: she could fed the
power emanating from him, and she sensed that perhaps he was even more potent than the Great
Serpent. It was adifferent power, though. Far more subtle, more gentle.

Compassionate.

For some reason Ishbel’ s eyesfilled with tears. It was amost asif the frog god could seeinto her
innermost being, where she still wept for her mother, and where she ill shook with terror from the
whigperings of her mother’ s corpse.

“Who areyou?’ she asked, her voice soft and deferential now, where she had been irritated with the
Great Serpent.

Above her head the Great Serpent gave atheatrica sigh. A companion through along journey, Ishbel.
My aguatic friend here keeps watch on the ancient evil to the south whereasl, it seems, must spend my
time seeing that my archpriestess does her duty as sheis bound. There was amoment of silence. | can't
think what he does here.

Ishbel felt amusement radiating from the frog.

| feared that if you got too dramatic, my serpent friend, the frog said, 1shbel might be forced to throw
hersdf from thisba cony in sheer terror at your persuasive abilities.

Ishbel bit her lip to stop her smile. For amoment the frog god' s eyes met hers, and shefdt such a
connection with him that her eyeswidened in surprise.

Y ou are not done, thefrog said, into her mind done. We may not meet for along time, but you are not
done.

“Mugt | marry thisman?’ 1shbel said.
Y es, said thefrog. It shall not be aterror for you, for heisagentle man. Do not be afraid.

Y our union with thisman isvitd, said the Great Serpent. Allow nothing to impedeit. Y ou will do
whatever you must in order to become Maximilian Peramius wife. Whatever you must!

He paused, then added in agentler tone, Y ou will return to Serpent’s Nest, Ishbdl. It shal be your home
once again.

Then, as suddenly as both the frog god and the Great Serpent had appeared, they were gone, and Ishbel
was |eft standing aone on the balcony high above the Infinity Sea



Shewaited amoment, gathering her thoughts, still more than alittle unsettled by the appearance of not
one but two gods. Then she went down the stairwell to Aziel, to whom she said she had changed her
mind, and that shewould, after dl, marry thisman, Maximilian Persmius.

Shedid not tel Azid of her meeting with the Great Serpent, nor of her encounter with the compassionate
and hitherto unknown frog god.

Inthe morning Azid met with Ishbel again. He would not have been surprised to learn she had changed
her mind yet again, but to hisrelief, and his pride, she remained resolute.

“I will marry thisMaximilian,” shesaid. “1 will do what isneeded. After dl, has not the Great Serpent
sad that | will return to Serpent’ s Nest eventudly? This shall be atria for me, yes, but marriage cannot
be too high aprice to pay for saving Serpent’s Nest and the Outlands from the ravages of both
Skraglings and ancient evils”

That was a pretty speech, Aziel thought, and well prepared, and he wondered if it was lessfor him than
for Ishbe hersdf.

Perhaps Ishbel believed that if she repeated it enough times, over and over, the words would take on the
power of prophecy.

“When the Great Serpent sent meto fetch you from Margdit,” Aziel said, “hetold methat you would
eventudly need to leave—perhaps even then he foresaw this disaster. And it istrue enough he said you
would eventudly return.” He smiled. “I hope you will not stay too long away, Ishbe.”

“| dsohopel shall not stay away long,” she said, and Aziel laughed alittle at the depth of emation behind
those words.

“Begdes,” Ishbel continued, “perhaps Maximilian of Escator will not accept me.” She paused. “ There
would be few men willing to wed an archpriestess of the Coil, surely.”

“Ah,” said Azid, “but | do not think we shdl be offering him the archpriestess, en? You arearich
noblewoman in your own right, and | think it isasthe Lady Ishbel Brundle that you should meet your
new husband. We shdl cdl you...let me see...ah yes, we shdl cdl you award of the Cail. That should
donicdy.”

CHAPTER FIVE
The Royal Palace, Ruen, Escator

M aximilian Persmius, King of Escator, Warden of Ruen, Lord of the Ports and Suzerain of the Plains,
preferred to keep as many of hisroya duties asinforma as possible. He met with the full Council of
Noblesthrice ayear, and the smaller Privy Council of Preferred Nobles once amonth. Maximilian
respected, listened to, and acted upon the advice he received from both those learned councils, but the
council heleaned on most was that which he referred to as his Council of Friends—asmall group of men
that, indeed, made up Maximilian’s closest circle of friends, but were aso the men he trusted above any
e, for dl of them had been involved to some extent in his rescue from the gloam mines eight years
ealier.

These men knew Maximilian's past, knew where he came from, had seen him a hisworst, and they il
loved him despite his occasiond darker moments.



Today the king wasin alighthearted mood, and none expected any of hisdark introspections on thisfine
morning. Maximilian sat in hischair, onelong leg casualy draped over one of itsarms, hisfine face with
its striking aquiline nose and deep blue eyes creased in amischievous grin, hisdark hair—alwaysworn a
little too long—flopping over hisbrow. Hewaslaughing at Egalion, captain of the king's Emerdd Guard,
who had hurried late into the chamber. Egalion was now making flustered excuses as he dragged achair
up to the semicircle seated about the fire that had been lit in the hearth.

“Y ou must be getting old, my friend,” Maximilian said, “to so overdeep.”

“Out late, perhaps, with alady friend?’ said Vorstus, Abbot of the Order of Persimius. In hislate middle
age, Vorstuswas athin, dark man with sharp brown eyes and the distinctive tattoo of afaded quill on his
right index finger. The Order of Persmiuswas agroup of brothers devoted to the protection and
furtherance of the Peramius family. Maximilian owed Vorstus amassive debt for aiding the effort to free
him from the Veins, and sometimes, when Vorstus looked at Maximilian with his dark unreadable eyes,
that debt sat heavily on Maximilian’s shoulders. When first Maximilian had emerged fromthe Veinshe
had trusted V orstus completely. Now he was not so sure of him, for he felt Vorstus watched him alittle
too carefully.

Maximilianignored Vorstus comment. “ Perhaps you need the services of Garth, Egalion. A potion,
perhaps, from the famous Baxtor recipes, to soothe you into an early deep at night so that we may not be
deprived of your company at morning council?’

That was as close to areprimand as Maximilian was ever likely to ddiver to any of these three men.

“I gpologize, Maximilian,” Egdion said. Hewas atall, strong, fair-haired man who had served the
Peramiusthronefor over thirty years, but now he reddened like ayouth. “1 have no acceptable excuse
savethat | did, indeed, overdeep, and no excuse for that—no woman or wineg’—he shot a sharp-eyed
glance at Vorstus—"save a need to compensate for alate night spent at the bedside of one of the
Emeradd Guard.”

“And that late bedside vigil spent in my company,” said Garth Baxtor, court physician and the fourth
member of the group sitting about thefire. “One of the men developed afever |ate yesterday afternoon,
Maximilian, and Egdion and | spent many hoursin his company until we were satisfied he was not in any
danger to hislife”

“Then | am the oneto apologize” said Maximilian, al humor fading from hisface.
“Y ou were not to know,” said Egalion. “ The man, Thomas, asked that you not be disturbed.”
“Nonethdess,” said Maximilian, “I should have known.”

“Thomasiswell thismorning,” said Garth, “and after aday’ s bed rest should be able to recommencelight
dutiestomorrow. | think hisfever nothing more than a passing autumnd illness.”

“But onethat kept you and Egdion for hours a hisbedside,” sad Maximilian. He studied Garth a
moment, wondering at hisluck that eight years ago the then seventeen-year-old should have believed in
Maximilian so much that Garth had managed to persuade a diverse and powerful group of peopleto
support hisendeavor to free the king from the Vens.

Garth Baxtor was now afull-fledged physician, second only to hisfather in the use of the Touch, a
semimagica ability to understand the precise nature of an illness and to help soothe away its horrors. He
lived permanently at Maximilian’s court, but, gpart from treeting Maximilian himself aswell as other
members of the court, Emerald Guard, and roya miilitia, he also spent two days aweek tresting the poor



of Ruenfor free. Garth, il only in his mid-twenties, was Maximilian's closest friend.

Garth grinned at Maximilian, his open, attractive face appearing even more boyish than it normdly did. “It
istoo early in the day to succumb to guilt, Maxd. Y ou didn’t need to be there.”

Garth and Vorgtus were among the very few who used the familiar “Maxd” in conversation with the king.
Egalion, who had permission to do so, only rarely managed to take such ahuge legp into familiarity.

“Wall, at least let me be cross,” Maximilian said, “that you don’t have any shadows under your eyes,
Garth. Ah, thereslience of youth.”

Garth laughed. “Y ou are hardly old yoursdf, Maxe!”
“Almogt forty,” Maximilian said, his eyes once more gleaming with humor. “About to tip over the edge.”
Now everyone laughed.

“Wadl, now,” said Maximilian, “sncewe redl findly here, isthere any businessto discuss or can wegive
up governing as abad idea this fine day and go visit the palace hawk house and admire my newest
acquistion instead?’

Garth and Egalion brightened, but Vorstus glanced at asmall satchel that lay beside his chair, and
Maximilian did not missit.

“My friend,” the king said in asoft voice, “why do | fear that that satchd at your side containsdire
news?’

Vorstus gave an embarrassed half laugh. “Well, hardly *dire news, Maxel.” He paused, glancing at the
satchel yet onemoretime. “A document pouch arrived late yesterday afternoon, from your ambassador
to the Outlands.”

“Another request for aswift return to civilization?” Maximilian said. The Outlands were not renowned for
their cresture comforts and Maximilian’s ambassador to the region, Baron Lixel, had sent plaintive
requeststo return home at regular intervals over the past year. Maximilian knew he should dlow him
home soon, but there were so few men better equipped with such a smooth diplomatic tongue for dealing
with the notorioudy touchy Outlandersthat Maximilian felt he could barely spare him from the duty.

“ Among other things,” Vorstus said. “ And one of those other things...”

“Dowe havetodragit out of you with blacksmith’ stongs?’” Maximilian said.

Vorstus took a deep breath. “One of those other things is asomewhat unexpected offer of abride.”
Garth and Egdion shot careful glancesat Maximilian, gauging hisreaction to thisnews.

Maximilian had been singularly unlucky in finding abride. It was eight years since he' d been freed from
the Veins, and he was dtill wifeless. Garth knew it niggled at him. It wasn't so much that Maximilian
wanted awoman by hisside, aswelcome asthat might be, but that he was desperate for afamily.
Maximilian had once confided to Garth that when he’ d been trapped down the Veins, he’ d occasiondly
overheard guards talking about their children. It had made him long for afamily and children of hisown,
athough, imprisoned in the Veins as he was, Maximilian could barely imagine aworld where that might
be possible.

Now that it was possible, it was proving difficult beyond anyone swildest imagining.



“A bride?” said Maximilian. “How many negotiations have we opened and lost these past eight years? It
must bedl of...what...twelve or thirteen?’

“Fourteen,” Vorstus muttered.

“Fourteen,” Maximilian said. “All of them digible, and dl of them deciding for one reason or another that
| wasn't quite ‘right’ for them.”

Hisvoice was 5o hitter that for amoment Garth more than haf expected Maximilian to wave away the
offer without even conddering.

But then Maximilian Sghed. “ And here we have anew offer. From the Outlands, of al places. They're
such a strange nomadic people, Vorstus. What manner of Outlander woman would want to spend her life
as queen in my staid—and stationary—court? And why would | want her?’

Vorstus had by now retrieved asheaf of papersfrom hissaichd. “Thelady in question’snameis Lady
Ishbel Brundlle, and sheisthe surviving member of an ancient family who for many centuriesresided in
Margdit.”

“Margdit? The only place even faintly resembling acity in the Outlands?’

“Yes” sad Vordus. “It’ sthe only place where families actudly settle—asyou say, everyonedselivesa
virtudly nomadic life” He rustled through the papers. “Lixed hasinvestigated the Brundlefamily...let me
see...ahyes, hereitis...eminent and highly educated’—V orstus looked up at Maximilian—"*well, as
highly educated as an Outlander family can get, | imagine.” Helooked back down to his papers. “Very
distinguished. Somewheat cultured—I have no ideawhat Lixel means by that—and remarkably fecund.”
He chuckled. “Lixe patently thought that a point in the woman' sfavor.”

“Yet thisLady Ishbd isthe only remaining member of her family?’ Egdion said. “ That doesn’t seem very
fecund to me”

“A plague went through the Outlands twenty years ago,” said Vorsius. “1 don't even need to consult
Lixel’ sreport to remember that. Half the Centrd Kingdoms were affected by it aswell, and Escator was
damned lucky to escape its ravages. Anyway, the plague took out everyonein the Brunelle family except
Ishbel, then an eight-year-old girl. So"—again Vorstuslooked at Maximilian, but now with some humor
twisting his mouth—*the Lady Ishbel comes with aconsiderable dowry dong with her other attributes,
which Lixd clamsare afair face and form, a decent education, and a pleasing manner of character.”

“Why do | sensea‘but’ coming?’ said Maximilian.
Vorgtus put down the papers, and sighed. “Thereisaproblem.”
“Yes?' sad Maximilian.

“The Lady Ishbel is currently award with the Coil at their basein Serpent’ s Nest. It isthe Coil who
offers her to you, Maxe.”

There was utter silence, everyone staring at Vorstus.

Egdion findly broke the quiet. “I thought the Coil wasamyth! Y ou can't tell methat thevile...gut
gazers...actudly exig!”

Vorstus|ooked down at his hands, now folding the papers over and over in hislap.



“Vorgus?' sad Maximilian softly.

Vorgsus sighed. “The Coail do exigt. | have aways believed them fact, and Lixd confirmsit here.”
“But they' re nothing like the myth,” said Garth. “Right, Vorsus?’

The abbot remained silent.

Maximilian gave a soft humorlesslaugh. “Do you—or Lixe—actudly suggest | take to wife awoman
who lives among those who dice open the bellies of the living in order to foresee the future?”

“And who in thedoing turn the entrails of the dtill-living into snakes?’ said Egalion. “I can’'t believe
you—or Lixe—have actudly thought to take this cursed offer so serioudy asto bring it to the king's
atention.”

Maximilian waved ahand. “Vorstus must have areason. Let'shear it.”

“Thelesser of the reasonsisthat the Lady Ishbd isnot a priestess. Sheisnot amember of the Order.
The Coil took her in during the dark days when much of the Outlands wasin turmoil. When Ishbel had
no one, the Cail offered her ahome.”

“And awarm place to deep amid the steaming entrails of their victims,” muttered Egdion.

“The Coail’s priests and priestesses never leave their Order, Maximilian,” Vorstus continued. “The mere
fact they offer her to you indicates that 1shbel has been their ward, but not their trainee.”

Maximilian gave ashrug. “Why should | consider her? Gods, Vorgtus, she comestainted with dl thevile
reputation of the Coil...how could | take such awoman as my queen? No one would accept her.”

“The Lady Ishbel comeswith an added extrato her dowry, Maxd. The Brunelle family, aswell as
owning haf of Margdit, dso controlled vast estatesin the principdities of Kyrosand Pelemerein the
Centrd Kingdoms, aswell asthe full manorid rightsto Degpend. She would bring much-needed riches
to Escator.”

Maximilian said nothing, regarding V orstus with unblinking eyes as he dowly stroked hischinwith a
thumb as he thought. Vast estatesin Kyros and Pelemere. And full manoria rights to Deepend, the town
and itsland, which in turn controlled the trading and shipping rights to Deepend Bay to the south of
Escator.

Richesindeed, particularly to aking who, in the very act of escaping and then destroying the rich gloam
mines, had virtualy crippled Escator’ s economy. Most of the past eight years had been spent, relatively
unsuccesstully, trying to repair the country’ sfinances.

What a difference this dowry could make.

“How isit alady from the Outlands managesto control the rightsto Degpend?’ Maximilian asked. HE d
known there had been an absentee lordship on the place—Escator had the right to use the bay for its
shipping but each year Maximilian paid heavily for the privilege to the steward of Degpend—but had
aways bdieved it belonged to one of the more reclusive Centrd Kingdom families.

“The Brundlefamily haslineage that stiretches back many centuries” Vorstussaid. “Lixd writesthat they
picked up the Deepend rights viaafortuitous marriage two hundred years ago.”

“And now the Cail, vialshbdl, offersthoserightsto me,” said Maximilian. “Why? Of what benefit can



thisbeto them?’

“Y ou' re the least objectionable man on the aristocratic marriage market,” said Vorstus bluntly, and
Maximilian laughed, now with genuine amusemen.

“Ah!” hesaid. “Now | see. The Coil doesn’'t want anyone from the Central Kingdoms getting them, eh?’

“Indeed,” said Vorgtus. “There' s bad blood between the Outlands and the Central Kingdoms, aswell
you know—"

Maximilian grunted. The various kingdoms and principaities of the two regions had been posturing and
threatening each other with war for years.

“—and perhapsthe Coail, who Lixd saysare closgly alied with the Outlanders through blood and
geography, think to establish an aliance with Escator so that they may have afriend on the rear flank of
the Centra Kingdoms.”

“So we get to the heart of the matter,” said Garth, slent until now as he studied Maximilian’ sreactions.
“Isthe thought of the economic advantage of the woman enough for Maxel to forget her more ghastly
acquaintances?’

“Thereisno need for anyone beyond this room to know of the Lady Ishbe’s‘ more ghastly’
acquaintances,” said Vorstus softly. “ Sheisthe well-dowered Lady 1shbe Brundlle, of Margdit. An
Outlander, to be sure, but one wedlthy enough, and well-mannered enough, for that dight geographical
gtain to be conveniently forgotten. Maximilian”—V orstus leaned forward—* no one need ever know of
her timewith the Cail.”

“Y ou redly want meto consder this, don't you,” said Maximilian.

“Aye,” said Vordus, “I don't think you can ignoreit. Escator needs her wedlth, and you need awifeto
mother you afamily. Damnit, dl you need do is meet with her, tak, and if you don’t like her, then walk
away.”

“How would | know,” said Maximilian, “if sheredly is*just award of the Coil, and not some
full-blooded member of their vile Order? | don’t want some witch ditting open my belly in the middle of
the night to see what the weather will be likefor her tea party the following week.”

Vorstus held out hisright hand, showing Maximilian the mark of the quill on the back of itsindex finger.
“If she was a priestess of the Coil then she would be marked with the sign of the Cail, the coiled serpent,
somewhere on her body, just as| am marked with this as amember of the Order of Persmius. Just as
you are marked with the Mantecercs.”

Maximilian absently touched hisright bicep, where, just after hisbirth, the mark of the Manteceros—the
semimythical protector of the Escatorian throne—had been tattooed in blue ink made from the blood of
the creaiure itslf.

“Shewould have to be marked, Maxd,” Vorstus continued, “and if sheisn't, then sheistruly what the
Coail clams her to be—a smple ward when no one else was | eft to ward her.”

Egdion grinned. “ Does that mean Maximilian getsto spend hiswedding night going over her witha
magnifying glass?’

Maximilian smiled politely, but hiseyeswerefar digtant.



The group broke up ahdf hour later. It was not amoment too soon for Maximilian, who needed to be
by himsdf to think.

Egalion and Garth left, but V orstus hung back amoment to hand Maximilian the sheaf of documents.

“Maxel,” Vorsgtus said softly, “when you go through these papers, do be sure to cast your eyes over the
map of the Outlandsthat Lixel enclosed most helpfully. I'm sureit will prove...interesting.”

CHAPTER S X
The Royal Palace, Ruen, Escator

L aethat night Maximilian moved restlesdy about his bedchamber. The palace at Ruen wasamassive
structure of dark red stone, risng more than five windowless stories from street level before splintering
into fifty-three towers and spires. Maximilian could never quite decide whether it was the most beautiful
sructure he' d ever seen, or the ugliest, but he loved it. HE d been born within itswalls, and raised here
by loving parentsfor hisfirst fourteen years before Cavor snatched him and condemned him to the Veins.
Now, once more encased within itsred stone walls, Maximilian appreciated the palace for theisolation it
alowed him. Maximilian liked people, but he dso loved solitude, and at night in his bedchamber, which
rested a the summit of the highest of the palace towers, he could indulge that to the fullest.

There was something about living at the pinnacle of the tower, about being o high and having the castle
stretch down beneath his booted feet, that sated some deep need within Maximilian.

But tonight that isolation irked him. He couldn’t stop thinking about the Coil’ s offer of Ishbel Brundle as
abride. Hisfirst instinct was to refuse her: he was repulsed by her association with an order as
abominable asthe Coil. Even if she had taken no part in any of their murderous ceremonies, nor even if
she swore horror hersdlf at their activities, Ishbel would always be tainted in his mind with their depravity.

But on the other hand she did come from a good family—Maximilian had spent an hour this afternoon
poring over the information Lixel had sent...if not poring over the map that VV orstus was so eager for him
to read. VVorstus could annoy Maximilian at timeswith his secretive eyes and his ambiguous words, and
Maximilian was in a perverse enough mood that he did not want to immediately do what V orstus wanted.

The documents kept Maximilian occupied enough. Gods, this1shbel came with such wedth trailing at her
skirts! Escator’s economy was virtually moribund. It had depended so grestly on the gloam mines, and
when they had been destroyed during Maximilian's release there was nothing to take their place.
Maximilian had worked hard to increase trade, but he' d concentrated on trade alliances with Tencendor,
and when that country had sunk benegath the waves five years ago, then so dso had Maximilian’s hopes
of an economic resurgence in Escator within hislifetime. The Central Kingdomsto the east, hisonly other
useful trading partners, were locked in exclusive trading aliances with the far northern nations of Berfardi
and Gershadi. The Coroleans were too hopelesdy unreliable and treacherousto consder asdliesin
anything, and asfor the great southern lands beyond the FarReach Mountains...well, they were so
isolated by reason of both the mountains and lack of ports, aswell as being totally uncommunicative, that
Maximilian had never even congdered them as potentid trading partners.

Besides, what did Escator have to trade with anyone? A tiny surplus of agricultura produce and a surfeit
of genidity essentialy encgpsulated dl Escator had to offer, and Maximilian honestly couldn’t think of
anyone desperate for a bucketful of beans ddivered with aamile.



Lady Ishbel Brundle, ward of the Coil, offered Maximilian and Escator alifeline. Perhaps some of the
eagtern princdings would smile disdainfully at ahandful of vast estates and the Deepend manorid rights,
but to Maximilian they represented salvation. Theincome would make dl the difference to the country.

They would make dl the difference to Maximilian’ s guilt. Although he knew he had no need, he did fed
guilty about the loss of the gloam mines. Y es, they were vile, but they had kept Escator rich, and it was
now Maximilian’ stask to replace those lost riches.

A ring on Ishbd’sfinger would do it.

Ah! Maximilian paced restlesdy about the chamber, his thoughts tumbling. Marriage to awoman tainted
with the Coil to restore Escator’ s riches, or continued persond isolation and poverty for so many of his
subjects?

“Damnit,” he muttered. “Why couldn’t I have found someone & se with that kind of dowry who was
interested in me?’

He paced about for afew more minutes, stripping off his jacket and shirt and tossing them over the back
of achair, running his hand through histoo long hair and thinking he really ought to get it cut, rolling the
Peramiusring around hisfinger, over and over.

Finaly, coming to adecision, Maximilian walked to one of the high windows and opened wide the glass
panes. He stared out into the night for amoment, then returned to stand by his bed, his back to the
window, the fingers of hisleft hand absently running over the ungainly outline of the Manteceroson his

right bicep.
Hewaited long minutes, findly relaxing when he heard the faint sound of movement in the window.

“How arrogant you are,” she said softly, “that you were so certain I’ d be crouching on arooftop
somewhere, waiting in hope that you' d open awindow for me.”

Maximilian smiled, dowly turning about. “And how glad | am, StarWeb, that you were sitting on that
rooftop, waiting for me to open the window.”

She crouched in the window, her dark wings held out gracefully behind her for balance, watching him
with unreadable dark eyes. She had amop of black curls, afine-boned face, and a dancer’ s body,
currently clothed in ashort silken robe as dark as her hair and wings.

Maximilian dowly waked over to her and held out ahand. “ StarWeb, | took a chance, knowing you
often soar over the palace late at night. Arrogant assumption didn’t open that window. Hope did.”

StarWeb hesitated, then took his hand as she jumped down to the floor. She started to walk into the
chamber, but Maximilian’ s grip on her hand tightened, and he pulled her close enough for asoft kiss.

“Smilefor me” hewhispered, drawing away fractiondly.
“Why?What good news could you possibly have to make me smile?’

Still keeping her hand locked in his, Maximilian drew back enough so he could study her face. StarWeb
was an I carii, one of the race of bird people who had once ruled over the land of Tencendor to the west.
StarWeb had aso been one of the dite among the I carii, a powerful Enchanter who could manipulate the
magic of the Star Dance. But then Tencendor had descended into chaos, the ruling SunSoar family had
imploded into tragedy; the Star Gate, through which the Icarii Enchanters drew the power of the Star
Dance had been destroyed. Tencendor itself vanished into the waters of the Widowmaker Seg, taking all



its peoplesinto doom.

But not quite al its peoples. Caelum SunSoar, who had ruled the land in itsfina years, had maintained
strong diplomatic ties with both Coroleas and the continent over the Widowmaker Sea. During the fina
wars that had destroyed Tencendor, amost five thousand I carii had been scattered about Coroleas and
the eastern continent. More had joined them before thefina cataclysm. Currently, StarWeb had told
Maximilian, there was an expatriate community of dmost six thousand I carii scattered about the lands
surrounding the Widowmaker Sea, aswell asthe Centra Kingdoms. Therewere at least six hundred
living in Escetor done.

The Icarii may have kept their lives, but the Enchanters among them had logt dl their power, and
Maximilian well knew from his relationship with StarWWeb what that had cost them. It wasn't so much the
power they resented losing, but the constant touch of the Star Dance, without which, StarWeb had once
confided to him, their lives were but pae reflections of what had once been.

Maximilian pulled StarWeb closer again, and kissed her alittle more lingeringly. They had been loversfor
some months now, their relationship based amost entirely on a sexual bond rather than an emotiona one,
which suited Maximilian well, dthough he often wondered about Star\Web. He knew she didiked the fact
he kept their trysts secret.

Star'Web pulled away. “What do you want, Maxel ?’

He dighed. “To tak, to share some companionship. To make love, if you want. | don’t want to be alone
tonight.”

She shrugged, moving deeper into the chamber, running ahand lightly over atable, then the back of a
chair, folding her wings closein againgt her body—a sure Sgn that she remained annoyed with him.

“Isit only kings who want companionship completely on their terms, Maxel ?’
“You'rein abad mood tonight.”

She swung about to look at him. “That’ s because | hateit, Maxd, that | ways come whenever you
deign to open that window.”

“I'm sorry, StarWeb. | am not what you need.”

She studied that statement for any hint of sarcasm, and then decided the apology was genuine. “So
what’ sup, Maxe?'Y ou' re tense. Worried about something.”

“1"ve been offered a bride.”

StarWeb burst into laughter, her expression relaxing back into that of adelighted girl. “Well done, then!
Areyou going to take this one?’

“ She' s been offered to me by the Coail.”

All StarWeb' s amusement vanished. “I’ ve heard of them.”

“And not liked what you have heard, most apparently.”

“You aretruly consdering taking a priestess of the Cail to your bed? Asawife?’

“She' snot a priestess, merely award taken in after a plague wiped out her family and half the population
of the Outlands. And she comes with wedlth that Escator could well use.”



“Oh, wdl. That makesit dl right then.”

“| don't need that sarcasm, StarWeb. If | were merely Maximilian Persmius, | would have winced and
torn up the offer into athousand pieces. But | am King of Escator aswell, and with that comesa
respons bility to my people. Escator needs that wealth.”

“So shdl you meet with her?’
He hesitated, then gave anod. “ Eventudly, but—"
“But you want something from mefirg.”

“I trust you, StarWeb. | trust your perception. | need someone to act as an emissary between me and the
Coail. I need someone to meet her, and tell me what they think. Will we suit each other?Is she good
enough for meto forget her association with the Coil?” He gave ashamefaced grin. “And | need
someonewho can do dl thisrdatively quickly. Thisisnot adecison | wish to linger over.”

“Would you like me aso to take her to bed, and see if she suits your needs?’
Maximilian smiled. “Would you?’

StarWeb laughed then, and the mood between them relaxed. The I carii Enchanter walked over to
Maximilian, running her hands dowly over his naked upper body, her fingerstracing the outlines of the
scarsleft from histimein the Veins, kissng his neck dowly as she spoke. “How fortunate you are thet |
am not ajed ous woman.”

Hetook her face between gentle hands. “I am well aware how fortunate | am in you, StarWeb, and aso
wel awvarethat | use you unmercifully. Whatever you want from me, you haveit.”

Y our love? she wondered, and then discarded the thought. There had never been any expectation of love
on ether of their parts.

“Just you,” she whispered. “For an hour or two tonight, so | can forget dl | havelogt.”

While Maximilian lay with StarWeb, Vorstus sat at atablein hislocked chamber in adistant part of the
palace. On the table before him sat asmall glass pyramid, about the height of aman’shand. It pulsated
gently with soft rosy light, and its depths showed aman of ascetic gppearance in late middle age who
reveded, as he reached up ahand to rub thoughtfully at his nose, a serpent tattoo writhing up hisforearm.

“Has Maximilian looked at the map yet?’ said the man whose image showed within the pyramid.
“No, my Lord Lister,” said Vorstus. “If he had, | am sure | would have heard the screech from here.”
Lister smiled. “Will he be ready, do you think?’

“He had seventeen years battling the darknessin the Veins, my lord,” said Vorstus. “Hewon't likeit, but
when heis needed, then, yes, | believe he will step forward. How goes the Lady 1shbel 7’

“Redgning hersdlf to marriage. She, dso, will step forward when needed.”

“If only she knew who had caused that plague to strike her family homein Margdit, my lord. Then
perhaps she might not be so ready to ‘ step forward.””



“Don’'t thresten me,” Ligter said. “Besides, what will Maximilian say, eh, when helearnswho it was
whispered to Cavor the plan to imprison him in the gloam mines for such amighty length of time?’

“We have dl done what was needed.”

“Ah, we dl have done what was needed,” said Ligter, “and we will do more, asthe need dictates. Let me
know what Maximilian says, why don’t you, when hefinaly looks at that map.”

The rose pyramid dulled, then died.

Lister stood in the central chamber of his castle of Crowhurst and stared as his own pyramid dulled into
lifelessness on the table. He sighed, and turned away, walking to the open window to look out.

Beyond stretched avast wasteland of frost and low, snow-covered rolling hills. The northern wastes
were adesolate place, but they suited Lister’ s purpose for the time being, and for the time being he
needed to be here. He shuddered, more from the cold than from any direction of histhoughts, and he
reached out and closed the windows, revealing tattoos of black serpents crawling up both hisforearms.

Kanubai’ s ancient foe, Light, had taken the form of Lister some forty-five years ago when it had become
apparent to both Light and Water that Kanubai’ s prison had begun to fail. Light and Water needed
morta shape now, for the battle to come would be of the physical rather than the etheredl. While they
had taken the flesh of men, Light also, from timeto time, and asit amused him, took on the ethereal form
of the serpent, while Water occasiondly took the form of the frog.

Sometimes aso, when it suited their purpose to manipulate those about them, they named themselves
gods, and commanded ordinary men and women.

Ishbel had no ideawhat it was shetruly served.

The moveinto the physica ream of men was dangerous. As flesh-and-blood men they might il
command powers greater than those of most mortal's, but were as vulnerable to the spear and the sword
asany other.

There came anoise from the door, afootfal, and Lister turned about.

Three creatures of above man-height stood there. They were skeletal and vaguely man-shaped, but more
wraith than flesh. The most substantia part of them wastheir oversized skull-like heads, dominated by
heavy, great-toothed jaws and huge silver orbs set deep into their eye sockets.

One of them nodded at the table, which was covered at one end with the detritus of Lister’ searlier meal.

“We ve comefor theleavings, Lord Ligter,” the Skragling said, his voice more hissed whisper than
spoken word.

“Takethem,” said Lister. “Did the kitchen hand out the scraps to your comrades earlier?’
“Yes,” said another of the Skraglings. “Thank you. Lard and blood. Tasty.”
“Tagty, tasty,” whispered the other two.

Lister nodded at the table, and the three Skraelings crept forward, gathering plates into their awkward
hands, licking each one clean asthey picked them up. Then, slver orbs glancing a Ligter, they crept
back through the door, closing it behind them.



“Damned creatures,” Lister muttered. He loathed them, but for the moment it was better to be thair friend
than their enemy.

Likehisaly, Water, who stood watch over the ancient evil far to the south, Lister ssood watch over the
tens of thousands of Skraelings who gathered in the frozen hills about Crowhurst. He knew that Kanubai
whispered to them from deep within his abyss, and that Kanubai wasthe Skraglings' only true lord. But
Lister had wormed his serpentine way into the Skraglings' affections by feeding them scraps and leavings
in order that he might live beside them, and watch their every move.

They were loathsome companions, but for the moment Lister must make do.

And at |least they were not his only companions. Another footfall sounded at the door, and Lister looked
up, smiling in genuine warmth as the winged woman entered.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The Royal Palace, Ruen, Escator

M aximilian lay in bed done, wide awake, saring at the calling.
StarWeb had |eft an hour or more ago.

Since he' d returned from the gloam mines, Maximilian had taken avariety of lovers. He had spent his
youth and early manhood trapped in the mines, and once free he did not hesitate to enjoy the comfort
and excitement of awoman in his bed.

But they never stayed the night.

One of Maximilian’ sfirst lovers had been an accommodating lady of court. She was a sweet woman, and
had taken it upon hersdlf to teach Maximilian the skillsthat by rights he should have learned many years
earlier. She had dept through the night at hissde onetime only (and that many monthsinto their
relaionship), and in the morning had turned to him and said:

| think that the darknessisyour true lover, Maximilian. | think you brought it with you out of the Veins.
Perhaps you should wive the darkness, and not any flesh-and-blood woman.

That had stung Maximilian badly, and he' d never invited her back into his bedroom.

Now helay on the bed, twisting the Persmius ring on hisleft hand over and over, thinking not so much
about Ishbel, but about his parents. His father and mother had loved each other dearly, and their
marriage had been strong.

But they had had separate bedrooms, and Maximilian suspected that his mother spent only a handful of
entire nights with hisfather, and those, perhaps, only a the very beginning of their marriage.

Generaly, she had preferred to deep e sewhere than at her beloved husband’ s side.

Maximilian’slover had been wrong. It was not the Veinsthat had imbued Maximilian with his darkness,
but something far older, and deeply embedded within the Persmius blood.

Maximilian sighed, finally admitting he could not deep. He sat up and swung hislegs over the sde of the
bed. Helooked at his desk for along time, then rose and walked over, lighting alamp and scattering the
documents regarding Ishbel Brundlle across the desktop with hisfingers.



He paused as the folded map did into view.
“By thegods, Vorgtus,” Maximilian muttered, “my life would be so much smpler without you.”
Then he picked up the map and unfolded it.

At firg glance the map was innocuous, showing the Central Kingdoms and the Outlands. Maximilian
traced afinger over the Outlands, looking for Serpent’ s Nest. He knew it was amountain, and had
supposed it was one of the summits within the Sky Peaks, which ran down the western border of the
Outlands.

Hefrowned ashisinitia scan of the map failed to revea 1shbel’ shome.

Then, increasingly irritated, he looked farther afield, and finally spotted Serpent’ s Nest on the very
eastern seaboard of the Outlands.

Maximilian dropped the map and stepped back from the desk, staring at the desktop asif it contained
the most vile of mongters.

Serpent’s Nest was what he knew as the Mountain at the Edge of the World.

It took Maximilian some minutesto bring his breathing back under control and to still hisracing thoughts.

A coincidence, nothing more, surely. The Mountain at the Edge of the World must have been abandoned
for thousands of years, it was not so strange that some others may have taken occasion to inhabit it.

But to be inhabited by an order devoted to a serpent god?
Maxd? sad the Persmiusring. Maxd? What isthe matter?
“Nothing,” Maximilian said automaticaly, still saring at the desk.
Isit about Ishbel? said thering.

“No,” Maximilian responded, but wondered what it meant that this bride was coming to him from within
the Mountain at the Edge of the World, now associated with a serpent.

No, no, surely not...

Maximilian turned on his hed and waked to one sde of his bedchamber, which was clear of furniture.
He stood, looking at the floor, then he leaned down.

As his hand approached the floorboards, atrapdoor materiaized. Maximilian hesitated, then grabbed the
iron pull ring and hauled the door open.

The Peramius Chamber lay directly under Maximilian's bedchamber. Herarely came here: saverd times
when hewas aboy and hisfather had been inducting him into the mysteries of the Peramiusfamily; once,
sx months after he’ d been restored to the throne and he' d felt he needed to check to ensurethat al was
gl safe after seventeen years (Vorstus had told him Cavor had not been informed about the chambe);
and once about a year ago, when some marriage negotiations had looked as though they might actually
matureinto fruition, and Maximilian had cometo look at the mate to the ring he wore on hisleft hand that



any wife of hiswould wesr.

No one ese ever came here. Only the king, his heir, and the abbot of the Order of Persmius knew of its
existence.

The Persmius Chamber was ova in shape and relatively small. It contained two chest-high marble
columns, each at opposing ends of the oval. Each column held a cushion, and each cushion cradled an
object.

Maximilian waked firg to the column at the western end of the ova chamber. It hed an emerald and
ruby ring, worn by the wives of the Persmiusking.

My lover, said Maximilian’ sring, and Maximilian sghed, part inirritation and part in resignation, and,
taking off hisring, laid it beside the emerad and ruby ring so they could chat for awhile.

The Whispering Rings they were cdled, but only someone of Persmius blood could ever hear them,
which Maximilian supposed was agood thing, as he knew his own cursed ring tended to mutter the most
uncomplimentary things at the worst of moments.

What it had murmured about Star\Web tonight, just as Maximilian and StarWeb' slovemaking peaked,
hed very nearly distiracted Maximilian completely.

Helooked at therings, tuning out their whispering as he thought.

Ishbel cameto him from the Mountain at the Edge of the World now caled Serpent’s Nest. What did
that mean? Coincidence? Or something deeper? Darker?

Maximilian knew the ancient legend of Kanubal, and he knew aso, from hisfather’ steachings, that Light
often assumed the shape of the serpent, just as Water sometimes assumed the shape of the frog. He
hadn’t immediately connected the name of Serpent’s Nest with Light, smply because then he had not
realized that Serpent’s Nest was the ancient Mountain at the Edge of the World.

The ancient home of the Lord of Elcho Faling, who had once alied himsdf with Light and Weter in the
battle to imprison Kanubai.

Finaly, unableto ignoreit any longer, Maximilian turned and looked &t the other column.

Its velvet cushion held an object so ancient, and so cursed, that Maximilian fdt dightly ill even looking at
it.

It was the crown, Ssmply made of three thick entwined golden bands, of a kingdom and arespongbility
so ancient that its name had been forgotten by al living people, and which had never been recorded in
any history book.

Living darkness writhed among the golden bands.

Very dowly, every step hesitant, Maximilian walked over to it. He had never touched it, and hoped he
never had to. Hisfather had never touched it, nor his father before him.

If ever Maximilian had to lift that crown to his head, then it meant that the end of the world had risen, and
waswalking theland.

To Maximilian's profound relief, the crown looked just asit had every other time Maximilian had studied
it. The darkness (that same darkness which writhed through the Persmius blood) lived, yes, but it did not



seem aware, or avake. It merely waited, asit had been waiting for thousands of years.
Maximilian alowed himsalf asigh of relief, hisshouldersfindly rdaxing.

Perhaps I shbel’ s connection with the Mountain a the Edge of the World and its current association with
aserpent was coincidence merely. He should not worry.

But he should, perhaps, be highly careful.
Maximilian turned hisback on the crown, and collected hisring, preparatory to leaving the chamber.

But just before he climbed back into his bedchamber, Maximilian turned and looked once more at the
dark crown. He frowned, something stirring in hismind.

Cavor had never been inducted into the mystery of this chamber.

Why not? Everyone had believed Maximilian dead, so why hadn’t Cavor been inducted into this
mystery?

Maximilian stood there along time, the rings silent, before he turned abruptly on his hedl and Ieft the
chamber.

And the crown of Elcho Falling.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Serpent’s Nest, and the Palace at Ruen
| shbel sat in her bare chamber, staring unseeing at her hands clasped in her 1ap.

Tomorrow shewasto leave for Margdit. The early negotiations with Maximilian had been successful. He
was willing to congder the offer of the“ward” of the Coil—Ishbel’ s mouth curled dightly inasmile—asa
wife. She' d entertained doubts that Maximilian would even come thisfar, but he had, and so now she
must leave.

Maximilian was sending a deputation to Margalit to meet with Ishbel and to hash out more detailed
negotiations. The negotiations could till break down—Ishbe could dmost smell the warinessin
Maximilian'sinitia interest—but they could just as easly progress further, and Ishbel needed to ready
hersdf to commit to marriage.

Ishbel had indeed largely resigned hersdf to marriage with Maximilian. She ill had no ideawhy the
Great Serpent thought such aunion would help avert the threatening disaster, but shewould do ashe
(and asthis curious frog god) wished. I1shbel had spent the last few weeks discovering al she could about
her potential husband, but that was little enough. There had been more details about his harrowing
Seventeen years spent as a prisoner in the gloam mines, some interesting tales about how he' d been
released and how he had defeated Cavor in battle, but very little information about the man himsdlf.
Ishbel discovered that Maximilian was respected across the Centra Kingdoms, that he had agood
relationship with the kings of Pelemere and Kyros, and that his smal kingdom of Escator was, indeed,
crippled by debt. Ishbel had decided that Maximilian was likely harmless enough, and that hisworst fault
(apart from some as-yet-undiscovered socidly embarrassing habit) waslikely to beamild dreariness
engendered by hislong imprisonment.

He certainly had done nothing to set the world afire since his restoration to the throne of Escator.



Ishbel had aso stedled hersdlf to accept the sexud intimacy of the marriage. She would endure, if that
was what the Great Serpent needed of her.

Additiondly, shewould endure the necessity of deferring to her husband. She, the archpriestess of the
Coail, who had hitherto bowed only before gods.

What Ishbel feared most was the actud leaving of Serpent’s Nest. It had been her only home, her entire
world, for most of her life. The mountain was her safety and her comfort, and it shielded her from the
horror of the world beyond.

For an ingtant amemory resurfaced of her mother’ swhispering corpse, and Ishbel jerked alittle, fighting
to keep it at bay.

She was not looking forward at dl to her journey to Margdit. 1shbe would betraveling only with a
company of guardsmen from Margdlit itself. No one from the Coil would be accompanying her. Ishbel
understood the necessity for this. She needed to distance herself from them and become the Lady Ishbel
Brundlle rather than the archpriestess of the Cail, and Ishbe could not do that if any of the Cail or thelr
servantstraveled with her.

There came aknock at her door, and Azid entered. He came over to Ishba and sat down beside her on
the bed. Wordlessly he picked up her hand, kissed it, then kissed the side of her forehead.

“You will come back,” he said softly, and Ishbdl blinked away her tears, and nodded.

Shewould return.

Sincethe night he' d looked at the map, Maximilian had either avoided Vorstus, or had avoided spesking
to him done. Maximilian smply did not want to give V orstus the satisfaction of areaction.

It irritated Maximilian that V orstus had not smply cometo him and said, “Maxd, an offer of abride
comes out of the Mountain at the Edge of the World. A woman associated with a serpent god, no less.
What do you think about thet, then?’

Instead, V orstus had decided to play games.

It took Vorstus eight days before he knocked one evening at the door to Maximilian’s bedchamber as
Maximilian was preparing for evening court.

Maximilian waved away the servants, then indicated Vorstus should take achair. “What can | do for you,
Vorgus? You are normaly cloistered in your library at thistime of night.”

“What did you think of Serpent’s Nest, Maxd?’

Maximilian tugged at the cuffs of hislinen shirt, making sure they sat comfortably under his heavy velvet
overjacket. “1’d wondered why you did not come to me directly, Vorstus, instead of cloaking this offer in
mystery. Y ou know more than you are saying. What?’

“All' I know iswhat | have told you. No one was more shocked than | when | saw that Serpent’ sNest is
what was anciently caled the Mountain & the Edge of the World.”

Maximilian shot him adeeply cynica look. Asabbot of the Order of Peramius, Vorstuswas privy to
amog dl of its secrets.



“All I know iswhat | havetold you,” Vorstus repeated quietly.
“How coincidental that the Mountain at the Edge of the World is now dedicated to a serpent god.”
“Perhapsjust a coincidence.”

Maximilian stopped fiddling with his attire and looked at VVorstus directly. “1s Elcho Faling stirring,
Vorsus?’

“I don't know, Maxd.”
“I am sck of hearing your ‘I don’t knows'!”
[1] I_”

“Ligento me, Vorgtus. | know that you were instrumenta in aiding my escape from the Veins, and for
that you know | am grateful. But | am not going to spend my life mired in debt to you, nor am | going to
put up with you stepping coyly about something that has the power to destroy this entire world. Gods!
Have | not had enough darknessin my life? Or do the gods demand something €l se from me besides
losing seventeen years, seventeen years, Vorstus, to those damned, damned gloam mines? Have | not
suffered enough?’

“If Elcho Falling iswaking, Maximilian Persmius, then you must do what needsto be done.”
The patronizing idiot, Maximilian thought. “Ah, get out of here, Vorstus.”

Maximilian waited until VVorstus had his hand on the door handle before spesking again.
“One morething, Vorstus. Y ou know of the Persmius Chamber?’

Vorstus gave awary nod.

“Y ou know wheét it contains?’

Another wary nod.

“But you never took Cavor there. Y ou never inducted him into the degper mysteries of the Peramius
throne”

Vorgtus now gave avery reluctant single shake of his head, and Maximilian could see that his hand had
grown white-knuckled about the door handle.

“| was sanding in the Persmius Chamber the other night, Vorstus, and a strange unsettling thought
occurred to me. Here you are, Abbot of the Order of Persmius, and the only one apart from the king
and hisheir who knows what truly underpins the Perasmius throne. But for seventeen years, when
everyone save Cavor thought me dead, you never once took the opportunity of inducting Cavor into the
mysteries? Should you not have donethat? | can perhaps understand you waiting ayear or so, hoping for
amiracle, but seventeen?’

“| dways had faith that you—"

“Y ou knew, for those entire seventeen years, Vorgus, that | wasdive. That isthe only reason you did
not induct Cavor into the mysteries. Y ou knew | was coming back.”



“Get out, Vorstus. Get out!”

When the door had closed behind him, Maximilian walked to amirror and stood beforeit, seeing not a
reflection of himsdf, but of the blesknessthat had consumed him withinthe Vens.

“You knew where | was,” Maximilian whispered, “and you |eft me there for seventeen years.”

Much later that night, till unsettled and unableto turn hismind away from Elcho Faling, Maximilian satin
his darkened bedchamber, rested his head againgt the high back of the chair, and closed his eyes.

As he had visited the Peramius Chamber on a previous night, so now Maximilian visited another of the
mysteries hisfather had taught him.

The Twisted Tower.

The crown of Elcho Faling carried with it many responsibilities, many duties, and agreat depth of dark,
writhing mystery. Each king of Escator, and his heir, had to learn it dl in case they one day had to assume
once more the crown of Elcho Falling.

There was an enormous amount of information, of ritua, of windings and wakings, and of magic so
powerful that it took great skill, and an even better memory, to wield it. There was so much to recall, and
to hand down through the generations, that long ago one of the Peramiuskings, perhapsthelast of the
gtting lords of Elcho Faling, had created amemory paacein which to store al the knowledge of Elcho
Fdling.

They cdled it the Twisted Tower.

Maximilian now entered the Twisted Tower, recalling as he did so the day hisfather had first taught him
how to open the door.

“Visudize beforeyou,” hisfather had said, “agreat Twisted Tower, coiling into the sky. It stands ninety
levelshigh, and contains but one door at ground level, and one window just below the roofline. On each
leve thereis one single chamber. Can you pictureit, Maxe?’

Maximilian, even though he was but nine, could do so easily. The strange tower—its masonry laid so that
its courses lifted in corkscrews—rose before him asif he had known it intimately from birth and, under
hisfather’ sdirection, Maximilian laid his hand to the handle of the door and opened it.

A chamber lay directly ingde, crowded with furniture that was overlaid with so many objects Maximilian
could only stand and stare.

“Seehere” hisfather had said. “This blue and white plate asit Stson the table. It isthe first object you
see, and it containsamemory. Pick it up, Maxd, and tell me what you see.”

Maximilian picked up the plate. Ashe did S0, a stanza of versefilled hismind, and hislips moved
soundlessy as he rolled the words about his mouth.

“That is part of the great invocation meant to raise the gates of Elcho Faling,” said hisfather. “The
second stanzaliesright next to it, the red glass ball. Pick that up now, and learn...”



Maximilian had not entered the Twisted Tower since hislast lesson with hisfather, just before his
fourteenth birthday when he’ d been abducted. That lesson had, fortuitoudy, been the day hisfather had
taken himinto the final chamber &t the very top of the Twisted Tower. Despiteit being well over twenty
years aince he' d last entered, Maximilian had no trouble in re-creeting in his mind the Twisted Tower,
and traveled it now, examining every object in each successive chamber and recdling their memories
throughout the height of the tower.

As herose, the chambers became increasingly empty.

It began at the thirty-sixth level chamber. This chamber was, asdl the chambers below it, crammed with
furniture, which in turn was crammed with objects, each containing amemory. But occasond empty
places lay scattered about, marked by shapesin the dust, showing that objects had once rested there.

Maximilian turned to hisfather. “Why are there empty spaces, Father?’

Hisfather shifted uncomfortably. “ The memories held within these objects have been passed down for
many thousands of years, Maxel. Sometimes mistakes have been made in the passing, objects have been
midaid, memories forgotten. So much has been logt, son. | am sorry.”

“But what if we needed it, Father? What if we needed to resurrect Elcho Falling?’

Hisfather had not answered that question, which had in itsgf been answer enough for Maximilian.

Now Maximilian entered the find chamber at the very top of the tower.
It was utterly barren of any furniture or objects.
Everything it had once contained had been forgotten.

Maximilian stood there, turning about, thinking about how the chambers had become progressively
emptier ashe' d climbed through the tower.

Hewas glad that he had remembered everything hisfather had taught him, and that he could retrieve the
memoriesintact as he took each object into hishands.

But, contrariwise, Maximilian wasfilled with despair at the thought thet if, if, he wasto be the King of
Escator who once again had to shoulder the ancient responsibilities of Elcho Faling, he would need to do
so withwell over hdf of the memories, therituds, and the enchantments of Elcho Faling forgotten and
log for dl time.

[ Part Two]
CHAPTER ONE

L ake Juit, the Tyranny of | sembaard

L ake Juit, asold asthe land itsdlf, lay <till and quiet in the dawn. The sun had bardly risen, and broad,
rosy horizontd shafts of soft light illuminated the gently rippling expanse of the lake, and set the deep reed
beds surrounding the lake into deep mauve-pocked shadow.




A man poled apunt out of the reed beds.

Hewas very tal, broad-shouldered, and handsomely muscled, with ahead of magnificent black
tightly-braided hair that hung in agreat sweep to apoint midway down his back. He wore awhite linen
hipwrap, itssmplicity afoil to the magnificent collar of pure gold and bejeweled linksthat draped over
his shoulders and partway down his chest and back.

Hewas Isaiah, Tyrant of Isembaard, and the lake was surrounded by ten thousand of his spearmen,
while on the ramshackle wooden pier from where he' d set out waited his court maniac, the eusively
insane (but remarkably useful) Baa’ uz.

Ba d’uz narrowed his eyes thoughtfully as he watched histyrant. One did not expect one' s normaly
completely predictable tyrant to suddenly decamp from his palace at Aghat, move ten thousand men and
his maniac down to this humid and pest-ridden lake, saying nothing about his motives, and then get
everyone up well before dawn to watch their tyrant set off by himsdlf in a punt.

Bd a’uz had no ideawhat | saiah was about, and he did not like that at all.

Isaiah poled the punt dowly and steadily forward. He did not head out into the center of the shallow lake,
but kept close to the reed beds. Occasiondly he smiled very dightly, as here and there afrog peeked out
from behind the reeds.

Aslsaiah got deeper into the lake, he watched the dawn light carefully, waiting for the precise moment.

He poled rhythmically, using the regular movements of hisarms and body to concentrate on the matter at
hand. What he was about to do was so dangerousthat if he allowed himsdlf to think about it he knew he
would turn the punt back to the wharf and the watching Ba a’ uz.

But Isaiah could not afford to do that. He needed to concentrate—

At one with the water.

—and he needed to focus—

On the Song of the Frogs.

—and he needed to draw on all the power he contained within his body—
And dlow it to ripple, to wash, and to run with thetide.

—and he needed today to be successful, because without that which he' d comefor, Isaiah knew the task
of the Lord of Elcho Faling would be nigh to impossible, and the land itself would fail.

Besdes, he knew thiswould annoy Ba d’ uz, and annoying Ba d’ uz dways brightened Isaiah’ sday.

Abovedl, Isaiah was here because he needed something from the lake very, very badly, and he did not
think the world would surviveif he did not get that for which he'd come.

The sun was alittle higher now, and nervesfluttered in Isaiah’ s belly, threatening to bregk his
concentration. His handstightened fractionally on the pole, and he forced himself to focus.

Theair, clear afew minutes ago, was now damp with mist seeping out from the reed banks.



Frogs began to sing, alow, sweet melody, and one or two of them hopped onto the prow of the punt.
Isaiah closed his eyes briefly, overcome with the sweetness of their song.
Then, hands tightened once more, eyes opening, he drew down on the deep well of power within himself.

| sai ah spoke the words that were needed, and the moment the last one dropped from his mouth the air
about the entire |ake exploded in sound and movement as millions of pink-and scarlet-hued juit birdsrose
screaming into the dawn light.

Onthewharf, Ba d’ uz crouched down, arms over his head, and shrieked together with the birds.
About the lake, ten thousand men thrust their spearsinto the air, and screamed as one with Ba d’ uz.

Onthelake, Isaiah poled into the reed banks, into magic and mystery, and into the strange borderland
between worlds. Then, whilethe air still rang with the harsh cries of bird and man, asthe frogs screamed,
and as the sun suddenly topped the horizon and flooded the lake and reed beds with light, Isaiah
dropped the pole, reached down into the water, and lifted a struggling, naked man into the punt.

CHAPTER TWO
Baron Lixel’s Residence, M ar galit

T hejourney to Margalit took almost three weeks, longer than expected. The winter was closing in, and
drifts of snow had forced Ishbel and her escort to spend long daysidle in wayside inns, waiting for the
wegther to improve enough that they might continue their journey.

Ishbel had spent most of the idle days praying that the weather would closein so greatly she' d be forced
to return to Serpent’s Nest. Of courseit hadn’t happened. The snow had always cleared in time for her
to move forward, and, by the time they reached Margdit, she had managed to convince hersdf that no
matter the trial s ahead, she would manage.

Ishbel hoped only that this Maximilian was tolerable, and that he would be kind to her, and that the Great
Serpent had not lied when he' d said that she would return to Serpent’s Nest, and that it would be her
home, dways.

She would be strong, because she had to be.

And, damn it, she was the archpriestess of the Coil, no matter how much she might hide that from
Maximilian. She had courage and she had ability and she had pride, and she would endure.

Despite her carefully congtructed shell of determination, it was ablack moment for Ishbel when shefirgt
saw the smudge of Margdit in the distance. For an ingtant dl the terrifying fear of her childhood
threatened to swamp her, but Ishbel managed to bite down her nausea and panic, and maintain acalm
exterior asthey rode closer and closer to the city.

Then shetook a deep breath, called on dl her training and courage, and the moment passed. Margdit
held no horrorsfor her now. All that was past.

Ishbel wasto stay with Baron Lixd, Maximilian’ s ambassador to the Outlands, in his house in Margdlit.
The house sat in one of Margdit’ s more desirable quarters. It was alarge, spacious house, single-story
like mogt of the Outlanders buildings, with thick walls, high ceilings, and decorative woodwork around
doors and windows. Lixel had rented the property from the Margalit Town Guild when he'd first arrived



in the city, and Ishbel had no reason to suppose that Lixel knew that the house was, in fact, one of the
propertiesin her not-inconsiderable inheritance.

Baron Lixd wasthereto greet Ishbel on her arriva, and he was not what |shbel had imagined. Her fears
hed led her to expect astern, forbidding man, uncommunicative and dismissive, but Lixel proved exactly
the opposite. He was a pleasant man in middle age, very courtly, courteous, attentive without being fussy
and with acharming habit of understatement in conversation, and Ishbel hoped it foretold well for
Maximilian.

Ishbel spent a pleasant evening with him. Lixel seemed to intuit her anxiety and, surprisingly, managed to
put Ishbd at her ease with his charming conversation and easy manner.

On the morrow Maximilian's party wasto arrive, and the negotiations for the contract of marriage to
commence.

Lixel knocked on the door of 1shbel’ s chamber at mid-morning, and bowed as she opened it.
“Maximilian’ sdelegation has arrived,” Lixel said, offering Ishbel hisarm. Then, as shetook it, he added,
“They won't et you.”

Ishbel gave atense amile. “I fed very alonetoday, my lord. Thisisal most strangefor me.”

They waked down the corridor toward the large reception rooms of the house. “Y ou do not wish to
wed?’ Lixd sad.

“I am missing my home, my lord, as noxious asthat home must be to you.”

Ishbel was pushing Lixe alittletoo far with this statement, but she knew that his responsewould tll her a
great dedl about the man, and also, possibly, his master.

“A homeisahome,” Lixd said, leading Ishbel out the door and down the long corridor toward the main
reception room of the house, “whatever its strangenesses. | do not think Maximilian will begrudgeit inthe
dightest if you yearn for ahome you havelogt.”

Not logt, Ishbel thought. | will return to Serpent’ s Nest one day.
“I would not have thought him so generous toward the Cail,” 1shbd said, pushing just alittle more.
“I was not spesking of the Cail,” Lixd said quietly, and led her into the reception room.

Ishbdl might have responded to that, she still had time before they met the gaggle of people standing at
thefar end of the large chamber, but just then she caught sight of the leading member of Maximilian's
delegation, and she stopped dead, unable to repress a gasp.

It was abirdwoman. An Icarii. Ishbe had heard about them, and had heard about the land from which
they had come, but had never seen one.

The birdwoman turned, looking directly at Ishbel with adiscomforting frankness. Shewasclad dl in
black—form-fitting leather trousers and atop which alowed her wings freedom. She moved again,
taking ahalf step forward, and I1shbel had her first glimpse of the stunning grace and e egance of the
creatures.

The entire group had turned at her entrance now, and Ishbel tore her eyes away from the birdwoman



long enough to seethat severd other I carii were within the del egation.
Maximilian controlled I carii?
Ishbel took a deep breath, hoping it wasn't obvious, set asmileto her face, and walked forward.

She was the archpriestess of the Cail, and she would manage.

“You werevery surprised to seeme,” StarWeb said. “ Y ou paled consderably.”

They were done, standing on the glassed veranda that opened off the reception room. Everyone else was
gill insde, talking, drinking, negotiating, but as soon as practicable after the introductions and initid chat,
StarWeb had requested Ishbel join her for aprivate word.

“I have never seen one of your kind,” 1shbdl said. “1 was shocked.” Her mouth quirked. “The Icarii are
amogt myth herein the Outlands”

StarWeb thought about being offended at the “your kind,” but decided that for the moment she would
accomplish more without assuming affront. Full-on confrontation would prove far more effective.

“Theninyour marriage,” she sad, “you shdl haveto get used to us. There are many of ‘my kind’ at
Maximilian’ scourt.”

“Y ou know himwd|?’
“I amhislover.” There, Ishbel, StarWeb thought, make of that what you will.

To StarWeby' s surprise, Ishbe showed no emotion whatsoever. “ That does not mean that you know him
wdl.”

“But | expect that,” Star\Web countered, “ should you become hiswife, you shall come to know him
wdl.”

“I expect,” I1shbd said, “that any man who has endured what Maximilian has experienced in lifewill bea
man who lets only those hetruly loves know him well. If he dllows methat privilege, then| shdl be
honored.”

“That was very good, my lady,” said StarWeb. “Y ou managed to be sdf-effacing and insult me dl in one.
You shdl do very well a aroyal court, but | do not know that it should be Maximilian's.”

“Will all Escator welcome me as generoudy asyou, StarWeb?’
“Let me be frank with you, 1shbel—I may call you Ishbdl, yes?”’
“I would prefer that you did not.”

“Very wdl then, my lady, let me be quite frank with you. None of us here’—Star\Web gestured to the
Escatorian dd egation indde the reception room—"nor any back in Ruen among Maximilian’ sinner circle,
entirely trust this offer. We don't trust who it comes from—the Coil are universaly loathed—"

“Not by me” said Ishbel quietly. “ The Coil took me in when no one se would. They nurtured me, and
were kind to me, and subjected me to none of the practicesin which | hear rumored they indulge.”



“Apparently so, my lady, for | believe your belly istill intact under that silken gown of yours. But alow
meto return to the point, if | may. There are many about Maximilian who wonder about this offer and its
timing. We wonder why alady aslovely asyou, and with such adowry as yours, has only now decided
to put hersdlf on the marriage market, and to such aminor player—no, no, don't protest, Maximilian isn't
the haughty kind—when she could have tempted a much nobler man, an emperor perhaps, or maybe
even the Tyrant of Isembaard, for | have heard rumor heislooking for anew wife.”

“My dowry,” said Ishbel, her tone low, “would attract no emperor or tyrant. Particularly with, asyou
have been so kind to point out, such ahome as | have enjoyed these past twenty years. Yes, the Cail is
universally loathed, but not by me. | owe them aloyalty, StarWeb, that perhaps you cannot understand.
It isone of love and gratitude. It isone of family. If you want areason why | have not married in the past
eight or nine years, when one might reasonably have expected me to take a husband, then it is because
no man hasinterested me enough.”

StarWeb looked at her carefully. “Y et Maximilian does.”

“I think a man who has spent seventeen yearsin ablack pit thinking hislife at an end will have more
understanding, more tolerance, than most.” Ishbel paused, her eyesglittering. “Y et perhaps| am
mistaken, if the kind of woman hetakes aslover isany indication.”

“Maximilian isaquiet man, of manner and mind,” said StarWeb, “and you are avery unquiet woman,
Ishbel. | do not know how | shdll report you to him.”

“Report me as awoman who can speak for hersalf,” snapped Ishbd, “and who does not need an
arrogant and threatened lover to spesk on her behalf.”

And with that she pushed past StarWeb and rejoined the reception.

CHAPTER THREE

Palace of Aghat, Tyranny of | sembaard

| saiah, Tyrant of 1sembaard, walked aong the wide corridor of his paace of Aghat. HE d returned from
Lake Juit afew days earlier, together with hismaniac Ba d’ uz, his ten thousand men, and the man he had
pulled from the lake.

It was this man that Isaiah now went to visit. He had not seen him since hel d deposited him, dripping
wet, on the wharf of Lake Juit for his servantsto attend.

He approached the entrance to an gpartment, and the guards standing outside stood back, bowing as
one and touching thetips of their spearsto the floor.

Isaiah ignored them.

He strode through the door, through the spacious room that served as the day chamber of the apartment,
then into the bedchamber. He stopped just inside the door, more than mildly displeased to see that
Ba d’ uz hovered just behind the physician, who bent over the man lying on the bed.

Both Ba &’ uz and the physician bowed when they saw Isaiah, and the physician stepped back from the
bed.

“Hiscondition?’ Isaiah sad.



“Much better, Excellency,” said the physician. “ The nausea has subsided, and his muscles grow stronger.
| expect that within aday or two he can begin to spend sometime out of bed.”

“Good,” sad Isaiah. “Y ou may leave”
Asthe physician collected his bag, Isaiah switched hisgazeto Bad’uz. “You a<o.”

“I was here merdly to sate my curiosity asto the health of your guest,” said Bad’uz. “1 apologizeif this
has displeased you.”

Y ou were hereto spy for your true lord and master, thought Isaiah. He did not speak, but merely
regarded Ba d’ uz with his steady black gaze.

Ba d’ uz repressed a sigh, bowed dightly, then followed the physician from the room.

Once Isaiah had heard the outer door close behind them, he relaxed dightly and walked to the side of the
bed.

The man who lay there was of an agewith Isaiah, in hislate thirties, but of completely different aspect.
He was |ean and strong, not so heavily muscled, and his shoulder-length hair, pulled into aclub at the
back of hisneck, wasthe color of faded whest. His close-shaven beard was of asimilar color, while his
eyeswere pae blue, and as penetrating as those of abird of prey.

His entire aspect had an dien cast, but that was not surprising, thought Isaiah as he sat down inachair
close by the man’sbed, given hislcarii heritage.

“Youdo not likeBa d’uz,” said the man. His voice was alittle hoarse, but not weak.

“I neither likenor trust him,” said Isaiah. “He isthat most dangerous of madmen, one whose insanity isso
difficult to detect that most who meet him think him merely unpleasant.”

“Yet | sensethat heisaforceat your court,” said the man.
“You know who | am,” said Isaiah.
“I have been asking questions.”

Isaiah gave asmdl smile. “1 would have expected nothing else from you. But asto your
observation...Yes Bad’ uzisaforce at my court. Heis useful to me.”

“I sugpect heistoo dangerous for you to move against.”
Isaiah burgt into laughter. “We shall befriends, you and |.” He hesitated dightly. “ Axis SunSoar.”

Axisgrunted. “1 thought no one knew my name. | wasreveling in the idea of such anonymity that | might
invent my own past and nameto suit.”

“| wanted to be sure that you would live before | told anyone your name and history.”
“Were you the one who pulled me from the efterlife?’

“yYes”

“Thenyou arefar morethan just a‘tyrant,” Isaiah.”

Isaiah gave asmall shrug. That isof no matter at the moment. “Tell me how you fed. There have been



timessince | pulled you from the water when my physicians feared they might lose you to death.”

Axisrested back againgt the pillows, not entirely sure how to respond. He' d been walking with hiswife,
Azhure, dong acliff-top coadtline in the strange Otherworld of the afterlife when hel d fet aterrifying
force grab at hisentire being. He' d gasped, grabbed at Azhure, and then pain such as he’ d never felt
before envel oped him, and the world of the afterlife had faded. All he could remember was Azhure,
reaching for him, and then the utter shock of finding himself caught by tangled reeds at the bottom of a
lake, unable to breathe, unable even to fight the grip of the reeds because every musclein his body was
so weak they would not, could not, respond to his needs.

“Week,” Axissad findly, “but improving. Eager to get out of thisbed.”
“Good,” said Isaiah. “l am glad of it.”

“Why am | here, Isaiah?Why drag me back from death?’ Axis gave a soft, bitter laugh. “1 do not think |
made agreat successa my last life, so | cannot think why you need me here now.”

“Not agreat success? Y ou fought off an army of Skraglings, and resurrected an ancient land.” Isaiah
hestated. “ Skillsthat might possibly be useful again.”

Axis shot Isaiah a sharp ook, but did not spesk. Skraglings?
“Y ou became awielder of great magic,” Isaiah continued, “and discovered yoursdf agod. You—"

“Completely underestimated the problemsin trying to unite ancient enemies together in the one land,
made a complete mess of raisng my own children, and then watched everything | had fought so hard for
disntegrate into chaos and, eventually, death.” Axis paused. “How long hasit been since...”

“Since Tencendor vanished from the face of the earth? About five years.”

“Y ou know that | have no powers now. All the I carii lost their powers of enchantment when the Star
Gate was destroyed and we lost contact with the Star Dance. Isaiah, | am not agod anymore, | am not
an Icarii Enchanter anymore, | am hardly even aman—I can barely feed mysdf my noonday soup. Why
am | back? Why do thisto me? | was at peace in death, curse you!”

“| gpologize, Axis. | needed you.”
“For what? For what?’
“For the moment, just to be my friend.”

Axisfought back ablack anger that threatened to overwhem him. *Y ou could not buy yourself afriend in
the marketplace?’

“Y ou have no ideahow much | need afriend,” Isaiah said very softly. “ Someone | can trust. Perhgpsyou
have mishandled much of your life, Axis SunSoar, but fromwhat | know of you, you did know how to be
afriend very, very wdl.”

Axisclosed hiseyes. He did not know what to say. He did not want to be here, not back in thislife, not
back in aworld where there was no Star Dance, nor any family.

“Am| aprisoner?’ hesad eventudly.

“No,” Isaiah sad, “dthough you will notice guards about you. | seek only to protect you.”



“Of courseyou do,” Axissaid.

“Get gtrong, Axis SunSoar,” Isaiah said softly. “ Get strong, and then we shall see”

Ba d’uz may have been more than dightly insane, but he was no fool, he paid atention to world affairs,
and he had avery good ideawho the man was that |saiah had hauled from Lake Juit.

So what did Isaiah want with afailed god?

From Axis agpartment Ba d’ uz wandered dowly through the palace complex of Aghat until he entered a
courtyard in its western boundary. From here he walked through a gate and down to the River Lhyl, the
lifeblood of 1sembaard.

Ba d’uz stood at the edge of theriver for an hour or more, uncaring of the hot sun. He did not usethis
timeto admire the river, as beautiful and tranquil asit was, but instead stared asiif trangfixed acrossto the
far bank where, at adistance of perhaps haf an hour’ sride, rose an extraordinary pyramid clad in
shimmering blue-green glass and topped with a cgpstone of golden glassthat sent shafts of light reflecting
back at the sun.

DarkGlass Mountain.
Ancient. Unknowable.
Alive

Twenty years ago it had suddenly whispered to Ba a’ uz. Sweet whispers, very gentle a firdt, offering
Ba d’ uz power and friendship, the two things Ba d’ uz craved most.

Itsname, it told him, was Kanubai.

Ba d’uz knew alittle of the history of DarkGlass Mountain. He knew it had been built some two
thousand years earlier by a caste of priests who had hoped to use the pyramid to touch Infinity. He knew
there had been asmall catastrophe associated with the priests attempts to open the pyramid to Infinity, a
catastrophe which resulted in the pyramid being dismantled and the caste of priests disbanded and
scattered to the wind.

Dismantled.

Ba d’uz looked at the pyramid, and smiled. What was once dismantled could always, with some effort,
be resurrected.

But Ba d’ uz had never heard the name Kanubal associated with the pyramid. So Ba a’ uz had spent
many of hisfree hours, over aperiod of dmost ayear, hunting down rare scrolls and manuscriptsin the
tyrant’ spersond library (generdly at night, when the tyrant was preoccupied with one of hiswives, and
not likely to cometo the library looking for something to send him to deep).

Oneday Ba a’ uz discovered a scroll which told of the legend of Chaos—Kanubai.

That had not been agood day, for as he' d read the legend through, Ba d’ uz redlized that the great being
known as Kanubai was preparing for escape. The damned incompetent ancient priests must have
unknowingly built their pyramid atop the very abysswhere Kanubai wasinterred, and when they had
opened the pyramid into Infinity...the stopper over the abyss had cracked.



Now Kanuba was seeking out helpers, for that great day when hewould finaly break free.

Like most of the insane, Ba a’ uz was a complete pragmatist. There was nothing he could do to stop
Kanubal, and everything to gain if he aided him. Kanuba would be grateful when hefindly stepped into
the sunshine, and more than ready, perhaps, to repay those who had helped him.

Since then, Ba d’ uz had become the whisperer’ s devoted servant, willing to do al he could to aid him.
For the moment, that was little more than keep his eyes and ears open.

Great Lord, Ba d’ uz whispered.
Hefdt Kanuba’ sinterest, though the god did not spesk.

An unusud event. Isaiah has brought back from the dead aman who | believe to be Axis SunSoar,
former lord of the Icarii peoplein Tencendor. A man who was once of great power, but who is now
powerless, and helpless. | do not know why Isaiah wants him, and | do not know how Isaiah managed to
drag him out of degth.

Isaiahismy enemy, Kanubal said. His voice sounded thick and alittle muddled in Bad’uz' mind, but it
was much clearer than it had been twenty years ago, when Ba a’ uz had struggled to understand the god.
The fact that Kanubai’ s voice was now so much clearer meant that Kanubai was much, much closer than
once he had been.

And mine, said Ba d'uz. | didike himintensdy. Shdl | kill him for you?
Kanubai did not respond, and Ba d’ uz could fed hisinterest seeping away.
| will watch for you, said Ba d’ uz. Inform you, as needed.

Do that, said Kanubai, and then his presence was gone, and Ba d’ uz blinked, and was once more aware
of hissurroundings.

CHAPTER FOUR

Baron Lixel’s Residence, M ar galit

T he negotiations between Maximilian, King of Escator, and Lady Ishbel Brunelle took many days, the
process not helped by the marked hostility between Ishbel and StarWeb. Lixel was beginning to wish
Maximilian had never included StarWeb in his delegation, for the birdwoman was proving more than
awkward to ded with. Coupled with thiswas the fact 1shbel was conducting her own negotiations,
unheard of when generdly awoman’s parents or legal guardians did the negotiating on her behalf.

But then, thiswasn't precisely anorma family Stuation, wasit?

By thethird day of the negotiations, Lixe had become painfully aware that without StarWeb they might
have concluded the entire deal within abrief three hours, and that mostly spent deciding over which wine
they’ d prefer to settle the matter. He wasn't sure how much latitude Maximilian had given StarWeb, but
was beginning to suspect the I carii woman was overstepping the bounds.

The matter of the dowry, the lands, the manoria rights, the riches, and the marriage itsdlf, al hung on one
issue. According to StarWeb, Maximilian ingsted that while a marriage ceremony could take place, the
marriage would not be officidly ratified, or madelegd, until 1shbe produced alive child.

At that 1shbel had balked. “A marriage is between aman and awoman,” sheinsisted. “It does not



depend on children for legdity.”

“Nonetheless” StarWeb countered, “children are important to Maximilian, and the marriage will be as
nothing to him without them.”

“Itisaninsult tome,” Ishbel sad, “to suggest that | am nothing without the production of children. That |
am nothing but avessd inwhich to carry achild.”

The talks had centered on this argument for dmost three days, and Lixel was despairing of finding any
way round it. He tended to side with Ishbd. It wasinsulting to her to hinge the marriage slegdity on the
production of live children; amarriage wasfar, far more than the children it crested.....it was an dliance
between aman and awoman, between their families and their lands, and the children wereincidental, if
generaly much desired and loved.

Lixel had also begun to half suspect that these demands made of 1shbel were in the manner of atest.
Maximilian, through StarWeb, was pushing Ishbedl asfar as he dared, perhaps to see what manner of
woman shewas.

Or perhaps what manner of offer shetruly represented.

“What Maximilian would like,” StarWeb said for the hundredth time, “isthat you meet and, if dl is
agreeable, that acivil marriage ceremony take place. . .between the man Maximilian and the woman
Ishbd, if you like. Once achild is born, then the marriage becomes alegdity, between the King of
Escator and the Lady Ishbel Brunelle”

“The child would be abastard,” 1shbel said, as she had been saying for three days.

“Not s0,” said StarWebh. “ There has already been amarriage ceremony...it just has not been ratified.
The child would not be regarded as abastard at all.”

Lixel closed hiseyes, trying to summon the strength to step in and try to mediate some compromise. But
before he could do so, Ishbel spoke again.

“Perhgpsif Maximilian would agree not to wait until the child isborn to ratify the marriage, but to do so
whenitisclear that | carry Maximilian'schild.”

Lixel opened his eyes, astounded at this concession on Ishbel’ s part. There had been no hint of it until
now, but to give way that much ground. . .even if the concession had been daysin the arriving...

“Done!l” said StarWeb. “Marriage shdl be ratified when you are pregnant...and in Ruen.”

“Accepted,” said Ishbel. “ Although the dowry won't be Maximilian’ suntil the marriage isratified, either.
Until then, | remainin control of dl propertiesand rights.”

Lixel looked at StarWeb, sure she would object. To hissurprise, sheinclined her head. “Then | am sure
Maximilian will be most keen to get you pregnant,” shesaid. “Y ou shal surely not lack any attention from
your husband.”

“That’sgoing too far, StarWeb,” Lixel put in, noting that 1shbel had colored faintly at that last. “You
overreach yoursdlf.”

StarWeb shrugged, not in the dightest bit gpologetic, and Lixd thought he' d best regain some control of
the Stuation.



“Itisalong and arduous journey between Margdit and Ruen, my lady,” he said to Ishbel. “May |
suggest, should Maximilian be agreeable to the terms mooted about thistable, that you meet halfway?
Perhaps at Pelemere? That way, it isnot so far distant for either of you to return homeif, at the eventual
mesting, you don’t suit each other.”

Ishbel hesitated, then inclined her head. “ Agreed,” she said, and Star\Web smiled.
“Then | shdl return immediately to Ruen,” she said, “and put it to Maximilian. | am sure he shdl agree.”

Sherose. “At Pedlemere then, my lady,” and with that she stepped to the window and lifted out into the
gloomy sky.

Ishbel hoped she had done theright thing. She' d held out aslong as she could, loathing StarWeb for her
persstence, and for putting her, 1shbe, archpriestess of the Cail, into such avile and humiliating postion.
She hadn’t wanted to capitulate at al, but the Great Serpent had been so ingstent the marriage take
place...and if the only way that it was going to take place was to agree that it need not be ratified until
shewas pregnant, well then...

She had not been going to agree, but last night she’ d dreamed that the Great Serpent had appeared
before her, on hisknees (if a serpent could manage such afeat), reminding her that the marriage must
take place. It must. So much depended onit.

Shaken and worried, Ishbel had capitulated as far as her own pride would alow her.

Ishbel sghed, her hand creeping over her belly, hesitating, then making the sgn of the Coil. She would be
unableto get pregnant—if Maximilian thought he' d get an heir out of her then hewould be sadly
disappointed—hbecause she' d given up al her reproductive abilities when she' d been inducted into the
Call.

Would it maiter?

No, shedecided. A civil marriage would il take place—the marriage would be legal—»but the formal

union between her and Maximilian, between their lands and wealth and titles, would never eventuate. A
marriage with the man would surely be enough for the Great Serpent. It was dl he had wanted. Surely.

Ishbel wondered if she even need bed with him. Perhaps she’ d manage to find away around that, as
wall.

A thousand leagues to the southwest, Ba d’ uz sat cross-legged in the open window of his chamber in the
palace of Aghat, staring at the great pyramid acrossthe River Lhyl.

Tonight Kanubal communicated lessin whispers than in shared emotion. There was seething resentment
directed toward Isaiah, which Ba d’ uz could understand, given his own seething resentment of the tyrant,
athough he did not yet understand why Kanubai should aso resent him so much—and with the faintest
undertone of fear.

Ba d’uz aso fdt adark hatred at imprisonment from Kanubai, aswell asacold, terrifying desire for
revenge.

The cold desirefor revenge was something Ba d’ uz understood very well.



And there was something else, aformlessworry, that Kanuba enunciated more in emotion than in words.

Every so often, though, awhispered phrase came through, athough what Ba a’ uz was supposed to
make of “The Lord of Elcho Faling,” he had no idea.

The Lord of Elcho Fdling dtirs.

There was more hatred and worry underpinning that phrase, and so Ba a’ uz decided that he would hate
and fear the Lord of Elcho Faling aswell.

Hewould kill him, he thought, should he ever meet him.

CHAPTER FIVE
Palace of Aghat, Tyranny of | sembaard

| saiah, Tyrant of 1sembaard, picked up the pyramid of glass, holding it in hishands as gingerly asif it
contained the manner of his death. Then he raised his eyes and looked for along moment into the
shadowed depths of the chamber.

Axis sat there, hidden from the view of the pyramid. He had gained much in strength over the past days
and was well enough to spend most of the day out of bed.

But Axis4till didn’t trust 1saiah, and was till angry at him for dragging him out of deeth.

Isaiah could understand that and he hoped that after today he and Axis might be alittle closer to
friendship.

Axisreturned Isaiah’ s gaze, hisface expressonless.
Isaiah studied the rose-tinged glass pyramid again.

“Thereare only avery few of thesein existence,” Isaiah said quietly. “1 have one” He hefted it, asif Axis
needed the visud reinforcement. “Ba a’ uz has one, and our aly has one. If there are more, then | do not
know of them.”

“Where did they comefrom?’ said Axis. “I sense great power coming from the one you hold.”
“They wereagift frommy dly, Ligter. Onefor him, onefor Ba d’uz—"
“What did Ba d’ uz do to deserve such a gift?’

Isaiah shrugged, choosing not to answer that. “ And onefor me. They make communication easier than it
might otherwise be.”

He paused, his atention now firmly on the glass pyramid in his hand. “1 am going to spesk to Lister now,
my friend. It would be best for all concerned if you remained unobserved.”

There was no answering sound or movement from the shadows.

|saiah settled the pyramid carefully into the palm of hisleft hand, took a deep bresth, then placed hisright
hand about it.

A moment later the glass glowed through the gaps of hisfingers. First pink, then red, then it suddenly
flared a deep gold before muting back to asoft yellow.



Isaiah did hisright hand away from the pyramid. “ Greetings, Lister,” he said.

Whilethe glass pyramid gtill rested in Isaiah’ s hand, its shape was now so indigtinct asto be dmost
indistinguishable. An ascetic, lined face topped with thinning brown hair now looked back at 1saiah from
deep within the glass.

Isaiah was careful not to even suggest a glance toward the shadows.
“I hopedl goeswdl?’ Isaiah sad.

“The negotiations between Maximilian and Ishbel proceed,” Lister said. “Ishbel ill does not liketheidea
of marriage, but intendsto do as|, aswe, wish, and Maximilian worries about the past rising to meet him.
| hear heis stamping about his palace at Ruen in aright black temper. Maximilian and 1shbel areto meet
in Pelemere, there to conduct amarriageif they find each other agreeable.”

“That isgood. How go your ‘friends ?’
“My ‘friends 7’

Isaiah sghed, trying very hard not to look at Axiswatching keenly from the far recesses of the room.
“The Skradlings,” he sad. “Are they massing?’

AXxis made no sound, but from the corner of his eyes|saiah saw him tense.

“Yes” sad Liger, “athough ill not in quantities enough to seethe south. Not thiswinter, but next,
urely.”

“They pose no danger to you at Crowhurst?”’

“| toss them scraps from my table, and speak kind words to them. They tolerate me. | do not think they
will be adanger tome.”

“Becareful.”

Inthe pyramid Lister’ s shouldersrosein asmal shrug. “ And what are you about, Isaiah?’ Ligter said.
“How go your plans? Do you mass your army?’

“My forces accrue,” said Isaiah, “as do the stores| will need for the march north. In addition, | am
sending Ba d’ uz beyond the FarReach Mountains within the fortnight. He will prepare the way for our
invasion. | admit myself pleased at the thought of getting him out of the palace.”

“He could be more danger out of your sight than within it.”

Now it was Isaiah’ sturn to shrug. “It is better, | think, to remove him from DarkGlass Mountain’'s
presence for the moment.”

Lister nodded. “We tread a dangerous dance here, Isaiah. Are you safe?’

Isaiah grunted. “ From whom? My generas? | am never safefrom them...but | will stay diveaslong asit
isneeded, Ligter. Asmust you.”

“I was not thinking of your generds.”

Isaiah did not respond.



Lister sighed. “Let me know when Ba a’ uz has departed.”
“l will.”

With that, the pyramid dulled, then resumed its usual rosy opaqueness.

“I cannot believewhat | just heard!” Axis stalked out of the shadows, his gait not showing any signs of
hisformer weakness. “Y ou have dlied with...with...with alord of the Skraglings?’

“Axis, | know that in your time you baitled long and hard with the Skradlings, and with their then terrible
lord, Gorgrael. But | have my—"

“I cannot believe this” Axis dammed his hand down on thetable, and Isaiah’ seyes did toward the
pyramid, grateful that Axis had not damaged it.

“What in thegods names do you want from me, Isaiah?’
“Your aid and your advice, Axis. Y our friendship.”

“I lost tens of thousands of peopleto the Skraglings,” Axis hissed. “1 have seen what they can do! What
the fuck do you think | will do, dly mysdlf with you and the Skraglingsto invade—"

“Y ou will calm down and you will listento me!” Isaiah roseto hisfeet. Hewastdler than Axisby a
handbreadth, and now he used that dight advantage to stare down at Axis, holding the man’ sfurious gaze
with unwavering eyes. “Nothing isever asit seems,” Isaiah said, more moderately now. “Nothing.”

He stepped away from Axis. “Wine?’
“Oh, for dl thegods sakes...”

Isaiah ignored him, walking over to atable and pouring alarge measure of wineinto agoblet. He brought
it back to Axis, holding out the goblet.

Axisdid not want wine. Helifted ahand to brush the goblet away, then froze, staring at what Isaiah held.

It was alarge amber glass goblet of the most exquiste beauty. Completdly forgetting hisanger, Axis
reached out and took the goblet into his hands.

It wastruly the most extraordinary goblet he had ever seen. A craftsman of astonishing talent—magical
talent—had carved an outer wall, or cage, of frogs gamboling among reeds about the inner wall of amber
glass. When he held it up to the light, careful not to spill the wineinsde, the outer caged wall of frogs
shone amogt emerad, coming to lifein the light; the frogs seemed dive, legping avay from the goblet’s
inner amber wall asif they were about to teketo lifeitsalf.

“Drink,” Isaiah said softly.

Axislifted the goblet to his mouth, but just before the wine reached hislips, one of the frogs about the
outer cage lifted atoe pad and gently touched Axis face.

Axistrembled so badly he dmost dropped the goblet, and I saiah had to reach out and take it from him.

“That isan object of great power,” Axissaid hoarsaly. He wasrattled, not so much by the fact that the
goblet was of apowerful magic, but of the manner of power it represented.



Compassion.

Axislooked at Isaiah and saw in hisblack eyes, reflected for just amoment, that same compassion he'd
fet from the goblet.

“I found it oneday,” said Isaiah, somewhat diffidently. He took adraft of wine from the goblet. “ Areyou
sure you want no wine?’

Axis shook hishead. All hisanger had vanished, and he was completely cam. He redlized that this had
been Isaiah’ sintention when he' d handed him the goblet, but Isaiah had not actually used any power to

pecify Axis.

Instead, 1saiah had used the goblet to show Axis histrue nature.

Compassion.

“Trust me,” said Isaiah, and Axis nodded, still dmost befuddled by what had just happened.
“Would you like meto tell you where | camefrom?’ said Isaiah. “Where |sembaard came from?”’
“Yes. Isembaard is such an unknown entity outside of itsborders,” Axissaid.

|saiah walked over to a cabinet and withdrew alarge rolled map, which he spread over the table.

Axis came over. The huge map showed the known world in detail, and Axis was stunned by the size of
|sembaard. It was three times, at least, the Sze Tencendor had been.

AXiS eyesdrifted to the northwest of the map, where Tencendor should have been.

There was nothing there save a broken line showing where once the coastline had been, and the chilling
label: The Lost Land of Tencendor.

“Asyou can see,” Isaiah said, “my cartographers have produced a perfectly up-to-date map.”
AXxis nodded, not trusting hisvoice.

Isaiah tapped asmall city on the east coast of 1sembaard. “ The original 1sembaard rose from this small
eadtern city of the same name—the Tyranny takesits name from the city that gaveit birth. When
Isembaard was still asmall city and not the vast empireit is now, the tyrants of 1sembaard depended
amogt entirely on warfare for their reputation, and for the meansto feed their people.”

“How s0?7" said Axis. “ Surely agate isthe stronger the lessit engagesin war?’

“Thecity of Isembaard was small, surrounded by poor land,” said Isaiah. “How ese wasit to grow, and
strengthen, if it did not accrue lands unto itself? I sembaard needed to expand in order to survive. It
needed its leaders, itstyrants, to be successful and ambitious war leaders, in order that the needed land
be accrued.”

“Ah,” said Axis. “So over time lsembaard ‘accrued’ dl the nations | have seen on your maps? The
‘ dependencies ? A city become an empire?’

“Yes” sad Isaiah. “Bit by bit. It has taken us centuries.”

Axisthought about the vast amount of territory within the Tyranny, and the different peoples contained
therein. “It must be difficult,” he observed, “ruling such animmense area and peoples.”



“Itis” said Isaiah, and Axis thought he saw that fleeting shadow crossthe tyrant’ sface.

“Doesthe Tyrant of Isembaard till rely on the ancient methods of keeping people happy?’ Axis asked.
“Continua expanson? Warfare? Does your throne depend on victory in war, Isaiah?’

Isaiah turned his head to look at Axisfully. “Y ou know the answer to that, Axis. Why esedlow you to
ligen to my conversation with Lister?’

Axislooked back at the map. “Y ou caled Lister your ‘northern dly,”” he said, “and from my own
experience | know Skraglings prefer ice and snow above dl ese” Heran ahand dowly up the map, then
tapped the area above Gershadi and Viland. “He s up here. In the frozen northern wastes.”

Isaiahtilted his head in agreeance.
“And you want to invade ‘ north,”” Axissaid. Hefell slent, concentrating on the map.

“By thedars, Isaiah,” Axissaid eventudly, “you have dlied with Lister and the Skradlings with only one
possible objective. The kingdoms above the FarReach Mountains. Pelemere, Kyros, Escator, perhaps
even the Outlands. Y ou intend to sandwich the Northern Kingdoms between you, yes? Two arms, two
pincers, icy ghogts from the north, desert warriors from the south.”

“A sound strategy, surdly,” Isaiah said.

“But sucharisk,” said Axis. “Not merdly relying on an aliance with Skraglings, for the stars sakes, but
such amassiveinvasion into lands so far from your home.” Axis studied the map once more. “Frankly, |
would havetried for something more achievable that didn’t necessitate a Skragling dliance. ..the Eastern
Independencies, for example.” He tapped the map down in itslower eastern corner. “1 can't think why
you have not ‘accrued’ them aready.”

Isaiah did not answer, and Axislooked a him curioudy. “By the gods,” Axis said softly after amoment
or two. “You havetried for the Eastern Independencies, haven't you?’

“I campaigned againgt the Eastern Independenciesin my second year on thethrone,” Isaiah said. “The
campaign proved to be....difficult.”

Starsl Axisthought, recalling Lister’ searlier remark about the generdss. 1saiah was very uncertain of his
throne. He had one military disaster behind him and he could not afford another—not with both anation
and some restless genera's expecting amilitary victory resulting in the acquisition of yet more new
territory.

“Why,” Axis asked, “were the Eastern Independencies so hard to—"

“That isnot theissue now,” Isaiah said, histonetight, and Axis knew thiswas not the time to push the
point.

“So ingtead you aly with the Skraglingsin the frozen northern wastes,” Axissaid. “Aninteresting
dliance”

“It cannot fall,” 1saiah said. “ The Central Kingdoms, the Outlands, and their dlieswill not be ableto resst
LBIH

Axiswastrying hard to reconcile this I saiah with the one who had handed him the Goblet of the Frogs.
Heredized, very suddenly, that there was no contradiction at dl. Isaiah was a man genuinely unsuited to
tyranny, which made him immensely vulnerable, which in itsturn made him even more determined towin



for himsalf agreat military victory that resulted in the conquering of vast lands.

The only question in Axis mind was why |saiah was S0 determined to cling to histhrone. Axisthought
that 1saiah was not one who needed the magnificence of throne and title and power of life and death over
millionsin order to bolster his saif-esteem.

So why the need to dly with the Skraglingsin order to achieve military victory? Why embark on acourse
which would result in the death of tens of thousands?

“I need afriend here at court,” Isaiah said, hiseyeswatching Axis carefully asif he could understand the
train of Axis thoughts. “1 have none. No onel cantrust.”

“If you want meto be your friend, then tell me why you want thisinvasion so badly. The red reason,
|saiah.”

Isaiah held his gaze for amoment. “And so | will tell you,” hesaid, “when | am certain| can trust you.”
Axislaughed softly, sheking hishead. “Why do | find it impossble to remain angry with you, Isaiah?’
“Will you be my friend, Axis?’

“I' will not aid you to invade the Central Kingdoms. | will not, under any circumstances, condone any
action that seesyou aly with Skraglings.”

“Bemy consciencethen, if friendship istoo difficult.”

Isaiah’ seyestwinkled, and Axis again shook his head in amusement. Isaiah wasimpossibleto didike.
“Y our conscience, then,” Axissaid.

“Good,” Isaiah said, taking Axis hand, and Axis sensed that Isaiah wastruly relieved.

“Now,” said Isaiah, glancing a one of thewindows, “it growsdark, and | fear | am latefor an
gppointment with wife number fifty-nine. Can you find your way back to your apartment by yoursdf?’

Axiswas struck firgtly by thefact that at least I saiah trusted him enough to alow him to wander the
pa ace, and secondly by the casua mention of wife number fifty-nine.

“How many do you have?’ Axis asked, aghast.
“Um, eighty-four, | think.”
13 & nH]y?l

“I find mysdlf displeased by awoman’s body when sheis pregnant. So asmy wivesfal pregnant, | send
them back to the women’ s quarters and take to mysdlf another wife. Also, many of the dependencies
send mewives, hoping thusto garner my favor.”

“And you love none of them.” It was not a question.
“They are meaninglessto me, Axis. | do not have an Azhureinmy life”

The sudden mention of hiswife upset Axis more than he' d thought possible. He was shocked to find his
eyesfilling with tears as aterrible ache consumed him.

“I am sorry, Axis” Isaiah said, the man of degp compassion now fully returned.



Axis nodded, then turned away.

Two hourslater Axislay awvakein his chamber, hands behind his head, staring into the darkness.
Azhure.

He hadn't thought much about her since Isaiah had pulled him back into life, but Isaiah’ swords earlier
brought home to Axis how much he missed her.

| do not have an Azhurein my life, Isaiah had said.

Neither, now, did Axis. She was dead, he was dlive, and Axis had no ideaif hewould ever see her
again. Who knew how many otherworlds there were? Who knew whether, once he died from thislife, he
would return to Azhure' ssde?

Besides, how long was heto live now?
The thought of enduring perhapsfifty yearswithout hiswife kept Axis awake throughout the night.

“Damnyou, Isaiah,” Axis muttered asthe dawn light dowly filtered into his chamber, but there was no
anger in hisvoice, only aninfinite sadness.

CHAPTER S X
Palace of Aghat, Tyranny of | sembaard

| saiah did not go back to his private quarters after talking with Axis.

Instead, restless and uncertain, he went down to the dark stables, saddled a horse (waving back to their
beds the four or five groomswho hurried deepy-eyed to serve their master), and rode the horse to the
Lhyl.

He pushed the horse across the river, then rode south along the river road to where rose the greet glass
pyramid cdled DarkGlass Mountain. Isaiah did not once raise hiseyesto look at it, but rode directly to a
smdll door inits northern face, where he hobbled the horse, and entered.

He walked through the black glass tunnels of the pyramid to its very heart—a golden-glassed chamber
known asthe Infinity Chamber.

Herelsaiah sat cross-legged inits very center and meditated.

Kanubai—trapped deep beneath DarkGlass Mountain—and he were enemies. Bitter, terrible, lifetime
enemies. |saiah came here to expose himsdlf to the beast, not only to test his own strength and resolve,
but aso to sense out his enemy and divine his strengths and weaknesses.

Time was when Kanubai’ s weaknesses outnumbered his strengths.
Now, the strengths were gaining.

|saiah visualized the abyssthat sank into the very heart of the world. He concentrated on that abyss until
it formed his entire consciousness, until he knew nothing but the abyss.

Then, gathering his courage, he cast his eyes down into the darkness.



When he had first started doing this, he had seen nothing, although he had felt the horror that lurked in the
pit of the abyss.

Kanubai, cast down an infinity of agesago.

But over the past few years I saiah had started to see aswell as sense Kanubai. The gleam of an eye.
Or perhaps atooth.

The wetness of atongue.

Now, as he had over the past year, Isaiah’s gaze managed to discern a blackened shape huddled against
thewalls of the abyss.

Kanuba wasrisng closer.

Hewasdill far, far below, but every time Isaiah came here he could see that Kanubal was alittle nearer.
Thin black fingers suckered into tiny cracksin the abyss.

A darkened face, staring upward, feeling the weight of Isaiah’sregard.

Kanuba had once been stoppered tight in his abyss, but was no longer. Those ancient cursed magi who
had built the glass pyramid, and then opened it into Infinity, had unwittingly cracked open the stopper
Isaiah and Lister had placed over the abyss.

Kanuba had been inching hisway through that crack ever since.
Hello, Isaiah.

Isaiah fought down his nausea. Kanubai had been whispering to him for many years now. At first nothing
but unintdligible thick mutterings, but now almost every word was clear.

What do you, Isaiah?
Isaiah never replied. The last thing he wanted was to get into conversation with the beast.
Do you know what | will do to your river, Isaiah, when | rise?

Isaiah knew he had to break the connection. He had spent too long in here. He had to leave now
before—

He went cold.

Inhisvison of Kanubal, I1saiah thought he had seen, just for amoment, something clinging to Kanubai’s
back.

Or something in his hands, perhaps.

| saiah opened his eyes, then rose to hisfeet, sumbling alittle in hisforeboding as he made for the
doorway out of the Infinity Chamber.

Something e se rose with Kanubal.

CHAPTER SEVEN




The Royal Palace, Ruen, Escator

M aximilian stepped into the chamber where he met with his Council of Friends and saw that for once he
wasthelast to arrive.

Egdion, Garth, and Vorstus regarded him alittle warily. Egdlion and Garth had been well aware of the
tension between Maximilian and Vorstus, but had no idea of the cause. Both Garth and Egdion had, at
different times, approached Maximilian cautioudy, wondering what the problem might be, but Maximilian
had waved away their gentle queries, saying there was nothing wrong save that he was suffering
prewedding nerves.

Maximilian did not think Vorstus would be any more forthcoming with the two men if they wereaso to
gpproach him.

Maximilian did not take his seat, but walked over to awindow and leaned on the sill, looking out. “1 have
decided to depart for Pelemere, there to meet with the Lady Ishbel,” he said. “Within the week.”

Egdion and Garth looked at each other, but it was V orstus who answered.

“But we have not yet heard if the negotiations StarWeb is conducting with the Lady 1shbe on your behalf
have been successful.”

“Oh,” said Maximilian, turning about and looking Vorgstusin the eye, “1 am surethey will be successful,
aen'tyou?’

Vorgus said nothing, holding Maximilian’ seyes easly.
“Maxd,” Garth said carefully, “how can you know?’

“Because | fed itinmy bones” Maximilian said, but mildly enough. The serpent—Light—had sent Ishbel
to him. Maximilian had no redl ideawhy, but he hoped it was because Light had decided only that the
Persmiusline needed a bit of strengthening and the Lady 1shbel’ s bloodlines would do nicely. Perhaps
she might have some memories with which to refurniture his Twisted Tower.

The offer of thisbride did not have to mean that Elcho Falling was needed.

“Besdes,” Maximilian continued, putting adisarming smileon hisface, “1 grow restlessgtting herein
Ruen. | want to be doing something, and even if the Lady Ishbel takes onelook at my face and decides
she'd rather marry a—"

Frog.

“—toad, then at least we' |l have had the joy of many weeks on the road with the wind in our hair and the
chance to meet up with Borchard and Malat in Kyros along theway. What say you, Garth, Egalion? Do
you fed like ajaunt eestward?’

Garth laughed. “How can we refusel”

Maximilian looked at Egalion. “WEe Il bring four or five units of the Emerald Guard. They shall keep us
safe enough, and make a splendid showing for the Lady Ishbel.”

“But to practical matters,” Vorstus said. “Who shall govern Escator in your absence?’

Maximilian looked at VVorstus. Not you. “The Privy Council of Preferred Nobles have my authority to



make what decisions are necessary. | shal not be gone too many months.”
Vorgsus gave alittle smile and looked away. He was not surprised that Maximilian no longer trusted him.

No matter. Maximilian was doing precisaly what Vorstus wanted anyway.

Over the next few days Maximilian busied himsdlf with preparationsfor departure, aswell as briefing the
Privy Council. Maximilian was glad to be leaving Ruen. Ever since he'd had his confrontation with
Vorstus he couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that V orstus may have left him down inthe Veins
deliberately.

Why, Maximilian had no idea, which itself made him question whether he waswrong about Vorstus, but
he could not stop thinking about it.

Seventeen yearsin such horror...

Maximilian had reconciled himself long ago to the loss of those seventeen years. He had thought he' d
reconciled himself to the horror he’ d endured during that time—the besatings, the constant darkness, the
never-ending swing of the pick, over and over, the dust and humidity and heet, the cave-ins, the pain...

The loneliness, the sheer mental desperation, year after year after year.

Hethought he' d put dl that behind him. Cavor, the man who had condemned him to the mines, waslong
dead.

Maximilian could walk away from the nightmare.

But what if Vorstus had also been aware of the plot to keep him incarcerated? What if the man who had
guided hisrescue had aso dictated the timing of that rescue?

What if the nightmare was only in remission, not dead?

CHAPTEREIGHT
Palace of Aghat, Tyranny of | sembaard

W hen there came aknock at the door, far earlier in the morning than usua, Axiswas surprised to see
Ba d’uz waiting for him.

“|saiah asked meto collect you today,” Ba a’ uz said, “ so that we might meet with himin his private
chambers at the tenth hour.”

“But that istwo hours or moreaway,” said Axis.

“I thought perhaps you and | might put those hoursto good use,” said Ba' al’ uz. * For achat, perhaps. Do
you wishto comelikethat, or...?’

Axislooked down.
All he had on was atowd from his morning ablutions.

Axisgrinned. “Y ou caught me early,” hesad. “ Give me amoment.”



And but aminute later, clad more respectably in light-colored trousers and waistcoat, with sandals on his
feet, Axiss#t off withBa d’uz.

“Isaiah tells me you withessed his communication with the Lord of the Skraglings,” Ba d’ uz said without
preamble as he led them aong a corridor with huge, unglazed windows along one Sde.

“Indeed. It was most curious. | have many questions.”
“It waswhy | came early for you. | thought you would want to know more.”
“And you don't mind answvering?’

“I have nothing to hide from you, Axis. Isaiah has requested that | indulge your every question, and so |
will.”

Axis doubted very much that Ba a’ uz had nothing to hide, but hoped that, under Isaiah’ sdirective, he
might at least provide some answersto AXiS more pressing questions.

“Who areyou, Bad’uz,” Axissaid. “What areyou to Isaiah?’
“l am Isaiah’ smaniec.”
“Yes, but what—"

“I am Isaia sbrother,” Ba d’ uz said, grinning at the expresson on Axis face. “Hiseder brother by
some dozen years.”

“Then why ishetyrant, and not you?’
“Ah,” ssid Ba d’ uz. “ Thereby hangsatde. Pleasg, if you will, step through here.”

Ba d’ uz indicated adoorway in the corridor, and Axiswalked through into ameagnificently tiled veranda
commanding views over the surrounding countryside. Ten minutes walk beyond the palace flowed the
emerald waters and reed-covered riverbanks of the Lhyl, and just beyond that, on the far bank, rose the
massive pyramid of DarkGlass Mountain. It was covered in blue-green glass and surmounted by a cap of

gold.

Axisthought it the most beautiful and yet, somehow, the most deadly thing he had ever seen. He had
questions about that, too, but for the moment he was intrigued more by the fact that Ba'al’ uz and Isaiah
were brothers.

“Do you know of the manner in which atyrant comesto the throne of 1sembaard?’ Ba d’ uz said, leaning
on therailing and looking out over the countryside.

“No. I'd assumed that |saiah was hisfather’ s eldest son.”

Ba d’ uz shook hishead. “Isaiah was hisfather’ s twentieth son, and there were another eighteen after
him. Thirty-eight of us, dl told.”

Axisthought that with al the wivesIsaiah'sfather must have enjoyed, it was amazing he had so few sons.
“By what process, then, isthe tyrant chosen?’ he said.

“Y ou know the throne of 1sembaard isawarrior throne?’

“Yes, Isaah told measmuch.”



“Wll, then, what better way to decide who to Sit that throne than with individual combat bouts between
the sons”

Ba d'uz turned allittle so he could see Axis face. “To the death.”

Axis could not speak for amoment. He' d battled with his brother Borneheld for Achar, and killed him,
but to do that so many times over? Isaiah had seen thirty-six of his brothers die so he could assume the
throne?

“Why areyou gill dive?’ Axisfindly asked.

“Me?’ Bd d’ uz assumed an effeminate pose and an arch expression. “Can you imagine mewith a
wegpon inmy hand! No...” Helaughed merrily. “ Thereisastrain of madness runsthrough our family,
AXis. In every generation thereis one son...not quite right. Strange.” He paused, then hissed, “ Crazed!
Such sons do not battle. Instead we become our successful brother’ s maniac. His court wit. His

wespon.”

Again helaughed, and Axis could indeed hear the faint strains of madness lurking deep within Ba d’uz
being.

Genuine, or counterfeit? Axiswondered about a son who, knowing he did not have the skills to succeed
in combat, might save hislife by pretending madness.

“Wegpon?’ Axissad.

“A madman seesthings, hearsthings, that no other can,” said Ba a’ uz, and thistime Axisthought he
could recognize genuine insanity in the man’seyes.

“Hedaresthings,” Ba a’ uz continued, “that no other can. And he knows things that no other can
comprehend. Madnessis agift of the gods, Axis, and | serve my brother well. Madnessis power, yes?
Not like that which once you wielded, but power nonetheless. | have my life, and | am grateful, and | do
whatever | can to smooth Isaiah’s path through tyranny. | dide through my brother’ s court like an evil
wind, and inthe doing | confound his enemies and scry out their secrets.”

Axis gave an uncomfortable laugh. “What have you scried out from me, then?’

“That you are aburned-out hero, Axis, and that Isaiah has nothing to fear from you.” He grinned as he
sad it, and with such maevolence that Axis actudly leaned back alittle.

Stars, how did Isaiah stand the man?

He couldn’t, Axisredized. Isaiah may have sent Ba d’ uz to answer any questions Axis had, but the
underlying purpose of Isaiah’ srequest wasthat Axis see once and for al Bad’uz' true nature.

Ba d’ uz was afrighteningly dangerous man, and Axis wondered what his secret ambition was, how he
meant to achieveit, and what it would mean to al about him. Maybe Isaiah hoped Axis could tell him.

“Wadll, then,” said Axis, “why not tell this‘ burned-out hero’”—he wished he had the control not to grind
the words out—"the purpose of that pyramid acrosstheriver. It ismost intriguing.”

“Ah,” sad Bad’ uz, “DarkGlassMountain. It isintriguing, isit not?’
“Who built it? For what purpose?’

“Bepatient, Axis, and | shdl tell youwhat | know.” Heleaned on the bacony railing again, looking at the



glass pyramid. “ From what anyone can gather—and my forebears spent their lives checking
records—DarkGlass Mountain was built about two thousand years ago.”

“By whom?’ asked Axis. The momentary antagonism between them had vanished, and Axisleaned on
therailing aswell, looking curioudy at the massive pyramid.

“A group of men known asthe Magi caused its congtruction. The Magi worshipped numbers, particularly
the One. The Magi were mathematical geniuses. They used the power of the Onein order to build a
device by which they could touch more intimately the power of the One, and, by so doing, reach out to
touch Infinity. Cregtion. Cal it what you will.”

Casud words for what made Axis soul turn cold. Touching the power of Creation. Was there anything
more powerful, or more dangerous?

“Then, the pyramid was not known as DarkGlass Mountain,” continued Ba'd’ uz. It was caled
Threshold.”

Threshold, thought Axis. A doorway. “Did the Magi manageit?’ he said. “ Did they touch Infinity?’

Bad'uz lip curled. “Yes, they did. But when DarkGlass Mountain was first opened up to the power of
Infinity, something went wrong.”

Axiswent even colder. Something went “wrong.”
A catastrophe, morelike.

“Therewas...asmdl rebdlion, | believe,” said Ba d’ uz, “initiated by those jed ous of the Magi and the
power they commanded. The Magi lost, and were dl but daughtered. DarkGlass M ountain was stripped
of itsglass, and |&ft to be buried in sand drifts.”

“But hereit gandsindl itsglory.”
“Yes” Bad'uz sad very dowly. “ Strange, isit not?’

Axiswaited, refusing to ask the question, and Ba d’ uz pouted and continued. “ Perhaps severd hundred
years ago, DarkGlass Mountain regrew itself.”

“What?’

“ After the rebellion, when the Magi were daughtered and their knowledge condemned,” said Ba d’ uz,
“DarkGlass Mountain's glass was stripped away, its chambers blocked and its capstone buried. The
glass was supposed to have been broken, but it was buried instead. For athousand years and more,
DarkGlass Mountain sat covered in hessian and sand, amound only. Then, one day, some of the sand
did away, and alittle more the next day, until over the space of two or three years the entire structure
was revealed. Stone only, for DarkGlass Mountain had yet to reclad itself in glass and capstone.”

“ Someone must have been—"

“No,” Ba d’uz said softly, his gaze fixed on DarkGlass Mountain, “the tyrant at that time set mento
watching. No one came near the pyramid. It smply...regrew. Once its stone structure was uncovered,
the blue glass began to appesar, growing up from the ground, gradualy covering the pyramid’ ssdes. It
flowed up from the depths of burid. Very, very dowly, but the glass flowed.

“That processtook five yearsto accomplish. Then therest. The capstone, and al of DarkGlass



Mountain'sinternd chambers.”
“Interna chambers?’

“There aretunnels and shafts,” said Ba d’uz, “al of which lead to a central chamber of the most exquisite
glass. The Infinity Chamber. Y ou must ask Isaiah to show it to you someday. He Ststhere, on occasion.”

Axis shuddered. “What isit, Ba'd’ uz? What isits purpose?’

“No one knows. Isn't that amusing? Here it Sits, agreat beautiful glass pyramid, positively humming with
power on some days, and no one knows.” Ba a’ uz tapped his nose and assumed a conspiratorial 1ook.
“I cantdl you this, Axis, because only | and Isaiah know. The tyrants, long ago when Dark-Glass
Mountain regrew itsdlf, built their palace of Aghat here so that it would appear they used the pyramid to
bolster their power. ‘Look a me, Great Tyrant of sembaard, who controls the mysterious power of
Dark-Glass Mountain.” But between you and me and Isaiah, Axis, none of the tyrants have known
anything about the pyramid, let done how to useit. They useit as...oh, asapiece of Sage. Every so
often Isaiah embarks on agreat ceremonia procession acrosstheriver, strides—aone—into the Infinity
Chamber, ststhere for an hour twiddling his thumbs, and then walks out again, proclaiming that he has
had converse with the gods and they have shown him the way forward. Of course nothing of the sort has
happened, but who isto know that? The tyrants have closaly associated their throne and power with
DarkGlass Mountain, and yet none of them hasthe faintest ideawhat it isl”

Bad’uz burgt into aped of laughter.
“How isit Lister so controls the power of the pyramids?’ Axissaid.
Now Axis had caught Ba d’ uz off balance. “What?’

“The glass pyramidsthat Lister gave Isaiah and yoursdf. They are powerful treasures, are they not?
Perhaps Lister knows some of the secrets of the DarkGlass Mountain. Secrets that you have not yet
learned.”

Bad’uz frowned. “No. Surely not. Lister said he found them.”
Axislaughed softly, disbelievingly, and Ba d’ uz flushed.
“He said hefound them!”

“And you believed him. The Lord of the Skraglings. No wonder |saiah needs my advice. Perhaps he and
DarkGlassMountain are in league, eh? Perhaps they spy on you with those pyramids, yes?’

“No. Ligter knows nothing about DarkGlass Mountain. Nothing. It does not speak to him.”

Oh, there was a question there begging to be asked, but Axis did not think Ba d’ uz was aware of his
dip, and he thought it best not to dert the maniac.

“How did Isaiah and Ligter cometo dly?” Axissaid smoothly, leading Ba d’ uz away from what he' d just
reveded. “I cannot imagine they met in atavern, or on achance wak aong the riverbank.”

“Lister approached Isaiah two years ago,” said Ba a’ uz, his eyes narrowed, trying to work out how Axis
had suddenly assumed the lead in the conversation. “ A whispered word from a shadowed envoy. Y ou
were aking, you must know how these thingswork.”

Axis shrugged. “And then Ligter sent the pyramidsto you.”



“Yes” Bd d'uz said dowly, then added atrifle hagtily, “We don't trust him, you know.”

“Good,” said Axis, “for | doubt very much heisto be trusted. Now, the sun grows hot, and | am
somewhat wearied of the view of DarkGlass Mountain. Shdl wego to Isaiah?’

Ba d’uz nodded. Reluctantly, and with afina glance at DarkGlass Mountain, heled Axistoward Isaiah's
private apartments.

The paace of Aghat was an amazing collection of buildings, spires, minarets, echoing audience and dining
chambers, air walks, underground passages, hidden doors, soaring arches and windows, and, abovedl,
of dazzling displays of wedth and power. Gold and jewe s glittered on the walls and around the frames of
doors and windowsin every public chamber.

In stark contrast, 1saiah’s private chambers were dmost bare. The walls were unadorned, the furnishings
sampleif comfortable, and the few accoutrements present subtle. Isaiah allowed few peoplein here: not
even hismany wives, for Axis had heard he kept apecia chamber for entertaining them in the evenings.

Apart from Ba d’ uz, Axis had never seen anyone else in the quarters, not even servants. While here,
|saiah served himsdif.

I saiah beckoned them to agroup of chairs set by awindow to catch a cooling breeze from the Lhyl.

“Y ou will not be surprised to hear,” Isaiah said to Ba d’ uz asthey sat down, “that Axis has agreed to
advise mefromtimeto time. | dwaysthink it best to have an independence of opinion about my
decisons”

“I amindeed not surprised,” Ba d’ uz said smoothly. “ Axis SunSoar has awedlth of experience regarding
the Skradlings. Wewould bewiseto listen to him.”

“And thus he sitsin on this conversation,” said Isaiah. “Ba d’ uz, | havetalked to Lister, and heand |
agree that you must go north within the week.”

Isaiah looked at Axis. “Asyou haveredized,” Isaiah said, “Lord Lister and | meanto aly inaninvason
of the north. Ba a’ uz isto go north for the next severa monthsin order to, how shdl | say this, sow the
seeds for our success.”

“Create mayhem and confusion,” said Ba d’ uz with adecidedly cheerful air. “A smdl conflict or two as
well, should | be lucky.”

“Y ou want to divide the Northern Kingdoms before you invade,” said Axis. “ Set them at each other’s
throats so they are lesslikely to notice you sneaking up at their backs, and far less able to respond well.
Divide and conquer issurely thefirst maxim learned by al good tyrants.”

|saiah looked hard at him at thelast, but did not comment onit.

“On the other hand,” said Axis, “you will find the Northern Kingdoms with their forces aready mobilized
and battle-hardened. The ploy may work as much against you asfor you. How good are their generals?’

“The Outlanders have some good |eaders, but they are experienced only inintertribal warfare. | doubt
they could manage aresponse to the kind of armies Lister and | can command.”

No one can manage agood response to an invasion of Skraglings, thought Axis.



“Pdemere and Kyros have severa good generds,” 1saiah continued.
“Who | intend to take care of,” said Bd d’ uz, sudying the fingernails on one hand.

“And the kings and princes?’ said Axis, regarding the other two over steepled fingers. “Y ou need only
one charismatic leader to take ahopelesdy divided muddle of peoples and turn them into victors.”

“Asyou would know,” said Isaiah. “But there are none who strike me as any potentid threat.” He
paused. “ Or isthere someone you think | should know about...?’

Axisthought about it. It wasn't o much that he needed the timeto think of aname, but to decideif he
should mentionit to Isaiah and Ba d’ uz.

“Thereé sawild card,” hesad findly. “Maximilian Peramius, King of Escator.”

Ba d’uz smiled derisvely. “Escator isatiny kingdom, and al but ruined. It can hardly raise enough
policemen to keep market-day traffic under control, let alone an army to repel forces such asIsaiah and
Lister command between them.”

“I am not talking of forces,” said Axis. “I am talking of charismétic leaders”
“Y ou know thisMaximilian?’ said Isaiah.

Axisshook hishead. “I have never met him, but my son Caglum did, and Maximilian wasfor sometime
considered ameatch for my closefriend Bdid’ s daughter. Heis highly, highly regarded. Y ou know his
dory?’

“That he wasimprisoned in Escator’ s gloam minesfor...what. . .fifteen or moreyears?’ Isaiah said. “And
that he was released on the endeavors of several youths and a cohort of ancient monks, from what | can
recall of the story. Maximilian has ever Snce been somewhat of arecluse. Axis, why mark him asa
charismédtic leeder?’

“I think of him only asaposshility,” Axissaid. “The man survived seventeen years under conditionsthat
killed everyone e se within six months. That says something for his character and tenacity. It tellsmethat
heis, to put it smply, asurvivor, and that he has depths that should not be lightly disregarded. Heisaso
liked by al who meet him. Highly regarded, as| said. The man has something.”

“But not an army,” said Ba d’uz. “ And unlikely to raise one anywhere. Heis aso stuck far away on the
west coast of the continent. Heis no threat.”

Axis shrugged. “ Y ou asked, | told.”
Isaiah studied Axis amoment, then looked to Ba'd’ uz. “When shdl you leave?’

“Within afew days,” said Ba d’uz. He smiled, dl genidity and affability. “1 do soliketheideaof a
vacation.”

When Bd d’ uz was gone, Axisturned to Isaiah and said, “ That man isyour brother?’

“Heterrifies me more than my other brothers did combined,” said Isaiah. “ Thetroubleis, I cannot know
if hewill be more trouble to me dead than aive. At theleast heistraveling north and | shall berid of the
man for afew months.”



CHAPTER NINE
The Road East, Escator

W d|?’ said Maximilian. “Tdl meof this strange offering from the Coil.”

StarWeb flopped down on astool in Maximilian's chamber in the wayside inn, trailing her wingsto each
sde. She had arrived less than an hour previoudy, exhausted from the long, arduous flight from the
Outlands, but Maximilian had not even dlowed her time to wash and rest.

He wanted to know about 1shbdl.

“Shetrails secrets like some women trail the scent of their perfume,” StarWeb eventualy said. “1 don’'t
trust her.”

Maximilian crossed hisarms and leaned against awindow frame. “Y ou don't like her,” he said.
“No.”

“Why not? Everyonetrails secrets about them. It is anecessary condition of life.”

“I do not think shewould be agood wife for you. Sheistoo unquiet.”

“Hmmm. Unquiet is not good. Secrets | can tolerate, but not unquietness.”

“Y ou’' remaking fun of me”

Maximilian grinned. “Not a al. So tell me, how went negotiations? Did you broker me awife?’
“Yes. She agreed too readily.”

“Todl the conditions?’

“Not quite. She agreed that the marriage would not be ratified until sheiscarrying achild. Sherefused to
wait until it was born. She also refused to hand over her dowry until the marriage was ratified. | said that
would ensure her your immediate amorousintentions.”

“Y ou must have pushed her hard.”
“I think it isfair to say sheloathes me.” StarWeb paused. “I told her | wasyour lover.”
Maximilian went very sill. “That was not wise, Star\Web, and most certainly not fair to Ishbe.”

StarWeb shrugged, moving away from Maximilian. “1 was honest with her. | hoped to startle some
honesty from her in return, but was disappointed.”

“I am surprised she conceded as much as she did,” Maximilian said. “ She must want me very much.” Or
perhaps sheisunder strict ingtructions.

StarWeb shot him alook. “I did not tell her you wereagood lover.”

Maximilian raised asmall smile. “Nonethd ess, she wants marriage with me badly, it seems. Perhgpstaes
of my atractions have spread.”

“Itissuspicious, Maxd.”



“Y es. Perhgps.”

StarWeb sghed. Maximilian wasin one of his uncommunicative moods.
“What was she like, StarWeb?”

“Lovely, if you like the sharp-edged kind.”

Now Maximilian smiled far more genuindy. “1 likeyou.”

“Ha Wdll, sheislovdy, but curioudy gauche. She is uncomfortable among people, constantly watching
others asif she needs prompts on what to say and do. | think she has been hidden among the Coil for too
long. God knows wheat they taught her, but socid skills must not have been high on their list. Maximilian,
if sheisto beyour queen, then she shall need some hasty lessonsin the arts of conversation and etiquette
once she reaches Ruen.”

StarWeb paused, thinking. “ Sheis not comfortable to be around, and | think that is mainly because sheis
desperately uncomfortable around others.”

“I was not theworld' s best conversationdist when first | stepped forth from the Vens either, StarWeb.”
“Y ou are curioudy defensive of awoman you have never met, Maxd.”
Maximilian opened his mouth, then shut it again, and contented himsdlf with asmall shrug in answer.

StarWeb rose, weariness evident in her every movement. “I am going to take somerest, Maxel. Perhaps
we can meet later?’

“Yes. Perhaps.”

StarWeb looked at Maximilian along moment, wondering why he' d decided to leave Ruen for Plemere
before hearing from her, then decided she was too tired and Maximilian was too uncommunicetive to
judtify the question.

Sheturned and |eft the chamber without another word.

Maximilian did not move for an hour or more, leaning againgt the window frame, thinking.

He was not foolish enough to think that a bride sent to him from the heart of the Mountain &t the Edge of
the World from an order devoted to the Great Serpent was mere coincidence, but he had convinced
himself that the only reason Light, in his guise as a serpent, had sent her wasthat he' d decided the
Persimius line needed new, stronger blood.

Or that perhaps Maximilian was doing so badly at finding a bride on his own, when an heir was so badly
needed, that he' d sent one himsdlf.

Elcho Fdling was not stirring. Maximilian was sure of it. HE d spent the night before heleft Ruen standing
infront of the crown, trying to see any chance, any sign of life.

But the crown of Elcho Faling was asit had been for millennia. Absolutely quiet.

Besides, there was no crisis, no desperation, no reason to think Elcho Falling was needed.



He need not worry.

He need not fret about the emptiness of the Twisted Tower. That would be for one of his descendantsto
worry about, perhaps, but not he.

Maximilian took adeep breath, conscioudy relaxing his shoulders as he exhaded. He had brought the
emerald and ruby ring with him. He knew that he and Ishbel would marry. They would live calm, settled
lives, gradudly building amarriage, and having many children.

All would bewdl.

Of courseit will, said hisring. Naturdly. Just like your youth and early manhood was cam and settled
and happy.

Irritated, Maximilian pulled the ring from hisfinger and dipped it into the pocket of his outer robe.
CHAPTER TEN

Hairekeep, Tyranny of | sembaard

B a d’ uz faced along and arduous journey north into the Northern Kingdoms. The northern
dependencies of the Tyranny of 1sembaard themsaves could be difficult at thistime of the year, whilethe
FarReach Mountains beyond were not well known for their winter bonhomie. Nonetheless, Ba d’uz was
looking forward to the experience. As much as he loved DarkGlass Mountain and Kanubai’ s
whigperings, there was a so knowledge to be gained and troubl e to be caused in the Northern Kingdoms,
and Ba d’uz couldn’t wait for ether.

Isaiah and Lister might well think Ba d’ uz was laying the ground for their invasion, but in redlity Baa’ uz
meant to prepare the ground for Kanubai.

But dl that lay in the delectable future. For now Ba d’ uz was merely glad to remove himsdf from his
brother’s company. Ah, that Isaiah! Strutting about wrapped in his muscles and jewels and black, black
braids, thinking himself lord of dl, sneering behind Ba d’uz' back.

Ba d’ uz could not wait to see I saiah ground into the soil under Kanubai’ s hed!.

Isaiah had always beenirritating, but Ba d’ uz had discovered new depths of loathing and resentment
toward his brother at the arrival of Axis SunSoar.

AXxis arivd dismayed Ba d’ uz, because, first and most important, Ba a’ uz had no idea how Isaiah had
managed it. Isaiah was atyrant, and hewas awarrior, but surely he had not the skills or powers of a
priest.

Y et no one but apriest, or the most remarkable of magicians, could have pulled Axis SunSoar from the
Otherworld into thisone.

|saiah should not have been ableto doit.

Thefact that he had appalled Ba d’ uz, because it meant that |saiah was harboring secrets from him, and
SECretive power.

AXxis ariva dismayed Ba d’ uz for a second reason—it meant that 1saiah meant to replace Ba'al’ uz as
hismogt intimate advisor.



Ba d’uz loathed hisyounger, prettier brother, and the only thing that had made their close relationship
bearable was the fact that | saiah needed Ba a’ uz as his advisor and weapon within the volatile politics of
Isaiah’s court.

Now Isaiah had Axisand Ba d’uz' jedlousy and bitterness festered deegper with the passing of each
hour.

Now hewould do anything to ensure Isaiah’s downfall.

With Kanubai’ said and the power of DarkGlass Mountain, then who knew? With Isaiah dead, then who
knew...?

The tyrant throne would be empty, and who better to it it, eh, than Kanuba’ s best and most loyal
friend?

Five days after his conversation with Isaiah and Axis, Ba d’ uz set out for his adventure in the kingdoms
beyond the FarReach Mountains. He did not travel dlone—Ba d’ uz had no intention of warding off
brigands by himsdlf, or of cooking his own londly roadside meals—but with an escort of eight men, al of
whom he had handpicked from the shadowy underworlds of Isembaard’ scities. Ba d’ uz trusted them
completely, for he had purchased their soulswith bribes and obscene gifts many years ago. They were
hisfactors, his apprenticesin the arts and crafts of deception and treachery.

Ba d’ uz would have need of them in hisjourney. He caled them his Eight, and he regarded them with an
amog brotherly affection.

From the paace of Aghat, Ba d’ uz and the Eight took ariverboat north and then east a ong the mighty
Lhyl. They stopped each night, either a ariverside village or town, to commandeer the best
accommodeation and food possible, or to make their own encampment on the fertile floodplains of the
river, setting up tents and comfortable beds, and roasting river lizards on spits beside cheerful campfires.
There, a night, Ba d’ uz would entertain the Eight with twisted tales that sprang from thewhispersin his
mind.

Within daysthe Eight were more devoted to Ba d’ uz than ever. Their journey might be dangerous, and
decaitful in the extreme, but the rewards at its successful conclusion were...entrancing.

Thejourney aong the Lhyl was deceptively pleasant; Ba d’ uz knew that conditions would deteriorate
from the moment they |eft theriver. Normally, if he took the river journey north and then east with Isaiah
to Isembaard’ s capital, Sakkuth, they would disembark where the Lhyl turned north once more so they
could continue the journey to the city on horseback. Ba d’ uz liked Sakkuth. The city wasavicioudy
immora place and seethed with opportunity for such as Ba d’ uz. Indeed, he had found five of his Eight
within its depraved depths. But on thisjourney Ba d’ uz embarked into the unknown, for he did not leave
theriver and ride east for Sakkuth at al, but continued on the river, drawing ever closer to the FarReach
Mountains

Thisfar north the river journey was no longer pleasant. Initslower reachesthe Lhyl was a broad, serene
waterway, but close to its source the river narrowed and became an ever more unruly traveling
companion. Thetravelers swapped their initia broad-beamed riverboat for anarrow and much smaller
vessel, which depended on both sail and the raw brute force of rowers to enable them to continue against
the current. There waslittle room, with both travelers and rowers crammed onto benches, and Ba a’ uz
had to put up with theindignity of having the stench and grunting of the rowersin hisface twelve hoursa

day.
It wasardief findly to disembark, pay the riverboat captain, and continue their journey by horseback.



After amost three weeks on theriver, Ba a’ uz and his companions were now in the very north of the
En-Dor Dependency, itsdf the northernmost of the Tyranny’ s dependencies. Directly north rose the
foothills of the FarReach Mountains, and beyond them the soaring pink and cream sandstone
snow-tipped peaks of the mountains themselves. Ba a’ uz faced many days on horseback acrossadry
and barren landscape to reach Hairekeep, 1saiah’ s northernmost fortress, which guarded the entrance to
the Sdlamaan Pass in the FarReach Mountains.

Oncethey’ d left the Lhyl, water was hard to come by, and they needed to carefully plot each day’s
travel to ensure that they reached the next water source dive. The travel was a strain on both men and
horses, and Ba d’ uz was heartily relieved to findly reach the fortress at the dusk of a particularly hot and
uncomfortable day.

The fortress of Hairekeep had been built almost three centuries ago by one of the Isembaardian tyrantsto
control travel through the Sdlamaan Pass, which connected the lands of the Tyranny to the kingdoms
north of the mountains. For travel ers—apart from braving the treacherous sea passage between Coroleas
and the Tyranny, or sailing down the Infinity Seato the east (and in both cases there were no large ports
on the Tyranny’ s coastlines at which trading vessels could dock)—the Sdlamaan Pass was the only
dependable passage between the north of the continent and the south, and the soldiers stationed at
Hairekeep ensured that it remained closed to al but the very few who had the necessary permissions.

Ba d’ uz thought the fortress resembled nothing less than amassive stone block risng verticaly out of the
rock-strewn landscape. For amost twenty paces from ground level there were no windowsin those
walls, then only ditsfor afurther ten paces, and only after forty paces did windows punctuate the stone
todlow light insgde. Thewalls continued verticaly for another fifty pacesto pargpets that commanded
magnificent views, not only of the passto the north, but of al the surrounding countryside. Despiteiits
forbidding aspect, the fortress was stunning: built out of the sand and rose-colored stone of the FarReach
Mountainsthemsalves, it glowed with an dmost unearthly radiancein thetwilight, reminding Ba d’ uz of
the small glass pyramids Ligter had given him and Isaiah.

The fortress commander was expecting them, and treated them to a good meal and the promise of an
evening of good company.

But Ba d’ uz wastired, and impatient to retire to his quarters, so he made his excuses as politely ashe
might, and made hisway to his chambers set high in thefortress.

Here, having fortified himsdf with aglass of wine and washed away most of the grime of hisjourney,
Ba d’ uz unwrapped his own rosy glass pyramid that he' d carefully stowed in his pack.

Ba d'uz s, fingering it for sometime,

Hedidn't like Lister. Hewasacomplication in Ba'al’ uz' life. No one had been more surprised than
Bad’'uz a thearriva of Liger’ soffer to dly with Isaiah. Ba d’ uz was even more surprised at the gift to
himsdlf, from Lister, of one of the rosy pyramids.

Beautiful thingsthey were, and powerful. Ba d’ uz had thought initialy they were connected in some
manner to DarkGlass Mountain, but use demondtrated that they were different entirely. The power
associated with Lister’ s pyramids was colder, and far more horrid, than that which Dark-Glass Mountain
radiated. Ba d’uz didn’t particularly like using the pyramid, but it was useful, enabling him to discover
what Lister was about and aso to aid Lister’ sand Isaiah’ s plans to invade the kingdoms north of the
FarReach Mountains.

There was nothing more Ba d’ uz wanted than to see I saiah out of 1sembaard.



So Ba d’ uz pretended to be Lister’ saly, for at the moment it suited Ba'd’ uz' purpose. He wondered, at
times, if Ligter thought he might use Ba a’ uz againg Isaiah, and would smile at the thought of everyone
plotting againg everyone dse.

Life sometimes could be so much fun.

Ba al’ uz took adeep bresth, settled himsalf more comfortably on his bed, and wrapped his right hand
about the pyramid.

Aswith Isaiah’ spyramid, Bad’uz' glowed firgt aradiant pink, then red, then flared into sun-bright gold
before subduing to asoft yelow.

Ba d’uz removed his hand and there, waiting for him as arranged, was Ligter, the Lord of the Skradlings.
“Whereareyou?’ sad Lidter.

“Hairekeep. Wdl on my way to the north.”

“Y ou will need to negotiate the FarReach Mountains yet, my ddlightfully crazed friend.”

Ba d’ uz grinned. “Y ou know you can depend on me.”

Lister laughed. “Yes, | know that. Now, tel me about Isaiah. Heis hiding something. | felt it the last time
| spokewith him.”

“Hehasanew friend. Axis SunSoar. Perhaps you have heard of him?’

Therewas abrief slence, and Ba d’uz could dmost fed Lister’ s surprise, but then Lister spoke camly.
“Surely. The Skraglings curse with hisname. But | thought Axiswas long dead, sunk benegth the waves
of the Widowmeaker Seadong with hisland. The Skraglings drank themselves silly with jubilation the day
that happened, | can tdl you.”

“Some months ago |saiah made aweekend foray down to Lake Juit. He took a punt out into the |ake,
and from its waters dragged forth Axis SunSoar. Remarkable, eh?”’

“I imaginethat you must have aided himinthis” Lister said.
“I did not. Isaiah managed it dl on hisown. Do you know how hedid it, Lister?’
“Me?How should | know? 1 cannot begin to imagine what |saiah could want with the man.”

“Surely you can work that one out, Lister. Isaiah doesn’t trust you, and who better to tell him how to
outwit the Lord of the Skradlings than Axis SunSoar.”

Lister managed asmall smile. “Then heis sadly mistaken if hethinks Axis can better me. | have far more
secrets than the Skraglings to batter at 1saiah should he think to outwit me.”

“Redly? What? Do tell. Y ou know you can trust me.”

Lister waved ahand, dismissng Bad’uz' question. “Tell me, beloved friend, how goes DarkGlass
Mountain?

Ba d’uz frowned. What did Lister know?“What do you mean?’ he said.

“Jugt curious. | find mysdlf fascinated with the mountain. It doesn't. .. chatter toyou at al?’



“No! Never! Haveyou lost your senses, Lister?” Ba d’ uz wondered if Kanubal was whispering to Lister
aswdll, and fdt aknot of jeadlousy in hisbelly.

Again that dismissve wave of the hand from Lister. “So. Y ou travel north to create havoc and mayhemin
order to prepare the way for Isaiah and mysdf?’

“Y es. Much havoc and mayhem.”

“Youareagood lad, Ba'd’uz,” said Ligter, “and in the new order, once Isaiah and | have succeeded,
you can be assured of many and mighty rewards.”

Fool, thought Ba d’ uz. In the new order you can be assured of a swift and bitter end.
“We shdl keep intouch,” said Ligter, “just to let each other know what isgoing on, yes?’

“Of course” scid Bad'uz.

Lister put his pyramid on the tablein the central chamber of his castle of Crowhurst degp in the frozen
north and looked at his companion. The man lounged back in his chair, snowy wings spread out to either
sde of him, onefoot resting on the seat of another chair, frost trailing down one bare shoulder and am to
where ahand rested on the tabletop, and regarded Lister with gray eyes dive with amusement.

Hewas astrange creeture, at first sight an I carii, but a second...some-thing e se. His form was not
completely solid, but made up rather of shifting shades of gray and white and silver, and smal drifts of
frost. Even his eyelashes were frosted, and when he lifted a hand from where it had rested on the table it
|eft apatch of icy condensation, which quickly evaporated in the warmth of the chamber. Hewas of a
race called the Ledlfast, and they had, for their own reasons, closdly dlied themselves with the Lord of
the Skradlings.

“Didyou hear?’ Ligter said.

“Yes” sad hiscompanion, Eleanon. “DarkGlass Mountain has begun itsinfernd whispering, as much as
Bad uztriestodeny it.”

“And caught Ba'd’ uz initsclutches” said Ligter. “The question is, my friend, do we continue to use the
madman, or digpose of him here and now?’

Eleanon gave asmadl shrug. “Heismoving away from DarkGlass Mountain. He should still be mallegble.
Besides, you need him in the Central Kingdoms. Isaiah hasto invade, and none of uswantsto have an
army waiting to meet him at the other end of the Sdlamaan Pass. Ba d’ uz can create the chaos to prevent
that.”

“True,” Ligter said, hisfingerstapping on thetable. “Wewill need to keep an eye on Ba d’ uz, though.
One never knowswhich way hisloyadtieswill dart next.”

“I loatheit that he has one of the spires,” said Eleanon, speaking of the glass pyramids. “If I'd known you
would give oneto that vile cregture, then none of uswould have consented to give them to you.”

“He does not know what it is,” said Lister. “He hasno meansat al to comprehend it. But to theredl
news. Isaiah has brought Axis SunSoar back from the Otherworld. All on hisown.” Ligter gave alittle
laugh. “I’d never thought I saiah would have the initiative to do something like that. How do you fedl
about it, Eleanon? The legendary StarMan back from the dead?’



“He meansnothing to me.”

Lister gave him along look. “Of course not. And heis, after dl, so far away. But what if, Eleanon—just
supposg, if you please—one day Axisthought to command you?’

“I| answer only toyou, Lister.”
Lister gaveasmdl smile, and then anod. “And, of course...?’

“And, of course, to the Lord of Elcho Faling.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Palace of Aghat, Tyranny of | sembaard

A xisenjoyed Ba d'uz' absence. Without Ba d’uz dy, ingdiousterror, the entire palace relaxed:
servants smiled asthey went about their daily duties, the frogs who lived on the reed banks of the River
Lhyl sang more melodioudy, the sun shone lessfiercdly, and Isaiah spent lesstime at hisofficia duties
and moretime at leisure, when Axis could join him.

One of thefirg things Axis noticed wasthat, in the weeksfollowing Ba'a’ uz' departure, he was dlowed
far more liberty to move about the palace and its surrounds. Guards were either unobtrusive or utterly
absent. Axis il could not ride out into the countryside by himself, but in al other respects hewas given
the freedom of Aghat.

Axisdid not abuse the privilege. There was nowhere he wished to “escape’ to, anyway. Hisfamily,
everyone heloved, existed in aworld other than this, and Axis did not fret for them. They were safe, and
he believed that Azhure would know something of where he was. She would not fret, either, athough
Axiswas sure she missed him.

He mogt certainly missed her companionship and love. Not desperately, but it was a constant achein his
otherwise peaceful existence a Aghat. To counter it, Axis spent hours each night writing Azhurelong
|etters about what he’ d done during the day, and his observations of 1saiah and of |sembaardian lifein
generd. Axis had never been agreat wordsmith. When he was BattleAxe and then StarMan, the pen had
aways been Axis least favorite weapon of choice. Indeed, he' d hardly written anything save the
occasiond battle order, and he and Azhure had always been able to communicate by more magica
means than letters during their occasiona absences from each other. But now Axis found agrest serenity
inwriting, and found himself enjoying playing with words, and expanding hisliterary kills.

Mogt of dl, though, Axisfound it beneficial to order his experiences and thoughts. The mere process of
revising his day onto paper deepened his experiences. he remembered odd comments or sightsthat he
might otherwise have forgotten, and was able to glean new ingghtsin relaing individua experiencesto
each other.

Once Axis had finished aletter, he carefully folded it, wondering what Azhure might think of what he'd
written: how her interpretation of his experiences might differ from his, how she’ d laugh over some
amusing incident...or hiscumbersome prose. The closing of theletter, and hisimagining of Azhure' s
reaction to its contents, was the sweetest moment of the entire process, and one he looked forward to
greetly.

Then, once it was folded and sealed, Axis left theletter on the tablein his chamber and went to bed,
accompanied by the agreeable chorus of the frogs coming in the window.



In the morning, every morning, the previous night’ sletter would be gone.

Axisdidn’t know where the letters went. Perhaps, by some magic, they were actudly transported to
Azhure shand. More prosaicdly (and far morelikely), saiah had a servant creep in during the night and
removethe letter to Isaiah’ shand. Axis often had aquiet laugh to himsdlf, imagining Isaiah secreting
himsdf away in a corner somewhere to read what Axis had written, and he wondered if I saiah kept the
letters, or burned each one once he' d read it.

Whatever the reeson—Ba d’uz' absence or Axis' letters—he and Isaiah were becoming closer. They
spent many evenings together, and days were spent riding out across the plainsto the east. More
important, 1saiah began to include Axisinto his public personaastyrant.

One day Isaiah asked Axisto attend him in his privy chamber in the third hour after dawn. Axiswas
curious. Isaiah had kept Axisvery much in his persona sphereto this point, but Axisknew that the privy
chamber was where |saiah met with his generals and governors, aswdl as other high-ranking officids,
and where he conducted the day-to-day business of the Tyranny.

From histime spent with Isaiah, aswell as occasond discussionswith other household officids, Axishad
gleaned that Isaiah, asdl tyrants before him, governed his vast empire via the twin mechanisms of military
generasand civil governors. Each dependency of the Tyranny was administered by a governor who
reported directly to Isaiah, either in person three or four times ayear, or viaone of the governor’s most
senior and trusted aides. The entire tyranny was also coadministered by Isaiah’svast military. Therewas
asmilar number of generdsto governors, and the generds played asimportant arolein the daily
adminigtration of each dependency asthe governors.

Axisthought it an unwieldy system, and one designed to create frustrations between the governors and
the generas, but he understood its necessity asfar as |saiah was concerned. Infighting between
governors and generals meant that Isaiah could the more easily maintain control over men otherwise more
than likely to chdlenge him.

The generals were there to keep the governorsin order, the governorsthere to inform on the generas
and their troop movements.

From what 1saiah had said to him—or, rather, from what Axis had inferred from what 1saiah had not
sad—atyrant spent most of hisreign trying to outmaneuver his generds. They werethe main thregt to his
throne. Any percelved weakness on the part of the tyrant, and the generals might think themselves strong
enough to move againgt him. Isaiah was dready in avulnerable postion, having logt hisinitia campaign of
conquest againgt the Eastern Independencies, thus his generd s watched him with constantly speculative
eyes.

Axis could only imagine how desperately |saiah was needing to succeed in hisinvasion of the kingdoms
north of the FarReach Mountains. Fall there, and he would lose both throne and life.

A soldier escorted him to Isaiah’ s chamber. It was set high in the palace, with airy views over the Lhyl
and the plains beyond.

The one window that would have given view directly onto DarkGlass Mountain was kept shuttered.
|saiah was dready there, aswere hisfive senior generds, and Isaiah introduced Axis.

“Axis SunSoar,” said Isaiah, “of Tencendor. Its StarMan. | know you have heard histale.”



Axisrepressed agrin as he nodded at each of the five men in turn. That single pronouncement of Isaiah’s
had rendered them speechless. Axis had no ideawhy the generals had been cdlled to conference with
Isaiah, but he wagered they had not thought to meet aredundant legend. As he made eye contact with
each one, hetried to evaluate them.

The eldest and most experienced genera was awhite-haired but tall and fit man called Ezekidl, who had
commanded for Isaiah’ sfather aswell. He had tight, watchful eyes, but Axisthought Ezekid was
possibly too old now to try for power himsdlf. Nonethel ess, he might prove an invaluable dly for
someone e se' s attempt.

Axisthought that attempt was most likely to come from the three generdsin mid-age: Morfah, Kezid,
and Lamiah. They looked tough and experienced, but were young enough to hunger for power.

Axiswondered if they spent more time watching each other than eyeing Isaiah for any possible
weakness.

He digtrusted the youngest of the generds, Armat, the most. Axis had heard from Isaiah earlier that
Armat had only recently joined the ranks of the generals, and had the |east experience of the five men. He
was a0, judging by the calculation in his dark eyes, the most ambitious. That ambition was combined
with inexperience meant Armat was potentially the most dangerous. Where the others might hold back,
Armat might well legp forward.

It was Armat who stated what every one of the generals was thinking.
“I thought you were dead,” he said.

“Asl was,” Axissaid, knowing what Isaiah needed him to say, “until Isaiah pulled me out of my afterlife
and back into thisworld. Y our tyrant isapowerful man, gentlemen, with many hidden &bilities”

Asone, the generdsdl shifted their gaze to Isaiah, who shrugged asif the matter was not even worth the
discusson.

“A smdl trick,” Isaiah said, “taught to me by an old and wise man, many years ago.”

Now the generds dl exchanged glances between themsdves, and Axisamost smiled.

| saiah was agood manipulator.

“Why resurrect adead man?’ said Ezekid. “Onewho haslived hislife”

Axisrepressed agrin. That last sentence of Ezekiel’ strandated directly to “an old and uselesslegend.”

“I felt mysdlf in need of animpartial advisor,” 1saiah said, moving to atable where several maps and
sheaves of documents were spread out. “One who could step into any of your shoes’—his eyes dipped
over thefive generds—"should | be so unfortunate asto lose any one of you. You aredl, naturaly,
aware of Axis stunning prowess asamilitary commander.”

Stars, thought Axis, now | shall haveto look out for the knifein my back, aswdll!

He happened to catch Ezekid’ s glance, and was surprised to see amusement dancing there. Axis
ingtantly revised hisearlier estimation of him, thinking that the man might prove aworthwhile dly one day.

Ezekiel wastrueto Isaiah and would support no rebellion againgt the tyrant.

“To mattersa hand,” Isaiah said, waving the generas forward to the table. “We need to discuss our



preparations for invasion. Reports?’

For the next haf an hour each genera gave aterse summary of the current state of readiness. At this
point, gpproximeately ayear away from actua invason, the emphass was on gathering new recruits,
training, and stockpiling equipment and supplies.

Axiswas stunned by the size of the army that 1saiah was gathering—it would be at least haf amillion
men, and probably much, much larger.

“I would dso like to raise the subject of resettlement at thistime,” Isaiah said.
“Resettlement?’ Axissaid, then gpologized for hisinterruption.

“Whenever atyrant gathersto himsalf anew dependency,” Ezekid said, “he ensuresits‘loydty’ by
moving into itsterritories large numbers of Isembaardiansto settle the new lands.” Helooked at Isaiah.
“But thisis not normally something we plan until our victory isassured.”

“Congider my victory assured,” 1saiah snapped, “and consder it time to begin the planning for
resettlement now.” He pulled a map toward him, then tapped the upper corner of it. “ The northwest of
the Tyranny—the FarReach and En-Dor Dependencies—are poor and their peoples struggling,” he said.
“They shdl be happy to remove themsalves to the gentler and more fertile pastures of the Outlands or the
Centra Kingdoms above the FarReach Mountains.”

Thefive generasjust stared at him.
“But—" Morfah began.

“Youwill be respongble for their organization, Morfah,” said Isaiah, “together with Ezekid. Unlessyou
both fed yourselvesincapable.”

No one said anything, but again there were hurried glances among the generds.
“Or unless you wish me to bring someone el se back from death to deal with it for you,” Isaiah said.

“Your order,” said Ezekiel in asmooth, cadm voice, “isas dways my command. Let us not disturb the
dead any more than we need to. Morfah and | will seeto it, Excellency. At what point after theinvasion
do you wish the peoples of En-Dor and the FarReach dependenciesto begin the long trek north into—"

“They shdl movewith theinvason,” Isaiah said. “ Thusthey shdl need to be informed now that new lands
await them and they need to begin making preparationsfor their journey north.”

“Withtheinvason?’ Lamiah said, adding dmost as an afterthought, “ Excellency?’

“The Outlands and Centra Kingdoms are very far away from the main bulk of the Tyranny,” said Isaiah.
“They need to be settled as rapidly as possible. The peoples of the En-Dor and FarReach Dependencies
shdl fallow directly behind the main military convoy.”

“They are not going to be happy to be ordered from their homelands,” Morfah muttered.

“Then your silver tongue shdl be needed to persuade them,” Isaiah said. “ And persuade them you will,
Morfah...Ezekid.”

They both gave small, tiff bows of acquiescence,



“Together with the army and the settlers” Axis said once the five generds had I eft, “how many people
will there bein the convoy, Isaiah?’

“A million, maybealittle more.”
Axis could say nothing for amoment. A million people?“Thelogidtics...” hesad.

“Areanightmare,” said Isaiah. “No wonder | needed you back from degth to advise and aid me, eh?|
cannot be everywhere a once.”

Axisjust shook hishead. A million people. He couldn’t escape the fedling that | saiah was heading
directly for his second military fiasco.

Stars done knew what the generals were thinking.

CHAPTER TWELVE
West of Pelemere, Central Kingdoms

T hey had been on the road for weeks, and Maximilian was enjoying the freedom. He gppreciated the
chance to catch up with old friends. He knew al the kings of the Centrd Kingdoms, some better than
others. Madat, who ruled over Kyros, was agood friend, and his son, Borchard, an even better one.
Maximilian had enjoyed hisfour-day stay in Kyrosimmensely, dthough the good-natured prenuptia
ribbing of Borchard was something he was thankful to escape.

Heworried alittle about leaving Escator, but that worry was mainly engendered by guilt at enjoying his
freedom so greetly. The Privy Council were cgpable enough of managing the kingdom’ sdaily affairs, and
al would manage nicely without him.

Some of Maximilian’s enjoyment began to pall asthey drew closer to Pelemere. Ishbel was near, an
equal distance to the east of Pelemere, according to the report of apassing I carii, as he wasto the west,
and now al of Maximilian’ s atention was focused on their meeting.

What would shetruly be like, this serpent bride? What was her purpose: to become hiswife and bear his
children, or to ddliver adarker messageinto hislife?

Together with hisincreasing anxiety about Ishbel, Maximilian was aso growing alittleirritable with the
constant company. Garth and Egalion were his close friends, and he knew the men of the Emerald Guard
intimately. While he enjoyed their company, Maximilian was so solitary by nature, atrait exacerbated by
his seventeen-year imprisonment, that he found the constant company trying. He found himsdlf dreaming
about pushing hishorseinto agalop acrossavast plain, seeing nothing but the gently rolling grasdands
ahead of him, enjoying no company save that of his horse, having to respond to nothing more than the sun
on hisface and thewind in hishair.

And soon he would have awife.

Six days out of Pelemere, Maximilian’ s risng anxiety and irritation combined to push him to a sudden
decison.

“Egaion,” he said, asthey dismounted for the evening, “1 am going to take afew stores, and abedding
roll, and ride off by mysdlf for afew days.”

“Maximilian—"



“I need to get away, Egdion. Just by mysdlf. Just for afew days. Y ou know how...”

Maximilian’ s voice drifted away, and Egalion nodded. Y es, he knew “how.” Maximilian had spent
Sseventeen years chained to agang of men, and Egalion knew that sometimesit seemed to Maximilian asif
those chains had never vanished.

“Y ou need to keep safe,” Egdion said.
“| don't need aguard.” Maximilian’s voice was sharp.
“I won't send men to shadow you, Maximilian. But keep safe.”

Maximilian tried asmdl smile, which didn’t quite manageto warm into life. “What part of theworld can
be more boring, more safe, than the western plains of Pelemere, my friend?’

Garth had wandered over and had heard enough of the conversation to know what was happening.
“Maxd?’

“The hanging wall,” Maximilian said, referring to the ceiling of rock that had hung over him for so much of
hislife, “isbearing down on me, just alittle too much. Let mego, Garth.”

Garth and Egalion exchanged a glance, then Garth nodded. “Keep safe, Maxd.”
“I will rgoin you aday outside of Pelemere.”

Maximilian stepped back, his eyes holding those of Egalion and Garth for just amoment; then he
vanished into the gloom of dusk.

Maximilian pushed his horsefor five hoursinto the night, angling alittle northeast of the route Egdion,
Garth, and the Emerald Guard would take, until the animal was dmost dropping from weariness. He
halted in the shelter of asmall grove, made his horse comfortable, then gathered enough dry wood for a
fire

Maximilian felt exhausted himsdlf, but he knew he would not deep.
There was something he wanted to do.

Hejust didn’t know what 1shbel represented. Contentment, or the ruination of peace? Maximilian wasn't
even sure that meeting her would solve the puzzle: 1shbel waslikdy to be an enigmanot easily explained
within the first five minutes of acquaintance.

Oncethe fire was blazing, Maximilian set out somefood...thenignored it.
He would eat once he was finished.

Pushing the food to one side, he did the Persmius ring from hisleft hand, then took the queen’ sring from
his cloak pocket. Holding them loosdly in his hand for amoment, Maximilian took a deep bresth, then set
them down, dightly apart from each other, before the fire. The Whispering Rings could do more than just
st hisday on edge with therr irritating chat.

Trying not to think too much about what he was about to do, Maximilian took along stick, poked it into
thefire, then scraped agoodly quantity of the bright coals over therings.



They hissad, then hissed again, more violently than previoudy.
“Tel mewhat you see,” Maximilian whispered.

For amoment nothing happened, then vision consumed hismind.

He strode through acorridor that appeared asif it Stretched into eternity. Itswalls glowed turquoise and
white.

Behind him, he knew the corridor vanished into the darkness that trailed from his shoulders like acloak.
Maximilian strode ahead, his steps determined.

Hewaked the halways of Elcho Faling.

He turned a corner and halted, transfixed.

A woman sat in abath, her back to him, her fair hair caught up about the crown of her head with pins,
tipping water from an exquisite goblet encrusted with frogs over her shoulders so that it trickled dowly
down her spine.

Sheturned very dightly as she became aware of his presence.
“My love? Istha you?’

Hefdt overwheming grief at the sight of her, and could not understand it, for he knew aso that he loved
her.

He turned and resumed hiswalk down the corridor, brushing irritably a aweight about his brow.
After sometime (hours, days perhaps), he became aware that something approached from behind him.
Heturned, thinking (hoping) it might be the woman.

Instead, it was something so dark, so terrible, that Maximilian screamed, throwing hisarms up about his
face.

It was not a creature or person at dl. Instead, Maximilian found himsdlf staring into the open doorway of
the Twisted Tower, and seeing that it was now entirely empty.

Not asingle object remained in any of the chambers.

He had lost everything, every memory, every ritud, every piece of magic, that he needed to resurrect
Elcho Fdling.

Hewoke, hisheart till thudding, just after dawn.

All he could remember for the moment was the horror of staring into the doorway of the Twisted Tower
and redlizing it was now entirely empty.

Terrified, but knowing he had to do it, Maximilian closed his eyes once more and called forth the Twisted
Tower. Trembling, helaid hishand to the handle of the door and openediit.



Thefirst chamber lay before him, groaning with the weight of its objects.
Relieved beyond measure, Maximilian opened his eyes, looking across once more at thefire.
Theringslay in cold, drifting ash.

Maximilian reached over and picked them up, diding his own ring on his hand, and dipping the queen’s
ring away in hiscloak.

What was he supposed to make of what he' d dreamed?

He busied himsdlf with some breskfast, discovering himsalf starving. He set asde the problem of the
dream for the moment, instead concentrating on the smple tasks of breaking camp, grooming and
saddling his horse, and riding out.

Toward the end of the day, when he was dismounting from the horse in order to make camp, Maximilian
realized that there was something about the vision that he had not been conscious of while he'd been
experiencing it, but of which he' d become aware, very gradudly, in the past few hours.

Ashe d been gtriding the corridors of Elcho Faling, he' d carried the weight of a crown about his head.
Maximilian had hisanswer.

Elcho Faling waswaking.

He sank to his haunches, absolutely appalled, lowering his face into one hand.

Elcho Faling was waking, and he was the one who would need to assume once again the responsibilities
of itscrown.

For saverd minutes he crouched in turmoil, unable to order histhoughts. Finaly, however, Maximilian
managed a deep breath.

What should he do?
Carry on, put onefoot in front of the other, until the way ahead became clear.

Taking another deep breeth, Maximilian findly roseto hisfeet. PerhapsthisIshbel Brunelle would have
some answer's.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Pelemere, Central Kingdoms

T hetrain of carts and horses and riders wound its dow, miserable way toward the city of Pelemere.
Winter had set in and gray deet drove down over the train, drenching horses and riders and even those
Icarii sheltering inside the canvas-covered carts. Everyone huddled as deep asthey could within cloaks,
heads down against the driving rain, hands almost too cold and stiff to keep grip on reins. Horses
plodded forward, heads down, tails plastered to their hind legs, eyes more than haf closed against the
rain. Mud splattered up from their hooves, coating their underbellies and the legs of their riders.

No one noticed the rider emerge from the shadows of asmall wood and attach himself to the rear of the



train. Within heartbeats he looked as though he had been there since the train had set out from Margdit
weeks previoudy, face hidden beneath the hood of a sodden cloak, shoulders hunched againgt the cold.

A deputation from Pelemere met the train some four miles out of the city. It wasn't avery large
deputation, for thiswasthe train only of the possible wife of the rather poor King of Escator (when
Maximilian arrived he would rate a dightly more ostentatious welcome), but it was awelcome, and Baron
Lixel, riding at the head of the train, was pleased to see them.

If nothing else, the deputation meant food and shelter and awarm bed were nigh.

Therewere afew brief words of welcome, faces from the Pelemere deputation peering through the
gloom to nod at the Lady Ishbe sitting her mare five or six riders back, and then everyone headed asfast
asthey might for Pelemere. No one wanted to remain outside in thiswesather.

The city had dmost entirely shut down for the night, but there was one gate left open and it was through
thissmall, inggnificant Sde gate that the Lady Ishbel Brunelle and her train were escorted to their
resdencein the eastern quarter of the city. The house was one which the king, Sirus, had lent to Ishbel
for the coming weeks as agesture of goodwill toward Maximilian. It was not particularly large, but it had
acovered courtyard, and I shbel was never so glad of anything as she was of that sudden relief from the
wind and rain when she pulled her mare to a stop with cold-numbed hands.

A servant from the house hurried forward to help her to the ground, then left her to aid someone else.

Ishbel stood, alonein the milling activity of the courtyard, wishing only for someoneto escort her toa
bath and a bed.

For an instant agap opened in the crowd of horses and riders, and Ishbel saw a heavily cloaked man
watching her from the far edge of the courtyard.

There was amoment when Ishbe fdt that their eyes met, even though his face was hidden benegth the
hood of his cloak, and then ahorse moved between them, the moment was broken, and 1shbd turned

avay.
Please, please, she thought, et someone lead me away from this cold and misery soon.

Then Baron Lixel wasat her sde, and aman who Lixd introduced as Fleathand, who was the steward of
the house, and within moments Heathand was leading her insde, and I1shbel could findly, gratefully,
contempl ate some solitude, some warmth, somerest, and, perhgps amid al that, alittle bit of comfort.

Two hours later, fed and bathed and sitting donein her chamber, Ishbel findly fdt asif she could relax.

But she dared not. Relaxing meant Ishbel might weep with exhaustion and anxiety and overstrung
emotion, and shewas not quite ready to giveinto tears.

She sat in her chair by the shuttered window, clad in her night robe with an outer wrap pulled loosdly
about her, and tried to relax. The past weeks since leaving the Coil had been taxing; she was constantly
on edge, aert for any stray word that might betray her, and the emotiona wrench at her parting from
everything sheloved and trusted grew worse with each passing day. Well might Azidl, the Great Serpent,
and the entire firmament, for al she cared, ing<t that she would return one day, but right at this moment
Ishbel could not see that eventuality. She felt utterly lost and abandoned and, caught in her loneliness and
melancholy, she smply couldn’t believe that shewould ever return to her home.



If only she knew why this marriage was so important. If only the Great Serpent would tdll her. It was dll
very well to argue that this marriage was the only thing that would save her homeland from devadtetion,
but Ishbel could not see why. It made no senseto her.

Ishbel thought about how she had been loved and vaued and cherished by the Cail.

Then she thought about Maximilian, and about her humiliation at hisingstence through StarWeb's
demands.

She sighed, the sound ragged and heartrending. Shetipped her head againgt the headrest of the chair,
closing her eyes, and tried to think about something, anything, happier than her current Stuation.

It was only after long minutes that Ishbel cameto realize she was not the only person in the chamber.
Shejerked to her feet, staring wildly into the dimness beyond the lamp, and findly saw him.

He was standing in the shadows at the very rear wall of the large chamber, dressed in damp traveling
leathers, leaning againgt the wall, aramsfolded, as till asthe darknessitsdf, watching her.

Ishbel knew ingtantly who it was.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Pelemere, Central Kingdoms

M aximilian had traveled hard and fast once he' d I eft hisfirst night’s campsite to reach Pelemere é the
sametime as Ishbel. He was numb at the redlization that Elcho Faling was probably waking, but ashe
had no ideawhat direction he should take, or what he should do, Maximilian Smply continued on ashe
hed origindly planned.

Meet |shbd, discover for himsaf what shewaslike.

The only thing that Maximilian knew was that, whatever e se, shbel was somehow integra to Elcho
Fdling.

No one had spotted him as he dipped in at the back of Ishbd’strain. Maximilian was dressed in clothes
smilar to those of Ishbel’ s escort, plus everyone' s attention was on Pelemere and the necessity to get
there as soon as possible, rather than on the actua number of men trailing aong behind.

He dismounted in aquiet corner of the yard, looking about for Ishbel.

Maximilian had spotted her amost immediately, and hisfirst thought was that she was the woman he'd
seeninhisvison.

The second was that he' d never seen anyone more aone than she was a that moment.

She had no retinue. No one. Not amaid, not avalet, not asingle companion that she could trust and lean
on for support.

Absolutely isolated, and looking lost and afraid because of it.

Maximilian had seen thelook on her face and had recognized it ingstantly. He' d seen it on face after face



of men condemned to the Veins—a hopel ess, trapped expression that was impossible to fake.
She must truly be driven, then, to come all thisway for amarriage she could not want.

Ishbel eventualy vanished behind the milling horses and their dismounted riders, and Maximilian had
taken the opportunity to dip into the house and merge with his old friend, the darkness.

He d stood there, completely motionless, alowing the dark to curl about and hide him while Ishbel
unpacked asingle valise, ate amea brought to her by aservant, and bathed in the hip bath set by thefire.
He' d waited and watched, motionless, secreted, asshbel had dried hersdlf, pulled on her nightgown and
then the robe, summoned the servant to take away the bath, and then sat in the chair by the shuttered
window, resting soft and silent and very, very ill until the moment she tipped her head back againgt the
chair and sghed with such misery that Maximilian felt his heart turn over.

It wasthe ultimate betrayd, this sllent watching of awoman’smost intimate moments, but Maximilian had
needed to do it. He hadn’t hoped to discover any of the secrets StarWeb had said Ishbel trailed behind
her, nor had he hoped to discover the true reasons behind her journey to this point (whatever 1shbel
thought they might be). What he' d wanted to do was discover, as best he might, thereal 1shbdl, the
woman behind whatever intrigue she carried with her, and thiswas, he thought, one of the few timeshe
would be able to observe her completely naked, physically, emotiondly, and spiritually.

What he had discovered was that, no matter the exterior she showed to the world, Ishbel was very
vulnerable and very sad.

He had discovered that she didn’'t have the mark of the Coil anywhere on her body.
And Maximilian had discovered that he wanted thiswoman for hiswife.

It was not so much her physical beauty—Ishbel was alovely woman with her mass of dark blond hair,
her soft hazel eyes, tranducent skin, and strong lithe body—but her quietness of movement that attracted
Maximilian. StarWeb had said that Ishbel was very unquiet, but her movements about the room had been
S0 Soft, S0 Smple, so contained, that Maximilian thought that she would be a very peaceful woman to
haveat hissde.

If he could ever trust her, and if she could ever forgive him thisinexcusable intrusion into her privacy.

He moved, breathed just alittle more heavily, disturbed the shadows clinging to him, and Ishbel ingtantly
reglized his presence.

Shelegpt to her feet, staring at him, and Maximilian very dowly unfolded hisarms, straightened up from
thewall, and stepped forward.

13 |§]m_ﬂ
“YouaeMaximilian.”

He cameto a hat some three or four paces from her and gave adow nod, his eyes not leaving hers. She
was angry and hurt and frightened, and he was surprised by none of those. Hewas dso intrigued: she
had not taken astep back at his approach, and, even with her knowing who he was, he would have
expected that.

“How long have you been standing there?”’



“Sinceyou entered,” Maximilian said.
Shedrew in along breath, her eyes huge, her face paing, then suddenly flaring in color.

“Yes” Maximilian said, “you may think al those things of me, and more. My behavior has been
inexcusable, but necessary.”

“Why?’ The word was shot at him, dmost hissed.

“Because | needed to see you for who you are, without any artifice.”
“And for that you used dl the artifice you could muster.”

Hetilted hishead, conceding the point, his eyes ill locked onto hers.

“| am sorry you are o very done here,” he said, and that sympathy accomplished what his previous
words had not.

Her eyesflooded with tears, and her shoulders sagged. She half turned away from him, ahand over her
mouth.

“Canwetdk?’ Maximilian said. He had taken a step closer to her.
“No. Go away.”

“Itis better we talk now, than be forced to talk before our assembled retinues at our ‘official’ meeting at
my ‘official arriva’ inthree days time. Far better we talk now, Ishbel.” He took another step closer.

“Go away!”
“Ishbd...” Now Maximilian was very close, and she turned back, ready to throw off his hand.

But he was standing again as he had been when first she' d seen him, armsfolded, leaning thistime against
the high post at the end of the bed.

“Why do you want to marry me?’ he said.

“I don’'t.” Ishbel wastoo tired, and still too shocked by Maximilian's gppearance, to dissemble.
“Then why are you here?’

“Because the Cail told meto come. They were the oneswho insisted | marry you.”

“Why?'

A smdl hestation. “I don’t know.” And that was only asmall whitelie, 1shbd thought. She had no idea at
al why the Great Serpent thought marriage to this man would make adifference.

“They are prepared to offer meyou and al your riches...just because...”

“I have never questioned the way of the Cail,” Ishbel said, relieved that ameasure of dignity had crept
back into her voice.

He smiled, and Ishbel was taken aback by the difference it made to hisface. He had striking looks with
his aguiline nose and deep blue eyes, but was somewhat forbidding (not even considering the
circumstances of hisarriva into her room). But hissmilelit up hisface and made his eyes dance with



mischievousness.

“Y ou were honest,” he said. “Thank you. But you do redize,” he went on, “that once married to you, |
will owethe Coil no debt? They have offered you, but | shal not be tied to them through that offering.”

“They would not expect it.”

“I an marrying you, not the Coil.”

“I did not redlize we had settled definitely on the marriage.”

He smiled again, that dow, mischievous amile.

“And StarWeb?’ Ishbdl said, desperate to say something, anything.

He sobered immediately. “1 apologize for StarWeb. She took matterstoo far. She—"

“Shetook matters asfar asyou gave her license.”

“I wanted to push you. To seeif—"

“Y ou have dmost pushed metoo far,” Ishbd said very softly.

“Then take my hand,” he said, holding out hisleft hand, “and let me pull you back from the brink.”

Shewaited afull five heartbeats, wishing she had the strength and the resources to clasp her hands
behind her back and step away from him. Then, with a soft Sigh of resignation, 1shbel offered up her
hand.

Maximilian clagped it in his, then jerked alittle, hiseyeswidening.

In that instant, as hisflesh touched hers, Maximilian’ s entire world tipped on its axis. Gods! He had
expected everything but this!

Ishbel might bear the name Brunelle, but she carried within her the ancient bloodlines of Persimius.
Maybe she did carry with her the ancient, lost memories!
While Maximilian’smind and heart werein turmoail, hiscam exterior returned virtualy insdantaneoudly.

“I seem to have arrived most unexpectedly,” he said, “and do not have a place for the night. May | deep
inyour bed, my Lady Ishbel Brunelle?’

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Pelemere, Central Kingdoms

| shbel alowed him to do what he wanted, for two reasons. First, the Great Serpent had told her to alow
nothing to stand in the way of thismarriage, and Ishbel supposed that refusing Maximilian here might
anger him enough to withdraw his offer. But the principa reason Ishbel alowed Maximilian to lead her
dowly, gently, toward the bed was that he overwhelmed her utterly. She had expected to find aman who
was...tedious. Someone she might regard with contempt. Nothing she' d heard had prepared her for the
sheer presence and, she had to admit it, charm, of the man. She wastired and emotionaly overwrought,
but she could use neither of these states as an excuse.




Ishbe was smply incapable of refusing him.

Besides, when he' d touched her, something had happened. He had been shocked for amoment, and
she...wdll, there had been something. ..enough, when combined with everything else, to strip Ishbel of dl
resstance.

Heled her to the bed, took her face in gentle hands, and kissed her.

Ishbel struggled momentarily, then relaxed, again succumbing to whatever presenceit was that
Maximilian commanded. She allowed him to unclothe her (he had dready witnessed her naked, what did
it matter now?), and to run his hands and mouth over her body, and to bear her down to the bed and
then, eventudly, to mount and enter her.

It was not as abhorrent as she had expected. It was easier to rlax and to alow hiswarmth and care to
comfort her than it wasto res s, or fear.

Hewas, she supposed, agood lover. She understood that he took great care with her, wasinfinitely
gentle, and suffused their bedding with a self-deprecating humor that had her, unbelievably, smiling with
genuine humor on one or two occasions.

There was some pain, alittle discomfort, but mostly...an extraordinary sense of sinking into someone
els2'scare. Ishbel had expected to fed used or violated, but Maximilian made her fed none of these

things

Everything about him was not what she had expected.

They lay inthedim light in Slence for sometime, then Maximilian propped himsalf on an elbow.
“You are such amystery,” he said. “Not what | expected.”

“Neither are you what | expected,” she said, ahint of drynessin her voice.

“Tell me about where you come from. Tell me about the Coil.”

Shetensed. “ They took mein and cared for me when no one else would. | owe them everything.”
“Save your loydty, for that you shdl shortly owe me.”

Sheturned her head and looked at him. “Of course.”

“Of course,” he echoed. “Ishbel, | need to know that when you become my wife, then your loyalty will
be mine, not left lingeringwitha...a...”

“With what? A bunch of murderous soothsayers?’
“They do not provide the best family for any bride, 1shbel. Why did they send you to me?’
“I don’'t know.”

Maximilian wondered if shewaslying. He didn’'t know her well enough to tell. Did she understand the
ancient mysteries, or had she no knowledge at al? She sounded genuine, but. ..

“All your estates and inheritances,” he said, “to be given to me, dong with yoursalf. Why? Surely there
were greater and better dliances the Coil—"



“All I know isthat Aziel, the archpriest, told me that the Great Serpent instructed him that we would
make agood marriage, and that it would be good for the land.”

“Ah...” For amoment Maximilian tried to believe that the only reason Light had sent Ishbel to him wasto
strengthen the Peramiusline. It was a seductive and reassuring idea—that was the only reason 1shbel had
come to him—but Maximilian knew he could not ignore the vision he' d had on the way to Pelemere.
“What about your family, 1shbel? The Brundle family. Is Brundle an Outlander name? Or an émigré
from...somewhere ese?’

“Outlander.” Her voice and body were more relaxed now. “We have dways been Outlanders.”
“Hmmm. Thefamily had no contact with Escator?’
“I was eight when | lost my family, Maximilian. | have no ideawho my father corresponded with.”

“I’'m sorry. | am asking too many questions, but | want to understand you so much.” He paused, one
hand gently stroking her shoulder and upper arm. “ Tell me about when you lost your family. When the
plague struck and—"

“I"d rather not.” Ishbel paused. “Not now. Sometime el se, perhaps.”
“Of course. We have, after dl, alifetime.”
“And will you tdl me about your timeinthe Vens, if | ask?’

“Yes, | will dothat.” 1shbel was very touchy, which Maximilian could understand given the circumstances
of the night, and he aso understood that further questions likely would not be agood idea, but he wanted
desperately to know how much she understood about her bloodlines. Thusfar she'd given noindication
she understood anything, elther about her Persmius heritage or about Elcho Falling.

“When | firgt received the offer of your hand from the Coil,” Maximilian said, “1 looked & amap of the
Outlands to see where Serpent’ s Nest was. A mountain home, yes?’

“yes”
“Right on the edge of theworld,” Maximilian said softly, watching Ishbel carefully.
“Serpent’s Nest is on the east coastline of the Outlands,” she said. “Itis...”

“y e

She shrugged. “1 was going to say that it ismy home.”

“Was”

Shedid not reply.

“A mountain isastrange place for ahome.”

Shedghed. “Maximilian...”

“I' know, I’'m sorry.” Heleaned over and kissed her softly. She did not return it, and he knew he had
stayed long enough. Besides, it would be dawn soon, and he had along ride ahead of himto rgoin
Egalion and Garth and the Emerad Guard—all of whom were no doulbt fretting about his continued
absence.



“I haveto go,” he said. “1 should be out of the house by dawn.”
“Y ou need to leave while the darkness till affords you cover,” Ishbel said.
He hesitated alittle before replying. “ Yes. | shal tell you about that one day, if you want.”

She nodded, not redlly knowing what to say, only wishing that having said he would go, he actudly
would. Thethought of solitude brought her arush of relief. Perhaps, then, she could findly relax and
snatch afew brief hours of deep.

Asif in answer to her prayers Maximilian rolled away from her and rose from the bed. He hunted about
inthe dark for his clothes, dressed, then sat down on her side of the bed as he pulled on his boots.

Having buckled both boots, he sat till, looking at her. “I had no ideal would want you so much,” he
sad. “I distrusted you and—"

“Still do,” 1shbel said.
“Aye, yes, gill do, athough | distrust the motives of the Coil more. | shdl be awatchful husband, Ishbel.”
“We have not yet agreed on marriage, Maximilian.”

Helaughed, then leaned down and kissed her. “Y ou must marry me, Ishbd. Y ou have completely ruined
my reputation with your seductions, and only marriage will save my name.”

She smiled rductantly, but with genuine humor.

Maximilian rose. “ The King of Escator shal arrive with hisfull retinue in three days, 1shbel. He shdl be
gladder to see you than he had expected.”

Hetook severa stepsto the door, hesitated, then strode back to the bed and kissed Ishbel one more
time, hard. “Three days, Ishbel,” he whispered, then eft her.

Maximilian cloaked himsdlf once more in the darkness, walking through the house undiscovered. Oncein
the stable, helocated his horse' s tdl, then stood for along moment, his forehead resting gently against
the horse' s neck, thinking.

Elcho Fdling was more likely than not about to stir, and Maximilian needed to marry thiswoman and
return to Escator. Thereto...well, there to see what happened next. If Elcho Falling was about to stir,
then Maximilian would need to be home in Escator.

Ishbel. Gods knows how they were blood-connected, or how many generations ago the Persmius family
had splintered, but connected they most certainly were. Maximilian had not planned to seduce her. But
having once taken her hand, he was unableto resist her. Partly thiswastheir shared Persmius blood, but
modtly it was the woman hersdlf.

She was astounding. Maximilian replayed every moment of their lovemaking in hismind, remembering
how she had felt beneath his hands and body, her scent and her taste. If, one day, she might respond to
him with genuine passion...oh gods...what aday that would be.

Hisring chattered softly, asking if they were leaving soon. It had been quiet al night, as Maximilian had
ingtructed it when they’ d entered the house, and now it was restless.



“Yes” whispered Maximilian. “Y es, we are leaving now.”

After Maximilian had l€eft, Ishbel dept.
She dreamed.

She waked through ahall that glittered with glass and color that spirded in strange corkscrews far
overheed.

She dreamed peoplefilled thishall, tens of thousands of them, al standing back to allow her passage, all
watching her.

She dreamed that she wasfilled with loss and sorrow, and in her dream she sobbed, because she knew
what that sorrow portended.

In her hands she carried agoblet. It was heavy, made of exquiditely carved glass, with legping frogs dl
about its outer rim.

It was a gift for the man who stood, his back to her, at the far end of the hall.
Hewas adark man, and blackness seethed about him.

More than anything Ishbel wanted to turn and run, but her feet would not follow her command. Instead
they carried her inexorably forward, until she stood before the man, and then her traitor legs bent benegth
her, and she abased hersdf, and held out the Gablet of the Frogs to the Lord of Elcho Falling.

Heturned his head alittle, looking at her over his shoulder, and darkness and despair engulfed Ishbel’s
life

[ Part Three]
CHAPTER ONE

Pelemere, Central Kingdoms

| shbel stood in the covered courtyard, listening to the approach of Maximilian Persmius, King of
Escator. Maximilian had arrived in Pelemere the previous afternoon, received by King Sirus of Pelemere
intwo forma ceremonies: thefirg at the city gates, the second at the paaceitself. Maximilian had then
stayed at Sirus palace overnight, being royally dined and entertained.

To none of these events had 1shbel been invited. She was till merely the Lady Ishbel Brunelle,
prospective wife of the King of Escator, and until Maximilian formally accepted her ashisbride, Ishbel
was excluded from the roya receptions and entertainments. Today, however, having partaken of Sirus
hospitdity and having aso, presumably, dept the night away in aluxurious gpartment within theking's
palace, Maximilian was paying avist to the Lady Ishbe’shouse in order to meet her and, should that
meeting prove satisfactory, perhaps open more persona negotiations for amarriage.

What afarcedl thisis, thought Ishbel, listening to the sound of horses' hooves and jingling bits getting
closer. Four nights ago he spent the night in my bed, and here we must act asif we ve never seen each
other.

Ishbel had expected Maximilian might appear in her bedchamber last night aswell. She' d spent virtualy



the entire night awake, watching every shadow, listening, waiting. But Maximilian had not appeared, and
Ishbel supposed Sirus had provided more amusing entertainments for Maximilian.

Perhaps StarWeb was with him.

Ishbel was far more nervous than she liked. She didn’t know how she would feel when she saw
Maximilian again, and she had atiny, niggling, horrible fear that when Maximilian rode into the courtyard
it wouldn’t be the same man she' d dept with afew nights ago.

Twigted inwith al her anxiety and nervousness was ahorrible sense of resentment: Had Maximilian spent
last night with StarWeb? Was she going to have to share her husband with the birdwoman?

There were shouts from the guards at the gate now, and Ishbel barely had time to draw in ahasty,
shaking breath before Maximilian rode into the courtyard at the head of a retinue some twenty strong.
Dressed in awine-colored velvet jacket quilted with seed pearls over dark leather breeches, helooked
very different from the night he' d appeared in Ishbel’ s chamber. Very regd and, impossibly, even more
certain of himsdf.

Ishbel’ sfirst emotion was one of profound relief—this was the man who had come to her bedchamber.

Her second emotion was one of overwhelming confusion at just how glad she wasto see him again, and
how desperately she hoped Star\WWeb wasn't in Pelemere.

Strangely, dthough Ishbel continued to resent everything to do with this marriage, aswell asthe marriage
itself, Maximilian was the only thing she had resembling afriend within eight weeks' trave.

Maximilian pulled hishorseto ahdlt, lifted hisright leg over the horse swither, and did to the ground.
Hiseyesnever left Ishbd the entiretime.

Shewas very nervous. She held hersdf extremdly till, watching him with apparent camness, but he
could see her nervesin the spots of color in her cheeks, in her overbright eyes, in her rigidity of bearing,
and in the manner in which she pressed the palms of her hands too close to her silken skirts.

Behind him the rest of his entourage drew their horses to ahat. They would not dismount, not even
move, until Maximilian had greeted Ishbdl.

Hewalked up to her, very deliberatdy, dowly pulling the leather gloves from hishands. Thewind
whipped hisdark hair into hiseyes, but he didn’t blink, or make any moveto brush it away.

“My Lady Brundlle,” he said, coming to ahdt before Ishbd. “How pleasant to finaly meet you. | trust
your journey to this point has been comfortable?’

She wanted to shout a him, he could seeit in her face, and his eyes crinkled in amusement. Taking afind
step forward he took her right hand and raised it to hislips. “Thank the gods| picked the right
bedchamber four nightsago,” he murmured. “ All thistime I” ve been terrified | might have seduced the
laundressingtead.”

Sherelaxed. Her shoulderslost their tension, and she let out her bresth on ashaky soft sigh.
“Areyou dl right, Ishbel?’ he asked, serious now.
“Yes,” shesad, having pushed her dream of the Lord of Elcho Faling to the very back of her mind.



“Y&, I aﬂ_”

Baron Lixel now stepped up, greeted Maximilian warmly, and made the formd introductions. Then
Maximilian turned and waved forward two members of his entourage: ayoung man who Ishbel thought
was ayear or S0 younger than hersalf, and an older man who was the captain of Maximilian's escort and
who wore an emerad uniform jacket with aManteceros outlined in brilliant blue on itsfront.

“Commander Egdion,” Maxd said, introducing the older man first. “ He captains my Emerald Guard, and
isone of my closest friends”

Ishbel held out her hand for Egdion to take. “Commander,” she murmured politely.

“And thisis Garth Baxtor,” Maximilian continued as Egalion stepped back to make way for the younger
man. “ Garth is court physician, another close companion.”

Baxtor had an open, atractive face, very nonthreatening, and Ishbel liked him immediaey. She smiled as
she held out her hand for Garth.

“Physician Baxtor,” she said as hisfingers closed about hers.

Unlike Egalion, Garth did not immediately let go of Ishbel’ shand. A strange, but not unpleasing, warm
sensation passed through Ishbel’ sfingers and suddenly all the friendlinessin Garth' s eyes vanished.

“My Lady Brunelle,” he said, dropping her hand before stepping back so abruptly it was dmost rude.

Maximilian frowned, but then Lixe was ushering them dl insde, and Maximilian contented himsdlf with
taking Ishbel’ s arm and asking her about her journey to Pelemere asthey entered the house.

All thelight had gone from Garth’sday. All he wanted now was to spesk with Maximilian urgently, but
Maximilian was not leaving Ishbd’ s side. They had gone from the courtyard into the main reception room
of the house, whereto Garth’s surprise (and Lixd’s, and just about everyone else’ s except, he noted,
Ishbel’ s), Maximilian pronounced an intention to get down to the nitty-gritty of thefina details of the
marriage contract between himself and the Lady 1shbe immediately.

“Y ou have no objections, my lady?” Maximilian said to Ishbel.
She hesitated very dightly, then shook her head. “None, my lord.”
“Wadl then, Lixdl,” Maximilian said, “to work! Do you have the necessary documentsto hand?’

Still looking taken aback, Lixe showed Maximilian and Ishbel into a secondary chamber, where
Maximilian closed the doors firmly on the entourage.

Garth and Egdlion exchanged alook. “What wasthat al about?” Egdion said.

“I have no idea.” Garth stared at the closed door, almost too shocked to be capable of coherent thought.
For weeks and weeks Maximilian had been extremely wary. Over the past day or so, however, since his
return from histime spent alone, his mood had changed, and he’ d appeared far more confident and
relaxed about the proposed marriage. Even so, Garth had hardly expected him to legp off his horse, teke
thelady’ s hand, and immediady drag her and Lixe into find conference about the matter.

“What do you think of her?’ Egdion said. “I’d half anticipated a dumpy pockmarked crone...but...” He
gave a soft laugh. “No wonder Maxd has hurried her off to Sgn what papers he must.”



“I hope he doesn’'t sign them too fast,” Garth murmured. “1 need to speak to him. Badly.”
Egdion looked at him, frowning. “What did you fed from her, my friend?’

AsMaximilian and Ishbel sat down at the table, Lixd retrieved the marriage contracts from asatchd. He
couldn’t believe Maximilian was moving this precipitoudy. By gods, there hadn't even been thetimefor a
convivid glassof winefirg, let done any time put aside for Maximilian and I1shbel to seeif they liked each
other or not.

AsLixd sat down at the table, diding the contract toward Maximilian, he rather hoped that Maximilian
had been so smitten by Ishbe at first Sght that the king would grant Lixel immediate permission to return
to Escator.

“I believe you have hashed out the contract with StarWeb, Ishbel?” Maximilian said.

“Yes,” sad Ishbd, and Lixel was not surprised to see a hardening of her expression and atightening of
her shoulders at the mention of Star\Web.

Maximilian nodded, running his eye over the document. “ Are you prepared to Sign?’ He looked up at
Ishbel then, and something passed between them that Lixel could not identify.

“If you are agreedble,” she said softly.
“I am agreeable, Ishbel,” Maximilian said. “ Shdl we make amarriage, then?’
There was along pause, then Ishbel dipped her head. “Yes.”

Lixe’s mouth dropped open. Never had he witnessed such an unemotional, amost clinical assentingto a
marriage. Why not spend time together, getting to know each other? Wasn't that what this entire exercise
of meeting in Pelemere had been about?

“Lixd,” sad Maximilian, “can you fetch Garth and Egdion in to witness?’
Lixd closad his mouth, nodded, and did ashe wastold.

Garth had not answered Egdion’s question truthfully. He couldn’t. Not before he' d spoken to
Maximilian. He d fudged an answer, and was grasping about for something to say to distract Egdlion
when the door to the secondary chamber opened, Lixel appeared, and requested Garth and Egalion
enter.

Garth could not believe what was happening. Maximilian was about to sign the contract within afew
minutes of meeting the woman for thefirst time. What in the name of al gods was he doing?

Maximilian was running through the clauses, checking them, as Garth and Egalion entered.

“Thisone...” he said, tapping the document and looking between Ishbel and Lixe. “How did thiscome
to be here?’

“StarWeb ingsted oniit,” said Ishbel, her tone strained. “ She said you would not ratify the marriage,
declareit valid, until 1 was...um...” She glanced up a Garth and Egdion, clearly embarrassed.



As she has every reason to be, thought Garth, getting angrier by the moment.

“Until you were pregnant and in Ruen,” said Maximilian. “Well, | think we can dispense with thet, yes?’
and with asingle stroke of the pen he drew athick black line through the clause. “Now, 1shbdl, if you
would sign here, if you please—"

“No!” Garth brokein. “No. Maxel, | beg you, amoment of your time, please.”
Maximilian looked at him. “ Explain yoursdf, Garth.”

“Maxd,” Garth said, “amoment of your time, | beg you. If you care or trust me at dl, then grant methis
moment. Please.”

Maximilian looked at Ishbdl. “I apologize most sincerely for thisunwelcomeintruson,” he said, then rose,
walked over to Garth, took his elbow in an ungentle hand, and ushered him out of the room.

“Garth!” Maximilian said. “What was the meaning of that?’
“Maxd, Ishbel is pregnant.”
Maximilian went utterly ill. “What?’

“Not much, perhaps aweek...she has only just conceived. But sheis pregnant. Y ou know | can fedl
this”

Maximilian nodded. Garth had the Touch; determining an early pregnancy was but atriviad task for him.
“And s0,” hesad, “your point is...”

Garth was growing more astounded by the moment. Maximilian’ s anger had faded and he was now
regarding Garth with an amused air.

“The Lady Ishbel isnot as virtuous as you had hoped, Maxd,” Garth said, wondering if he needed to put
thisinto one-syllable words for Maximilian to comprehend. “Dear gods, my friend, you would take a
woman to wife when she' s carrying someone el se' s bastard?’

Maximilian grinned, the expression so surprising that Garth felt his mouth drop open. “I1t'smy child,
Garth.”

Garth was now so shocked he could not speak.

“Wheredid you think | went,” Maximilian said, “when | rode ahead of the main retinue and left you and
Egalion to your own company for well over aweek?’

Garth gazed a him, struggling to come to termswith what Maximilian had done. “Y ou said...the
fored...”

“Yes, yes,” Maximilian said, waving ahand dismissvely. Then he smiled, and actualy winked. “ Changed
my mind. Thought I’d seeif | couldn’t make Ishbel’ s acquaintance under less strained circumstances than
aforma mesting.”

“Wel, you surely madeit very well,” Garth muttered.
Maximilian laughed and clapped Garth on the shoulder. “ Sheiswdl with the child?’

“Yes. Yes, sheiswell. Thereisno problem that | could fedl.”



“Good. Then perhaps you can come back in and gpologize to my future wife for your behavior.”

Garth wasn't going to alow Maximilian to get away with thisentirely. “ And perhaps, later, when your
future wifeis safely out of hearing range, you can gpologize to Egalion and mysdf for your deception.”

“A bargain,” said Maximilian, and led the way back into the room.

Ishbel was growing more certain that her entire time as Maximilian’ swife would be spent in thisterrible
gate of feding completely overwhelmed. Maximilian had arrived, greeted her, swept her inside, asked for
the marriage contract, scratched out the clause StarWeb had fought so hard for, and dl within arelatively
few short minutes. Ishbel doubted that enough time had yet e gpsed from hisarriva for hisentire
entourage to have completely dismounted.

Adding to this sense of feding completely overwhemed by Maximilian was astab of hurt that Garth
Baxtor had so obvioudy taken an immediate and deep didike to her. 1shbel had liked Garth—he had
such an open, friendly attractive face which invited instant trust—but then he’ d taken her hand and within
aheartbeat hisface had closed over and he had turned his back to her.

And now he d demanded that Maximilian talk with him privetely.

What had Garth discovered? Ishbel’ s heart was besting fast, pounding in her chest, and her hands were
damp where she clutched them in her lap. Garth had felt something when he' d touched her...Great
Serpent, pleaselet it be that he hadn’t felt—

Maximilian and Garth reentered the room, and Ishbel jumped dightly in sheer nervousness.

Maximilian looked at her with amusement—and something el se that she couldn’t quite fathom—although
at least the amusement reassured 1shbel somewhat, but Garth’ s change in attitude was nothing short of
extraordinary.

“My Lady Ishbd,” he said, dropping to one knee beside her chair, hisface aive once more with
friendliness, “1 must beg your pardon for my behavior earlier. Sometimes| can be a clump-headed fool,
and too often | underestimate Maxd’ s courage and daring. Will you forgive my former behavior?|
promise herewith that in future | shall ask beforejudging.”

Ishbel had no ideaat al what was going on about her. She glanced again at Maximilian, more for
reassurance than anything else, then, at hisdight nod, gave Garth asmall and somewhat uncertain smile.

“Of course” shesad.

Garth’ s amiled broadened dightly, then herose. “1 beg everyone sforgivenessfor my rudeness.” He
winked at Egalion, who was looking as confused as |shbd felt, then stepped back alittle from the table.

““Maxd’?" Ishbd said to Maximilian, moretofill in the silence than out of any rea curiosty.

“Maximilian issuch amouthful,” he said. “ Those closest to me dways cal me Maxd, and | hope you will,
too.”

Ishbel gave another uncertain smile, unableto stop hersalf imagining StarWeb cdling out the namein the
grip of passion, then cursing hersdlf yet again for being weak enough to dlow StarWeb to rattle her. By
the Great Serpent, Ishbel thought, what has happened to me? | am astronger person than this.



“Now.” Maximilian sat down and spun the marriage contract toward him. He picked up apen. “All we
need decide on isadate for the marriage. | don’t think we need wait, Ishbel. Shall the day after
tomorrow be suitable?”’

“I do not seethe need to rush,” Ishbel said. 1 had thought this period in Pelemere was to be spent
getting to know each other. 1—"

“Ishbd,” Maximilian said quietly.

Ishbel made the mistake of looking at him, and seeing the expression in his eyes. Seeing the memory in
hiseyes. Why do | bother with this? she wondered. The Great Serpent wants me to marry him, after all.

“The day after tomorrow,” she agreed, and Maximilian smiled, then signed the document. He pushed the
contract and pen over to Ishbel and, after the barest of hesitations, she signed aswell, wishing she had
the courageto list her truetitles under her name.

CHAPTER TWO

Pelemere, Central Kingdoms

| shbel’ s status changed the ingtant she signed the marriage contract. Suddenly no longer the Lady 1shbel
Brunelle, orphan of the Outlands and potentia wife to King Maximilian of Escator, now shewasthe
affianced wife of Escator, due dl the respect and honor that position commanded.

As soon as Ishbd laid down the pen, Maximilian was standing, requesting Egalion to send amember of
the Emerdd Guard back to Sirus paace and inform him of the upcoming marriage. King Sirus, who had
happily ignored Ishbd to this point, would now alocate Ishbel quarters within the palace for her use over
the next two days, and would prepare to regaly welcome her asif she were only newly arrived into
Pelemere.

“Y ou don’t have much to pack, do you?’ Maximilian asked Ishbel. “ Perhaps we can depart for the
pal ace before noon and have you settlein.”

“I can beready soon,” said Ishbel, turning for the door.
“Ishbd.”
Sheturned back, looking at Maximilian.

“Sirus has no idea of your association with the Cail,” he said. “No one outside this room does. | would
prefer it stay that way. Y ou arethe Lady Ishbel Brunelle of Margdlit. Not Ishbel of the Cail. Y our
association with them ends as of this moment.”

Garth Baxtor, watching, saw Ishbd’ sface mottle with emotion, and he had hisfirgt intimation of how
much loyalty she owed the Coil. He sympathized with that—they had, after dl, taken her in when no one
else would—but he dso thought she must surely understand Maximilian’ srequest. A Queen of
Escator—aqueen of anywhere—simply could not have any ties at al with something as controversia and
abhorrent asthe Caoil.

“Y ou know how much | owe the—" 1shbel began.

“I know it,” said Maximilian, “but you must so know full well how reviled the Coil are beyond itsfront
gates. For good reason. Y ou are now my affianced wife, and soon to be queen. Y our association with



the Coil ends here and now.”
Garth looked between them, intrigued by this clash of wills.

Ishbel was by now very pae, and holding herself absolutely rigid. Garth thought she was very closeto
losing her compaosure completely. He wondered if thiswas why Maximilian had chosen this very public
time to have this conversation with I shbel—she would likely be more circumspect in public than she
would in private.

“Turnyour eyesforward, Ishbd,” Maximilian said very quietly, holding her furious gaze. “L ook forward
now to your new life. Forget the Coail. You'll never go back.”

At that moment Garth saw something flare deep in Ishbel’ s eyes. She struggled with herself, managed to
control her temper with a supreme effort, gave ajerk of her head, and Ieft the room.

There was aslence, broken eventually by Baron Lixd huffing in embarrassment and gathering up the
papers. “I'll, um, get these in order then,” he said, and hurried from the room.

Maximilian looked over to Garth.
“Areyou sure you want to marry thiswoman, Maxd?’ Garth asked gently.

“I need awife,” Maximilian said, “and Escator needs wedlth. | want children and sheis pregnant. She will
do.”

Then he, too, |ft the room, leaving Garth staring after him.

Ishbel sat on her bed in her chamber, clothes scattered about her, trembling in absolute fury. She had
never been so angry and so humiliated in dl her life.

Who was heto tdl her to forget the Coil?

She couldn’t stop shaking, and she hated that. She beat her fists dowly on the bed, despising herself for
cgpitulating to him.

Agan.

What Ishbel hated mogt, though, was that she understood why Maximilian had said what he had. She
was going to have to come to terms with the outside world' s revulsion of the way of the Coll.

Sowly she managed to relax. She would never mention the Coil to Maximilian again. She would not
defend it, nor dludeto it. Shewould, to al intents and purposes, turn her eyesforward as he had
commanded.

“But | will not turn my back on you, Great One,” Ishbel whispered, and made the sign of the Coil over
her bely with her right fist.

What Maximilian did not understand was that the Coil lay as much in her future asit did in her past.

Shewasthe Cail.

CHAPTER THREE




M ar galit, the Outlands

B a d’ uz had been traveling north for many weeks. It had been tiresome, difficult, and very often
dangerous, but he had enjoyed every moment of it. He' d never traveled beyond the borders of the
Tyranny previoudy, and he found the exposure to different cultures and peoples exhilarating and
rewarding.

He despised everyone he met, of course, but that only added to the serenity of his own world and to his
belief that there were very few peoplein the world worth truly caring about. Late one night, lying
wrapped in his blanket in the extreme northern reaches of the Salamaan Pass, watching crisp stars
weaving their mgesty through the sky, Ba d’ uz had amoment of absolute revelation: the lives of men and
women were worthless. There was only himsdlf, and Kanubai waiting insde DarkGlass Mountain, and
the future that mattered.

Kanuba continued to whisper in his mind throughout the journey. He aso whispered in the minds of the
eight men Ba d’ uz traveled with, dthough never asclearly asin Bad’ uz’ mind.

The Eight were receptive. Ba d’ uz had, after al, chosen well in his companions. To augment Kanubai’ s
whisperings, Ba d’ uz related to the men the powers and riches that could be theirsif they dlied
themselves with the powerful Kanubal.

Better dlied with him, Ba a’ uz argued, than set againgt him.
The Eight agreed. Ther lives were as nothing under Isaiah. Kanubai clearly promised better.

Ba d’uz said to the Eight that an army would be theirsfor the taking if they pledged Kanubai their [oyalty,
and with that army they would control the world.

“Kanubal,” said Ba d’ uz, “wishes meto be his generd and you his captains.”
The Eight looked at him long and hard at that, but they agreed.
Better to be alied with He Who Approached, and his captains, than die as his enemy.

“Thereisnothing in thisworld but Kanubai,” said Ba a’ uz one night, and the Eight nodded in complete
agreeance.

“Everything,” said Ba d’ uz, “must be subsumed to him.”

“Everything,” murmured the Eight.

“Incdludingus” said Bad’ uz.

Therewasasmdl hesitation. “Including us” the Eight eventualy muttered.

“Although we, naturaly, shal enjoy great rewards and privileges for our work on hisbehaf.”
“Naturdly,” the Eight agreed, no hesitation thistime.

“Heneedstofeed,” said Bad’ uz.

“Yes” saidthe Eight.

“It has been avery long time since he hasfed.”



“Of course”

“If we show Kanuba our devotion in thissmal matter,” said Ba d’ uz, “then | am cartain he shdl be
grateful.”

Subsequently, on their passage northward through Adab and then through the Outlands toward Margdlit,
Ba d’uz and the Eight, periodicaly, and very, very carefully and quietly, embarked on acampaign of
murder. Not very much; just alife here and there and none who would be missed too greatly. Theselives
they offered to Kanubai, and to DarkGlass Mountain itself. Whenever possible, Ba d’ uz and the Eight
gathered about the dying victim, watching the light fade from hisor her eyes, senaing that far, far avay,
Kanuba grew stronger for the food.

Besides, the odd murder here and there was good practice for what lay ahead.
At night, Kanuba whispered ever more clearly in Ba'd’ uz' mind, and told him of an object he wanted.
Very badly.

The object, as strange as it seemed, was sure to cast Isaiah down into the bleakness of the abyss that
Kanuba would shortly vacate. Delighted by the prospect, Ba a’ uz agreed to fetch the object once his
businessin the north was concluded.

Whatever loyaty he' d once owed Isaiah (not much, in any case) was now long gone.

Ba a’ uz was Kanuba’ s, through and through.

After many weeks of travel Ba d’ uz and the Eight arrived at Margdit. Here, once they werefed and
settled and bathed and had enjoyed afew good nights of deep in comfortable beds, they would embark
ontheinitial stages of creating the chaos needed to pave theway for Isaiah’sand Lister’ sinvason. The
only reason they continued to act as Isaiah and Lister expected them to was because their purpose suited
Kanubai asmuch asit suited Isaiah and Ligter. It was for Kanubai’ s sake that Ba d’ uz and his Eight
continued on with the plan.

But first, definitely, abit of rest and recreation. A murder would have been vastly enjoyable, but Ba a’ uz
was circumspect within Margalit. There was just one man they wanted to murder here, and that not for a
few days; no point risking discovery for the sake of amoment or two of extraenjoyment. So, instead of
hunting out avictim, the group took themsalves off to aloca tavern, where Ba d’ uz expected to derive
abundant pleasure from agoodly intake of acohol, and perhaps as much again from observing the
Outlanders at recreation, which Ba d’ uz felt sure would further bolster his own sense of superiority.

Instead, he discovered something vastly more interesting.

Ba d’uz and his companions did not wish to advertise their true origins, so they were dressed in the
manner of Adab, and spesking with Adabian accents, which the power of Kanubai (which now infused
al of them, if the Eight to alesser extent than Ba d’ uz) dlowed them to assume flawlesdy.

They arrived at the tavern fairly early, and thus were able to find comfortable seating at the rear, where
they would not be crowded and which was also conveniently close to the dispensing tap for the ale. The
tavern keeper served them himself, then asked if they minded if he sat down with them for five or ten
minutesto rest his aching legs and to share aglass of de, and to gossip, which Ba a’ uz was soon to
discover was the tavern keeper’ s primary reason for existence.



For awhile the nine Isembaardians sat and drank as the tavern keeper chatted. There seemed to be no
stopping him. They learned who was degping with whom within the entire Outlands; they discovered who
had hobbled the favorite at the recent festive race meeting; they were quietly astounded to redize that
Outlanders rather liked to expose their bottoms to people as a gesture of great rudeness.

“When the arses gtart flashing in here,” the tavern keeper said, arighteous frown on hisface, “then that’s
thetime | start knocking heads together.”

“Uhhuh,” said Ba d’ uz, incapable of further comment.
“It gets even worse when they add afart or two to theinsult,” said the tavern keeper.

Ba d’uz paused with his glass partway to hislips, appaled. By the great Kanubai, did any race more
deserve to be completely overrun and obliterated than the Outlanders?

The tavern keeper sghed, despondent at the outrages he had to police. “1 am just grateful that when the
Lady Ishbd Brundlle stayed two houses down she did not think to vist my humble establishment. |
cannot imagine what she would have thought had someone pushed his hairy arseinto her face”

Brundle?Brundle?

Ba d’uz froze. That had been Kanubai, whispering franticaly in hismind. Helooked at his companions.
Without exception, they were dl staring at the innkeeper in disgust. None of them had heard Kanubai’s

whisper.

The tavern keeper sniffed, wiping his nose with acorner of his gpron. “Not that any of the high and
mighty Brundlefamily would ever vist with me”

“The Brundlefamily?’ Bd d’ uz said. Kanuba was still whispering madly in his head, now formlesswords
of which Ba d’ uz could make neither heed nor tail.

What he did know, though, was that this woman was of great interest to Kanubai.

The tavern keeper nodded. “Y es. The Brundle family. Own most of Margdit, if you ask me, and I’'ve
heard they control vast fortunesin the Central Kingdoms aswell. Ishbel was the surviving child of a
terribletime. Plague took her entire family...”

As he continued prattling on about Ishbdl’ slife story, one part of Bad’uz' mind wastaking in everything
the innkeeper said, while another part wastrying to work out how he could use thisinformation to further
his cause with Kanubai.

“Someone took her in, don’t know who,” the innkeeper was saying, “ but o and behold she turned up at
Baron Lixd’ sresdence a couple of months ago. . .that’ sthe big graywood house three down...had a
redlly nice verandaput on it two years ago. If ever you need agood builder | can thoroughly
recommend—"

“Ishbel Brundle,” said Ba d’ uz, desperately trying to return the conversation to the matter at hand.
The very, very important matter at hand.
“Ishbel—isshe dill in resdence?’ Ba &’ uz added.

The tavern keeper shook his head. “ L eft weeks ago, with Lixel and his entire entourage. Heard she' s off
to marry some high and mighty prince of the west.” He shrugged. “Why she couldn’t have picked anice



boy from her hometown, | don’t know.”

Possibly she didn’t appreciate the flashing arses, thought Ba a’ uz. Didn’t want them with her soup at
supper.

Again he glanced about at his companions. They dl watched him carefully, intuiting he’ d experienced
some kind of revdation at the name of the woman.

“Who?’ said Ba d’ uz. “Which prince?’
“The Escatorian king. Maximilian. Lixd is his ambassador to the Outlands.”
“She' sgoneto Escator?’ Ba a’ uz said.

“To Pdemere, | think. Then on to Kyros. Leisurdly journey. Maximilian is meeting her in Pelemere, and
they’ retaking their timein getting back to Escator. Having agood honeymoon, | expect. Making happy
friendswith al the kings aong the way in case Maximilian needsto borrow money later.”

“Y ou seem to know agreat deal about their plans,” said one of the Eight.

The tavern keeper shrugged. “1 know agreet ded about everything, don’t 1? But one of Lixel’s men used
to comein here and drink and gossip. That's how | know.”

That night Ba a’ uz sat and meditated, opening hismind to Kanubai.

Thewhispers came, very faintly at first, but they gained in strength as the night wore on.

There was much incoherent muttering, but there were several concepts that stood out.

Onewas Kanubai’ s continud reference to Elcho Faling, which Ba d’ uz still did not understand.

The next was the name of 1shbel Brundlle, whispered over and over, which told Ba d’ uz that she was
very important to Kanubai.

The third was more emotion and image than word, but Ba d’ uz understood it perfectly.
Sacrifice.
CHAPTER FOUR

Dar kGlass M ountain, the Tyranny of | sembaard

T henight lay very ill about DarkGlass Mountain. Theriver lapped gently among the reed beds, birds
shifted within their roosting places, afew cows wandered through afield a hundred paces away from the
pyramid.

One of the cowslooked up, watching the pyramid for afew minutes asif entranced, then shook its head
and wandered off, the spell broken.

The cow was not what Kanubai wanted.

An hour or so later, when even the birds had stilled, adog came wandering aong the road that led dong
the river by DarkGlass Mountain. It was a brindle mongrel, with a barrel-shaped body and long spindly



legs, and along tattered tail that showed the scars of many street fights. The dog was hungry, for he had
found no food in the Streets of Aghat the previous day, and so had swum theriver in the hope of finding
something in thefidds.

Rats, perhaps, or some crumbs Ieft from one of the fieldworkers noon medl.

The dog trotted dowly along the road, stopping now and again to sniff at something on the verge, or
within the reed banks, but aways wandering off disappointed.

Then it caught the scent of gravy.

It instantly made the hungry dog’ s mouth water, and his ears pricked up. His pace quickened and he
followed the scent of the gravy ...

...without thinking, without any caution, Sraight through the dog-sized hole in the Sde of DarkGlass
Mountain.

The brindle dog could think of nothing but the scent of the gravy. Hetrotted, and then ran, along the
twisting corridors of fused black glass, not perturbed by the flickering stresks of fire degp within the
glass.

There was only the food.

Within afew short minutes the dog arrived within agolden chamber. It was stunningly beautiful, but the
dog’ s ears drooped in disappointment.

Therewas no food.

Degjected, he sniffed about the perimeter of the chamber, his cold moist nose brushing againgt the carved
golden glass. He went about two wallsin that fashion, but halfway aong the third he yelped and tried to
pull back.

But his nose was firmly stuck to the glass.

The dog growled and redoubled his efforts.

His nose suck even morefirmly.

And then it began to Snk into the glass, dragging the dog withit.

The dog struggled, his bresth coming in tight wheezes, more through fear than from his efforts.

Nothing hel ped. Within heartbests his head was inside the glass, and then his shoulders and forelegs, and
then, in one horrible moment, his entire body vanished behind the glass.

But not quite vanished completely. Shadows twisted behind the glass as the dog continued to struggle
with whatever had trapped him.

Then everything went black. The entire chamber, constructed of pure golden glass, turned black.

Outside, for an instant, the massive shadow of astruggling dog appeared benesth the blue-green glass of
DarkGlass Mountain.



And then everything was Hlill.

Theriver lapped gently at the reed banks.

The birds shifted within their roogting.

And abrindle dog loped away from the glass pyramid, heading for the ford back to the palace of Aghat.

Kanuba might still be trapped, but now he had eyes and ears, and the recently attained knowledge that a
Brunelle waked the land gave Kanubai hope that soon he would be able to breathe and walk within his

own body.
If only Ba d’uz would do what he needed of him.

CHAPTER FIVE

Pelemere, the Central Kingdoms

| shbel stood in her finery by the open window of Sirus' palace in Pelemere. She had been at the paace
amost two days. Today was her wedding day.

It was deep winter. Snow drifted in the window, scattering afew flakes over 1shbel’ s bare shoulders and
neck and down the front of her ivory satin gown.

Shedidn’t notice, nor seem to be aware of her goose-pimpled flesh. Ishbd stared into the palace
grounds—half frozen and solid with snow—and thought about Serpent’s Nest, making apromiseto
hersdf. She would endure. She would make this marriage, for thiswas what the Great Serpent
demanded of her, and it wasfor thisthat he had saved her from the charnel house of her parents home.
When it was done, and the Great Serpent’ s purpose fulfilled, then she would turn and walk away. He
had said that she would return home to Serpent’s Ne<t, that it would be her home forever, and thusthis
marriage was not alife sentence.

Until then she would manage with dignity. Maximilian was a personable and charming man (if with awill
of sheer stedl). It would not beterrible.

Ishbel made the sign of the Coil over her bely with her right fist, then sighed and shivered, asif she had
redlized for the first time how cold she was. She closed the window, brushed away the few snowflakes
that had settled on her shoulders and gown, and prepared to do what was needed.

The sooner it was done, the sooner she would eventua ly go home. Perhaps that might even be sooner
rather than later. 1shbel had heard no reports to suggest that the Skraelings were massing in the north, nor
any rumors of agreat evil rising in the south. Perhaps her actions had aready prevented the disaster the
Great Serpent had shown her. She still needed to make the marriage, but perhapsin ayear or so...

A knock sounded at the door, and Ishbel briefly closed her eyes, gathering her strength.

Ishbel did her best, and she thought she did it well enough until that moment Maximilian did thering on
her finger. Sirus had put on alovely reception for her and Maximilian, replete with many guests, much
wine and food, and music and entertainments. Ishbel managed to smile occasiondly, and take wine and,
surprisingly, to look and act asif she was enjoying hersdlf.

Then came the ceremony and the stilted words, and then Maximilian took alovely emerald and ruby ring



from his pocket, and did it on her finger.
Ishbel’ sworld turned ingtantly to mayhem.

Ishbel! Ishbel! We have waited so long for you! Oh, we are so ddlighted, and you are so delightful!
We—

“Ishbel,” Maximilian murmured, hisgrip tightening on her hand as her face went white with shock.
“Ishbdl, itisdl right. Take adeep breeth. Itisadl right.”

Nothing was “right”! Only the fact of Maximilian’ s grip on her hand kept 1shbel standing. She could
barely breathe, and she was aware of nothing in the room save Maximilian and the whispers.

Shewas back in her parents' house, her mother’ s corpse gibbering and whispering.

“Bequiet!” Maximilian hissed under his breath and thering fell slent.

“Ishbdl, itisdl right. Come on now, look & me, smilefor me.”

Hisfingerswere very dowly stroking her hand, and Ishbel blinked, managing to focus on hisface.
It was very reassuring, his eyes warm and concerned.

“Ishbe ?”

Amid her confusion and dl the lingering horror, Ishbe redlized that everyone was staring a her. She
summoned every particle of courage and determination she had, and croaked out the words needed to
complete the ceremony.

When it was done and Maximilian leaned to kiss her, he paused with his mouth closeto her ear. “I'm
sorry, Ishbel. | didn’t redlize that would frighten you so much. If you put your mind to it you can block
out thewhispers.”

She got through the rest of the afternoon’ s and evening’ s public eventsin afugue of shock. She supposed
she said what was expected of her, and she even alowed Maximilian to lead her onto the dance floor for
awedding dance.

Then, gratefully, it was over and she and Maximilian were donein their chamber.
Thefirg thing Ishbd did wasto dip thering from her finger and place it on a cabinet.

Relief washed through her, and she relaxed alittle, and managed to smile for Maximilian, who was
ganding watching her.

There were no servants present. The chamber had been prepared but for this night they had been left
aone. Now Maximilian came over to her, diding his hands about her waist.

“I shdl haveto maid for you, as we have been left so solitary,” murmured Maximilian, kissng her
shoulder as he began, very gently, to unbutton her gown.

“I hardly need amaid. | was not used to one at...at the place | grew up.”

“But you are aqueen now. Y ou need abevy of servants’—Maximilian kissed her other shoulder—"and



more finery than you can ever wear in alifetime.” The dress had fallen to the floor now, and Maximilian
was unlacing her underclothes.

“l am awoman of abstemious nature,” Ishbd said.
“Then | shdl haveto corrupt you.”

Shelaughed, surprising hersdlf. Perhaps she' d had too much wine, but more probably it was the sheer
relief a findly losing thering.

Heturned her about to face him. “Wasthat alaugh, 1shbel? 1 have never heard you laugh before.”
She was sober now, her hazel eyesvery clear and cam. “1 wasraised to be serious and quiet.”
“Then | shdl have to teach you mayhem and ribaldry.”

Her mouth twitched again. “Why can you laugh so much, Maxd”—thiswasthefirgt time she had cdlled
him by his diminutive name—"when you have endured so much in your life?”

“Maybe you need to endure hardship in order to learn to gppreciate laughter.”
“Butdill..."

“Ishbel, this may surprise you enormoudly, but tonight is not thetime | want to talk about the Veins.
Perhaps when we are old and tired and can think of nothing el se to entertain ourselves, eh?’

“When we are old and tired then, Maxel,” she said, knowing that would never happen.
A few months, ayear, and then she could go home. Surely.

He smiled, pulled her close, and kissed her with increasing passion, and she let him do with her what he
wanted.

An hour or so later Maximilian lay by hiswife, gently stroking her shoulder and arm. Therewas alamp lit
inafar corner of the chamber, and it cast a soft light over the room and its occupants. It was very late
now, but Maximilian did not fed like degping. There was far too much to discuss.

Thering.

Heran hishand down to hersand lifted it.

“I am sorry the ring frightened you,” he said. “I should have warned you. It was a shock.”
She said nothing, but her entire body tensed into rigidity.

Shewasterified!

Maximilian had no ideawhy. Y es, the ring would have startled her, perhaps even frightened her, but he'd
not expected this depth of reaction.

“Itisjust the Peramiusrings,” he said. “They mean no harm. They areirritating, but sometimes aso they
Ca,] |] E ”

“| do not want to talk about it.”



“It isnothing to be frightened of, Ishbdl. It—"

She whipped her face about to his. “1 do not want it to touch me again.”
“Ishbed—"

“| do not want it to touch me again.”

Maximilian was glad at that moment that his own ring had kept its Slence throughout this day—perhapsit
understood Ishbe’ sfright.

“Ishbedl, why so frightened? It is nothing of which to be scared.”

She burst into tears, which disconcerted Maximilian so greetly he could say no more. He gathered her
into hisarms and cuddled her close until she finaly began to relax, and her tears abated.

Why so frightened?

Eventualy sheleaned back alittle, just enough to wipe her eyes. “What happened with Garth the other
day?’ shesaid, alittletoo brightly and in a patent effort to distract him away from talk of therings.
“WEe ve not had achanceto talk about it snce. What did he fed from me?’

Maximilian felt asif he were suspended over agreat chasm of doom. How would she react to this
Snippet of news?

“Garth wanted to warn me against marrying you,” he said. “He thought you aloose woman, a harlot,

a_
“What? Why should he think—"
“Y ou're pregnant, Ishbel. Garth redlized it. He had no ideathat we' d dready... met.””

The chamber was only lit softly, but it was enough for Maximilian to see Ishbel go amost white with
shock. She actually stopped breathing, her eyes wide and horrified.

“lshbd...bresthe”

Shedrew in aharsh breath, then sat up suddenly in the bed, hugging her arms about her breasts. “No. |
can't be. | can't be pregnant!”

“Garth hasthe Touch very, very powerfully, 1shbel, and heisn’t mistaken. Y ou're only afew days
pregnant, aweek or so, but you are pregnant.”

1] NO_”

“Yes” Maximilian said softly. 1t iswhat sometimes happens, Ishbel, when aman and awoman lie
together.”

Sheglanced a him. “I’'m sorry. I'd just not thought...achild...no.”

“Ishbd...” He did hishand over her belly, and she flinched. “Oh, for gods sakes, Ishbdl, what is
wrong?’

“Everything,” she whispered, then lay down and rolled away from him, and would not spesk to him
agan.



CHAPTER S X
Pelemer e, the Central Kingdoms

M aximilian was surely irritated with her, at her reaction to the news of her pregnancy. Ishbe could
understand why, but she had been so shocked, so appalled, so terrified, that she’ d been unable to act
any other way. By the Serpent, to have that little surprise dropped on her, on top of the horror of the

rng.
Pregnant.
A child.

In her body.

Shelay on the bed, Maximilian degping beside her, the fingers of one hand fluttering down to her belly,
asif she could fed dready the turmoil the child was about to createin her life.

She' d not considered the possibility of achild after the night Maximilian had cometo her. Why should
she? She should not be able to conceive. She had lost her ability to concelve the day she’ d been inducted
into her position as archpriestess of the Coil when she' d surrendered her reproductive ability to the Grest
Serpent in return for the blessing of his power. Since then she d virtualy forgotten she had awomb.

The only time she' d thought about her inability to conceive had been when StarWeb had been haggling
the marriage contract and had inssted on the clause regarding a pregnancy being arequired condition for
ratification of the marriage. 1shbel had wondered then what excuse she might give Maximilian for her lack
of ability to bear achild, and had thought that at least it might give her an excuseto get out of the

marriage.
But, no, she' d conceived within thefirst hour of meeting the man.

It made her angry, mainly because shefelt so out of control. Everything she had done as archpriestess of
the Coil had been so ordered, so sure.

Now...

Ishbel [ay her hand more firmly on her belly. The growing baby would surdly disturb the Coail....and this,
on top of the shock of the whispers.

Oh, Great Serpent, how could this happen? What should | do?

She must rid herself of the baby. 1shbel had no idea how to do this, but she knew women could manage
it. She' d heard they took herbs. All she'd need to do would be to find someone to procure the right
herbs and she could—

Suddenly Ishbel went rigid on the bed as the atmosphere in the chamber thickened.

She jerked her head over to look at Maximilian.

Heremained adeep.

Then, her heart pounding, 1shbel very dowly turned her head to look at the side of the bed.

A grest darkness was coalescing on the floor, at midpoint between the door and the bed.



Ishbel tried to control her breathing, tried to center hersdlf, tried above al to cadm hersdf so that she
might befit to greet the Great Serpent.

Very dowly the darkness resolved itself into a massive coiled serpent. It appeared to be made of the
darknessitsdlf, its scales so black they were more suggestion than redlity, but glimmering here and there
with faint rainbow colors as the serpent twisted in the dim lamplight.

The Great Serpent coiled about itsalf for aminute, then reared its head up so that it loomed over the bed.

Ishbel could not move, nor drag her eyes away from the enormous head that hovered above the bed.
She’ d been in the presence of the Great Serpent before, of course, but only rarely, and only when she'd
beenin control of hersdf and of the Stuation.

Not ever lying in abed, with aman, and with ababy in her belly to corrupt the Cail.

The head moved, weaving back and forth, its forked tongue flickering out of its mouth asit tasted the
night air. Itseyeswere greet dark holeswith flashes of fire glimmering in their depths.

“Greetings, Great One,” Ishbel said, making the sign of the Cail over her belly.

The Great Serpent ignored her. Instead its head wove ever closer to Maximilian, who lay fast adeep on
the other sde of the bed. It dipped low, then ran its glistening forked tongue dowly up Maximilian’s body
from hisfeet to hisshoulders.

Ishbel stared wide-eyed, sure that Maximilian would wake.

But he dept on, his chest rising and faling in deep, dow bresths, unaware of the serpent’ s tongue coiling
so intimately about his body.

The Great Serpent suddenly reared its head up, now directing itsfull attention to Ishbel.

It lowered its head once more, and ran itsflickering tongue dowly, dowly, up 1shbel’ sbody, until it
coiled about her belly.

Do not disturb the baby.

“Yes, Great One,” Ishbel whispered.

Do what Maximilian wants.

“Yes, Great One.”

Wash with the tide for the time being. That will please me, and accomplish what | need.
“Great One, the whispers—"

Ishbel, just...wash with the tide. The whispers cannot harm you. Do not alow them to drive you from
thisman.

“Great One, please, how long must this marriage last? How long before | can go hometo Serpent’s
Nest?

The Greet Serpent regarded her carefully for long moments before he answered.

Y ou shdl be homewithin ayear, two at the mogt, Ishbe. It isnot long to wait.



Ishbel rlaxed in rdlief. A year, two a the most. She would manage.
“Asit pleasesyou,” she whispered.
The serpent’ s tongue flickered once more; then suddenly the chamber was free of its presence.

Later, when Ishbd dept, she once more dreamed of the Lord of Elcho Faling, standing in the snow, his
back to her, then dowly becoming aware of her presence, his head turning, turning, turning, and then the
torrent of despair and pain that engulfed her world as he laid eyes on her and opened his mouth to speak.

Ishbel rose in the morning, putting the dream from her mind, washed and dressed with theaid of a
maidservant, then stood looking at the ring on the top of the cabinet.

“Y ou need not weer it for the moment,” said Maximilian, coming up beside her, “if that iswhat you wish.”
Such profound relief washed over Ishbel that she gave him abrilliant smile. “Thank you.”

“We do need to talk about the rings though, 1shbe.”

“Later,” shesad.

“Yes Very well. Later.”

CHAPTER SEVEN
Mar galit, the Central Kingdoms

R ilm Evenor was one of the three most important chiefsin the Outlands. For the past fifty-three yearshe
had |ed the Evenor tribe and had for twenty-eight of those years also sat as High Chief on the Outlands
Council, which governed the region. He was a strong man, of impeccable character and fair judgment,
and there were few people within the Outlands who looked on Evenor with anything other than the

deepest respect.

Evenor was dso the Outlands best war general. The Outlands had not been at forma war with any of its
neighborsin over one hundred years, but there were dways the niggling border territory issueswith
Pelemere and Berfardi. The Outlander tribes were largely nomadic for eight months of the year, and
claimed theright to travel the pasturesto the west and north of the Sky Peaks—rightsto which

Pelemere, Hosea, and Berfardi strenuoudy objected. There had been skirmishes every few
years—nothing more than afew hundred men pitted against each other in aforgotten mountain pass or
on barren pastureland—but Evenor’ s red military experience and renown had been in aiding the
Outlands northern neighbor, Viland, with their ever-present Skragling threst.

Every few years, if their numbers had built up sufficiently that their normal feeding grounds could not
support them, the Skradlings tended to drift south in small groups of twenty or so. They would attack
outlying villages and farmsteads, making off with small animals and the occasiond human child or smdll
adult. They fed on fear and terror as much asthey did on flesh, and al the northern nations loathed them.
The Vilanderswere wdl used to dedling with the creatures, but Viland was asmal nation, and their men
were out on whaing shipsfor long months of each year, and Evenor and histribal army from the
Outlandswerewe come dlies.

Thisyear was one of the few Evenor was actudly spending in the Outlands. He was growing older now,



and had taken up residence in atown housein Margdit. Normally he hated the city, preferring atent
brittle with hoarfrost under frozen skies, but one of his daughters was unwell, and he had thought to
gpend the coldest months of the winter with her.

Evenor might be old, but he was still a strong man, and a.cunning one, aswell as experienced.

Thusit wasthat hewasthe first of the household to redlize the presence of intruders. Herose from his
bed slently, not disturbing the girl who dept next to him, and stole down the great central Saircase of the
house.

At thefoot of the stairs he took aheavy walking stick from arack, hefting it in hishand.

There were stedthy movementsto hisleft, in the main reception area, and the very faint glow of alight.
Thieves, Evenor thought, who did not expect him to bein his daughter’ s house.

Taking adeep breath, he stepped quickly into the reception room...

And stopped in surprise.

A dightly built man stood in the center of the room, hands folded before him, his eyes downcast. He
looked up as soon as he realized he had company.

“Ah,” theman said, “ Rilm Evenor. I’ m sorry to disturb your night like this.”
“Who are you?’ Evenor had stopped severa paces away. “How did you get past the guards?’

“Y our guards shall be here soon enough,” said the man, “but not soon enough to save your life, | am
afrad”

Evenor moved. There was no time or reason for words now. He lunged forward and dightly to the right,
griking out with thewalking stick.

Hedidn't make it more than a pace.

A man loomed out of the shadows behind Ba a’ uz—2zZeboul, the most trusted among the Eight. He
swung agreat wooden pole between his hands, stepping around Ba d’ uz and smashing it into the front of
Evenor’ sthroat the moment before Evenor struck Ba a’ uz.

Evenor crashed to the floor.

Ba d’ uz had not once flinched.

The remaining brothers moved out from the gloom, where they’ d been hiding.
“Are hisguards coming?’ whispered Ba d’ uz.

“Yes” said one of the Eight, “they have awoken in their barracks and grabbed their weapons. They will
be here within amoment. Will we be safe?’

“Yes” said Ba d’uz, and looked down.

Evenor was choking to death, unable to get air down his windpipe. One hand clawed desperately at his
throat, the other scrabbled about uselesdly for the stick that had rolled away when he' d falen.

Ba d’ uz murmured words whispered to him earlier by Kanubai, and within the moment he and the Eight



were cloaked in dark power.

Footsteps sounded outside, and then eight or nine soldiers burgt into the room just as Evenor gave afina
gasp, hisbody arching in adeath spasm.

The soldiers stopped momentarily, assessing the Situation.
They saw their commander, apparently dead on the floor.
They did not see Ba'd’ uz and the Eight.

Instead they saw, and would swear to thisfor the rest of their lives, Baron Allemorte of PAlemereand a
mixed force of armed men from Pelemere and Hosea.

“Tdl your damned council,” said Allemorte, stepping away from the body, “to stay out of landsthat don’'t
belong to them.”

Then, suddenly, strangely, Allemorte and the foreign soldierswere gone.

Evenor’s men would recall |ater that they’ d had a bitter battle with the murderous invaders, a battle
they’ d fought long and hard, but that Allemorte and his band had findly managed an escape.

Resdentsin the houses adjoining Evenor’ s daughter’ s house would also report seeing the armed men
escape down the street.

And when the Outlands Council, appalled, angry, and vengeful, investigated further, they discovered a
trail of reports from innkeepers and road travelers from Pelemere to Margdit about Allemorte s band,
who had traveled to Margalit and then escaped dong the main Outlands highway to the west.

Ba d’uz and the Eight returned to their inn, tired but satisfied. They were not so fatigued that they did not
take the time and effort to murmur a prayer of thanksto Kanubai for hisad.

Three dayslater, much recovered, Ba d’ uz led his Eight toward Pelemere and thence to Kyros, well
pleasad to see the numbers of armed men gathering in Margdlit.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Pelemere, the Central Kingdoms

| shbel tried her utmost to settle into her role as Maximilian’ swife. She thought of it only asa“role€’” and a
pretense, not as any permanent reality, but ever since the appearance of the Great Serpent on her
wedding night Ishbel did her best to accept her current Situation.

She would wash with the tide, as the Great Serpent had commanded her. She would be whatever
Maximilian needed in awife, until the Great Serpent needed her elsewhere,

At least she did not have to wear the ring. Someone asked her afew days after the marriage why she did
not weer it, and, while she hunted for an excuse, Maximilian stepped in smoothly.

“It fitspoorly,” he said. “Ishbel’ sfinger istoo dim. Once wereturn to Ruen | shall haveit dtered for her.”

Helooked at her ashe said this, and Ishbel gave him asmall nod of gratitude.



She waslucky, sheredized, that the Great Serpent had not required her to marry some fat, intolerant
fool. Maximilian was very beargble.

Ishbel became used to the sexua side of their marriage far quicker than she had ever anticipated. She'd
aways thought that she would find aman’ stouch and intimaciesintrusive, perhaps even repulsive, but
sharing abed with Maximilian was neither of these. He made her laugh, he made her body thrum with
unexpected sensation, and she found hersdf actualy enjoying their intimate relationship.

What she did find difficult to accept was her pregnancy. That invaded, whereas Maximilian's sexua
attention did not. The baby represented a complete loss of control—over her body and over her
future—that 1shbd found extremely disconcerting.

Besdes, Ishbe’slifein the Coil had not prepared her in the dightest for a pregnancy. She had noidea
what to expect, or what changeswould occur in her body (apart from growing large and bulky, which
she regarded with horror). She was not even too sure what were the early signs of pregnancy.

There was no one save Maximilian she could ask, or in whom she could confide. Garth Baxtor, with
whom perhaps 1shbel could have talked, had |eft Pelemere on the day after her wedding to visit with a
college of physiciansin atown afew days travel to the north.

Maximilian, however, not to Ishbel’ s surprise, had no ideawhat to expect either, and was faintly aghast
that Ishbel was so unknowledgeable hersdlf. She talked with him once about what she could expect, but
received enough of a surprised and perplexed look that she didn’t pursue the matter.

“Garth will help you when he gets back,” said Maximilian, and Ishbel l€ft it at that.

Meanwhile, Ishbel and Maximilian enjoyed the hospitdity of Sirus. Sirus made Ishbel uneasy. Hewas
old—at least seventy—hut still hale and possessed of the whipcord strength of aman aquarter of his
age. Hewas very tal and thin, and his head was crowned with an unruly mop of pure white hair over a
hawk’ s nose. Maximilian liked him, but 1shbe smply didn’t know what to make of the man. Half thetime
he appeared to be trying to make some very bad and crude jest, and the other haf of the time he
watched her with the silent, sharp eyes of abird of prey.

Too sharp, and alittle too intelligent, and Ishbel found hersdlf either kegping conversation light, or
avoiding the king’'s company atogether.

Her new role as Queen of Escator she found amost as difficult as her approaching maternity. Ishbel just
did not know how to act asawife, let done as aqueen. Since the age of eight she’ d been cloistered
within Serpent’s Nest, undergoing strict training with the Coil. From the age of thirteen she'd beena
priestess of the Coil, and from fifteen, archpriestess. There had been no time for the fripperies of
womanhood; there had only been time and desire for the Strict isolationism of the Coil. Now Ishbd fdt as
if shewas floundering along, trying to work out the correct demeanor for both woman and queen, and
trying to manage court etiquette and expectations. The only time she could relax was a night, with
Maximilian, in their chamber.

Hedidn't question too closely her lack of socid skills and answered whatever questions she had, as well
as guiding her throughout the day when he realized she struggled.

Ishbel knew she stood out like asorethumb a Sirus' court, but aweek after her marriage (during which
week Ishbel had tried to avoid every socid gathering she possibly could) she waslargely saved from the
horrors of the court when Pelemere was thrown into turmoil by the news that the Outlands Council had
formally accused Sirus—as well as Fulmer of Hosea—of the murder of Rilm Evenor viathe hand of
Baron Allemorte. The Outlanders were outraged, they were mobilizing for retdiation, and amid dl the



fussshbel could fade into the background and keep to her room much of thetime.

Sirus was furious that the Outlanders had the affront to accuse Baron Allemorte of the murder, let alone
concoct numerous falsetaes of Allemorte sride from and to Pelemere for the murder, when Sirus had
been entertaining Allemorte the entire time within Pelemere. Therewas aflurry of diplomatic activity and
messages passed between Hosea and Pelemere. Maximilian spent some time cloistered with Sirus, but
not too much. For the moment he wanted to remain as distanced as he could from the discussions.
Escator could hardly afford to become involved in awar so far from home, and so far from Escator’s
own interests.

In the third week after the marriage, Garth Baxtor returned to Sirus' court. Ishbel learned of hisreturn
only when Garth gppeared in her and Maximilian’s chamber |ate one afternoon, when she was spending
an hour or so done before dressing for the evening dinner at court. He' d knocked at the door and 1shbel,
expecting aservant with her bathwater, bid him enter.

“My lady,” Garth said, bowing dightly as he paused inside the door, “I" ve startled you. | gpologize.”
“Y ou'reforever gpologizing to me,” Ishbel said.

“I havethat habit with theladies.” Garth walked farther into the chamber. Ishbel was sitting with her back
to thelight, and hefound it difficult to see her well.

“Y ou had an enjoyable and profitable vist with your fellow physicians?’ Ishbel said.

“Yes.” Garth had advanced enough now to see her face more clearly. There were bright spots of color in
her cheeks, and he wondered if she was embarrassed, or perhaps even shy in his presence. “It isaways
good to meet with others of my profession, and exchange ideas and experiences.”

She amiled, alittle digtantly, clearly uncomfortable.

“My lady, Maxel suggested | come to see you. He said you have little idea as to what to expect with
your pregnancy—and may | congratulate you on that, by the way, you must be thrilled—"

|shbd’ s smilelogt what little warmth it had.

“—and Maximilian thought | may be able to answer any questions you might have.” Garth paused. “May
l...” He gestured to the chair next to Ishbe’s.

“Asyouwish.”
That wasn't precisdy aringing invitation, but Garth sat down anyway.

“We got off to apoor sart, my lady,” he began. “I would do anything for Maximilian, and now | will do
anything for hiswife.” He smiled alittle. “Heis besotted with you, my lady. | never thought to seethe

day.

Ishbel relaxed, her smile more genuine now, and for afew minutes they chatted about her pregnancy,
what she might expect over the next few months, how she should egat, what precautionsin her daily life
she should take. Ishbel was guarded with him, but at least she was talking.

“I had never thought to be pregnant,” she said, laying ahand over her bely. “1 can ill barely
comprehend it.”



Garth thought that alittle strange. All other women hef d ever known had lived with the possibility of a
pregnancy during amarriage, whether or not they desired ababy. Surely she must have given this some
thought on her way to meet Maximilian?

“Perhaps| can set your mind to rest about the baby’ s hedlth,” Garth said, stretching out his hand to her
am. “And yours, aswell.”

“Don't touch me!”
Garth reded back, stunned by the vehemencein her voice and face.
Whatever familiarity that had been between them had now vanished completely.

“Itisagreat intruson,” Ishbel said, her voice very cool, “that ‘touch’ of yours. Surely you ask permission
of people before you scry out their innermost secrets?’

Garth sat back in hischair. “You'reright. | should ask.” Damn it, he was going to have to apologize
agan. “l gpologize”

“Don't doit again, Master Baxtor. | do not likeit. It isavast invasion of any person’s privacy, and look
what a disaster you made of it.”

“My lagy—"

“Y ou assumed al manner of things of me, and none of them correct. A harlot? A dut? Isthat what you
cdled meto my husband?’

Garth wished the floor would open up and swallow him. He couldn’t believe Maximilian had repegted the
conversation to Ishbel. He was angry, partly with Maximilian, but mostly with himself.

Hewas dso curious asto what Ishbel had to hide. All this prattle of intrusion and privacy was surely
nothing but a defensive screen for a secret.

“My lady,” he said, riang, “1 will not presume again.”
Then, because he was sick of gpologizing, Garth turned on his heel and |eft the chamber.

Garth and Egdion met privately with Maximilian after evening court. Ishbel had retired early, and
Maximilian invited histwo friendsfor asupper drink in a private chamber of the palace.

They talked for some time about the escalating crisis between Pelemere, Hosea, and the Outlands.
Maximilian, as Egalion and Garth, could not understand how the misunderstanding—asit must be—could
have happened.

“Could it have been someone pretending to be Allemorte?’ Egdion said.

Maximilian gave ashake of hishead. “ According to the Outlands Council, they have obtained officia
likenesses of Allemorte, and Evenor’ s guards have identified him as the man they saw standing over their
master’ s body.”

“But how can that be?’ said Garth. “Most of the court here at Pelemere can swear to Allemorte's
presence every day for the past months. He cannot have gone to the Outlands.”



Maximilian shrugged. “ Perhapsthe Outlanders are lying.”

“Bedt not to say that within hearing of your lady wife,” Garth muttered. Then, at Maximilian’ slook,
“Maxd, I'm sorry, but | can't believe you told her what I d said about her the day | first met her.”

“Sheasked,” Maximilian said, “1 told her. | will keep no secretsfrom her.”

Garth bit down irritation and, he was appdled to discover, just alittle jedousy. He and Maximilian had
been close ever since Garth had been instrumentd in rescuing Maximilian from beyond the hanging wall,
and Garth was now finding it difficult to congder the possibility that Maximilian might put awifefird.

This, of course, was precisaly what Maximilian should do, and Garth felt he would have accepted it for
any wife...but not Ishbel Brundle.

“I don't like her,” Garth said. “She’ snot...likesble”
Maximilian shrugged. “ She has lived an isolated existence. Sheis not dways good with people.”

“| don't undergtand,” said Egdion, “why you needed to rush into marriage with her. | don't like her
ather, I'm sorry. Thereis something hidden about her, something secretive. Something blesk. And her
asociation with the Cail...Maximilian, | am sorry, but | find her apoor queen for such asyou.” He
paused. “Why the rush, Maximilian? For al the gods sakes, Escator can't be in such bad straitsthat you
need money that badly.”

Maximilian took along timein answering.

“Thereare somethings | cannot tell you,” he said eventudly, very dowly, “but | do owe you some
explanation.”

He paused again, drinking hiswine.

“Asyou know, | managed to see Ishbd before my *officid’ arrival in Pelemere. | watched her for an
hour or two, unknown to her, and | liked what | saw.”

“Sheisvery lovely,” Egdion offered.

“Aye, sheisvery lovely,” Maximilian said, “but that was not the reason | liked her so greatly. She
is...quiet. | thought I might find her peaceful to be about.”

“Therearemany ‘quiet’ women about, Maximilian,” said Garth.

“Who are prepared to marry me?’ said Maximilian. “With such alarge dowry at their hedls? But there's
something ese. Wetaked, shedidn’t like me—for which | am not surprised, as | spied on her most
intimate moments—and | discovered something.”

Again along pause, and again Egdion and Garth waited patiently.
“The Peramiusfamily,” Maximilian said, “isavery ancient family. We go back along way.”
Y et another lengthy slence as Maximilian struggled within himsdlf.

“Ah,” Maximiliansaid, “dl | can say isthat when | touched her for thefirst time, when | laid my hand to
her skin, | knew that | had to have her as my wife, beyond any shadow of adoubt. She and | are meant
for each other.”



Hegaveasmal, sad smile. “I know that—even if sherefusesto believeit, and even though you doubt
it—and for the moment that will need to be enough.”

Ba d’ uz and hisEight were well on their way to Plemere. They assumed the guise of traveling peddlers,
and no one bothered them overmuch. It was spring, and the nights were either warm and damp, or crisp
and cold, but they spent those nights camped out under canvas and blankets rather than in wayside inns.

They preferred it that way.
Kanuba was somehow clearer under the night sky.
Hewhispered into al of their minds, hiswords more lucid and purposeful with each passing day.

It became obviousthat Kanubai regarded thisIshbel Brunelle with absolute loathing. His words about her
were wrapped with the twin concepts of anger and sacrifice. It was plain to Ba d’ uz that 1shbel needed
to die. Not only would this degth please Kanubai’ s obvious wish for asacrifice, but it o fitted neetly
into Ba'd’uz mission for Isaiah and Lister—to create chaos and confusion and enough angst to spark
war between the kingdoms. What could be better than to murder the new bride of Escator while shewas
aguest at Pdlemere?

Between hiswhispered loathings of Ishbel, Kanuba whispered of other thingsto Ba'd’ uz. Hetalked
more of the object that Ba a’ uz needed to obtain for Kanubai. This object was called the Weeper, and it
rested over the seain Coroleas. Ba a’ uz understood that Kanuba wished for the Weeper more than
anything else (athough Ba d’ uz thought Ishbel’ s sacrifice came a very close second).

Kanubai told Ba'd’ uz that if he achieved both sacrifice and retrieva of the Weeper for Kanubal, Ba'd’ uz
would be rewarded with sovereignty over dl thelands of this continent, and dl its peopleswould be his
to order as he willed.

Just two things for me, Kanubai whispered over and over into Ba'al’ uz' mind, sacrifice and the
Weeper....sacrifice and the Weeper.

Easy, thought Ba d’ uz.
CHAPTER NINE
Palace of Aghat, Tyranny of | sembaard

O nemorning Isaiah sent an invitation to Axisto join him in weapons practice.

Astyrant, Isaiah’ sreputation, his very tyranny, rose or fell on his success asawar leader. Already
consumed with curiosity about I saiah’ s competence as amilitary commander (he could find no oneto ask
about the mysteriousfailed campaign againgt the Eastern Independencies), Axisthought that at least in
weapons practice he might learn more about Isaiah the warrior.

Axiswas dso glad of the invitation as ameansto burn off his excess energy. When ayoung man, Axis
had been devoted to war and military pursuits—and it was something he had missed desperately as one
of the Star Gods. He hoped that he hadn’t lost too much fitness since last he had trained serioudly at war.

Axis had thought that 1saiah would hold wesapons practice in the cool of the early morning....but, no.
Their first sesson was held in the late morning, when the sun was dready high and blazing.



Isaiah saw Axis concerned glance a the sky asthey entered the practicefield.
“Too hot for you, my friend?’ he asked.

Axislooked at him. Isaiah was dressed only in a hipwrap and sandas. He wore no jewdry, and the
myriad tiny braids of hisblack hair were bound at the nape of his neck. He looked very fit, very strong,
very comfortablein the heat, and was obvioudy amused at Axis discomfort.

“I am surprised only,” Axis said, taking the sword the wegpons master handed him, “that you use the
midday hest to acclimate yoursdf for awar that will most likely be fought in the driving snow.”

Isaiah laughed, choosing a sword from the three the weapons master offered him. “When we have snow,
Axis, thenwe shdl fight init. But for the moment | am at liberty to test you in whatever manner | choose.”

“I did not redlizethiswas atest.”
“Then you are more out of practicethan | redlized,” Isaiah said softly. “1 need to know your skills, Axis.”
The next ingtant the blade of his sword diced through the air at AxiS neck.

Axisbarely parried Isaiah’ s move, and then barely had time to recover from that before having to counter
the next strike. Not only was I saiah much faster and fitter than Axis (asudden, galling realization), but
AXiswas unused to the type of sword with which they fought. The swords Axis had used in Tencendor
had been straight and, to Axis mind, well weighted, but the | sembaardian sword was curved, aimost a
scimitar, and Axisfound it too light. He was congtantly overcompensating, once or twice amost
overbaancing, and Isaiah kept him permanently on the defensive.

Severd guardsmen had gathered with the wegpons master, witnesses to his humiliation.

“I had thought,” Isaiah said effortlessy, now beating Axis back toward the compound wall, “that you'd
be a better opponent than this. Perhaps the legends of your prowess were just that. Legends.”

Axis knew he was being deliberately taunted, but he couldn’t help asudden spurt of anger. How could
he have dlowed himsdlf to be put in this position? He summoned every remaining scrap of strength he
hed, trying to take the offensive rather than the defensive, but just when he thought he might have atiny
opening, swest ran into his eyes and blinded him, and hethrugt into thin air.

“Weshadl stop, | think,” Isaiah’s soft voice said to one side, and Axis wiped the sweat from his eyes,
trying not to let hisarms tremble as he lowered his sword.

Isaiah leaned forward, took Axis sword, then tossed both swords to the wespons master.

“Come,” he said, turning on his hed and striding away, and Axis had no choice but to mutter a curse and
sumble after him.

There was agroom standing with two horses directly outside the weagpons compound. The horseswore
bridles only, no saddles, and Isaiah took the reins of the nearest horse and swung effortlesdy onto its
back.

Axis sent him abaeful glance (thiswas planned, surely) and managed, just, to order his gtill-trembling
muscles to swing him up onto the other horse without landing in a pitiful dusty heap on the other sde.

Isaiah grinned, easily and with no mockery. “1 think you need to cool off,” he said, and kicked hishorse
forward.



They rode out of the palace, through the outer gardens, then down to the River Lhyl, Axiskeeping his
horse very dightly behind that of Isaiah’s.

It was only asthey gpproached the water that |saiah spoke again. “ Death does little for aman’ sfitness,
eh, Axis?’

Axis couldn’t help achuckle. “Would you believe meif | said that in my prime| could have diced you off
at theankles?’

“No. But I'll grant you anick or two.”
“I need practice. | have lost my battlefitness” Axishestated. “Isaiah, can |—"

“Either | or my weapons master will partner you each day,” Isaiah said, anticipating Axis question. He
looked at Axisdirectly. “I trust you with asword, Axis, and | trust you with my life. If | have kept you
somewhat hobbled to this date, then that was because of Ba d’ uz. | did not trust him with you. Now that
heisgone...you are afree man.”

Axiswondered if Isaiah was atrifle overobsessive about Ba d’ uz, or if the man wastruly that dangerous.
For the moment helet it go, however.

“You're very good, Isaiah. Who trained you?’
The horses were at the river edge now, and Isaiah nudged hisinto the water, motioning Axisto follow.

“All my father's sonsweretrained by hiswar magter,” Isaiah said, his horse now swimming out into the
gentle current. He held the reinsin one hand, and twisted the fingers of that hand into its maneto give
himself some purchase before turning dightly to look at Axis. “Do you know how | cameto the

Tyranny?’

“Yes. Bad’ uztold me. Isaiah, | can hardly believe that man isyour brother.”

“Hehasall of my father’ sworst quaities,” Isaiah said, “and that compounded by madness.”
“Doyou think heisredly mad, or just—"

“Sy? Cunning? Treacherous? Y esto dl those, but | believe heis crazed aswell. Perhaps not originaly.
When he was young he pretended madness.” Isaiah looked ahead. “Now he worshipsthis grest
pyramid, adores it as some might alover. It hasinspired madnessin him, | think. Real madness.”

“Ah,” said Axis. “We reriding to DarkGlass Mountain, aren’'t we?’
“Indeed. | need to know what you think of it, Axis.”

“lsaiah—"

“Leaveyour questions until later. Until afterward. Then | will talk.”

Axisredlized suddenly that |saiah was gpprehensive and he lifted his head and looked south to where
DarkGlass Mountain loomed, brilliant in the sunshine. He had been curious about the pyramid ever since
he'd arrived.

Now, perhaps, he would learn more abot it.
Neither man looked back to the eastern bank of the river, where a brindle dog stood, half concealed by



reeds, watching them with black, unnatural eyes.

From the far riverbank they turned their horses southeast, riding for perhaps an hour down aroad that
followed the course of theriver. To their left, deep reed banks waved in the light breeze; to their right, flat
grainfidds stretched for miles, their borders marked by irrigation channels and pathways. Axis wondered
alittle that 1saiah would so happily ride unarmed through the countryside, then, after a quarter hour or o,
he redlized that they were utterly donein the landscape.

Isaiah must have ordered the fields emptied earlier in the day.

It was now very hot, and even though there was acooling river breeze, Axiswas swesting in the blazing
sun. He wore no shirt, and he could fedl the sun burning his shoulders and back.

For amoment he was dmost overwhemed with a pang of nostalgiafor the cooler climate of Tencendor.

They rounded a bend in the road and suddenly the thick reed banks cameto an end. A massive stone
wharf had been built into the riverbank: from thiswharf astone causeway moved in adirect line toward
DarkGlass Mountain, rising dmost amile away in the desert plains.

Isaiah looked at Axis, and smiled alittle a the expression on hisface.

“Thisisthe Great Processond Way,” Isaiah said asthey turned their horses onto the causeway for
DarkGlass Mountain. “When theriver isat its peak, the land to either sdeisflooded, and it isasif one
rides across water to reach DarkGlass Mountain.”

Axisdid not respond. He had attention for nothing but the glass pyramid rising in the distance.

The pyramid had looked large from the distance of Aghat, but riding closer Axisredized itstrue size.

It was gigantic.
Graceful.

More beautiful than anything Axis had ever seen—and hel d been privileged to witness some astounding
marvels. He' d thought it sunning when hel d viewed it from the balcony of Aghat...but thisclose...no
words any man could mouth could possibly do it justice. Even though there was still some distanceto
cover before they reached the pyramid, Axiswas now close enough to see that the blue-green glassthat
coated the stone walls glowed with a preternaturd light. The glass dmost throbbed, and Axis could fedl
something deep within himsdlf tug in response.

Heraised hiseyesto the very pesk of the structure, hisneck cricking alittle painfully after hisearlier
exercise, hiseyes squinting in the sun.

The capstone of golden glassreflected so much light it was dmost impossible to make out any details.
Axis narrowed his eyes even more, and for amoment thought he saw apillar of blinding light ascend into
the sky from the capstone.

They pulled their horses to a stop perhaps eighty paces away, and |saiah watched the emotions play over
AXxis face as he gazed at the pyramid.

“It stands almost two hundred pacestall, from foundationsto capstone,” Isaiah said softly. “Itsfour Sdes
are perfectly digned, perfectly square. Its builders must have been extraordinary. We could not do this



today.”

Axis managed to find hisvoice. “Ba d’ uz told me something of its history ... built two thousand years ago
by ancient mathematica wizardsto touch the power of Infinity, abandoned after arebellion. Dismantled,
and then—"

“Wewill talk of that later,” said Isaiah. “Not here, not now.”

They wereriding forward again now, very closeto the pyramid, and suddenly Axisfelt cold, asif the
pyramid’ s shadow had swept over him, even though he could seeit stretching out to the west.

“I want to take you into the heart of DarkGlass Mountain,” said Isaiah. “I want you to see whét lies
there, and”—he swiveled on his horse alittle so he could look directly at Axis—*| want you to tell me
what you think of it.”

Axisloathed it the moment they set foot insde the Sructure. HE d been growing progressively unessier
from the moment they’ d dismounted outside (a groom agppearing from a shadow to hold their horses) and
stepped inddeviaasmall door set unobtrusively into the pyramid’ s northern face.

The outsde of the pyramid throbbed with beauty and reflected light.
Inside, the pyramid seemed to eat light and life and breeth.

Isaiah led Axisaong corridors lined on wals, ceiling, and floor with black glassthat to Axislooked asif
it had been melted, or in some manner otherwise fused, to the underlying stone. Every now and then he'd
glimpse red light flickering through the glass, asif serpentslived under the glass, and spat their forked
tonguesat him.

There were torches set into the black glassed walls, but the light radiated only a handbreadth or two from
its flames before being absorbed utterly by the glass. Axis and Isaiah walked down tunnels of darknessin
which the only illumination was provided by the intermittent lamps and the odd flickering of red deep
withinthe glassitsdf.

Asthey passed one lamp Axis peered at |saiah, a pace or two ahead.
His shoulders and back were Htiff.
Why has he brought me here?

“Thisisasrange place, Isaiah,” Axissaid softly, wanting to say, Thisisabad place, Isaiah, but
understanding, even after such ashort time within the pyramid, that those would be unwise wordsto

Within the pyramid’ s hearing.

“We do not have far to go now, Axis,” Isaiah said softly, “until we reach this Sructure’ s golden heart. Be
quiet until then.”

By now every nervein Axis body was screaming at him to turn around and walk out—if DarkGlass
Mountain would alow him that privilege—but just as he opened his mouth to speak, Isaiah stopped, and
turned about.

“We'rehere” hesaid, hisface bardly visblein the gloom. “There slight ahead.”



Somehow Axis doubted that—visud light, maybe, but he wondered if whatever lay at the heart of this
structure could ever be characterized with aconcept such as“light.”

Isaiah turned about, touched something on the wall with his hand, and Axis heard the soft sound of a
door diding open.

CHAPTER TEN
Pelemer e, the Central Kingdoms

T he stuation in Pelemere had deteriorated from the bad to the abysmal. The Outlands Council and King
Sirus of Pelemere had ceased talking to each other—which wasin its own way arelief, astheir words
had become ever more bitter and vengeful—and had moved instead to overt militarization. The
Outlanders clamed Sirus, dlied with King Fulmer of Hosea, had murdered Rilm Evenor asaninitia
grikein aplanned invasion; Sirus and Fulmer believed the Outlanders had murdered Evenor themsalves
in order to invent areason to war against the Central Kingdoms.

Maximilian felt increasingly unessy as he became ensnarled in the middle of this diplomeatic catastrophe.
Sirusand Fulmer believed that Maximilian should be their natura dly. . .but Maximilian not only did not
want to involve Escator in what he believed would be afruitless and ultimately devastating war, but aso
fdt it wasthe last thing he could do, given that his new wife was an Outlander herself. He was having
enough trouble trying to work hisway past Ishbel’ s outer reserve without dienating her by involving
himsdlf inawar againgt her home.

For the past ten days or more Maximilian had been engaged in a ddlicate dance of evasion; today he
would not be so lucky.

Ishbel and Maximilian were lunching with Srus. Thisinvolved not only esting with the king, but with half
of Sirus court, aswell as servants and sundry hangers-on and curiosity seekers—Sirus kept, to
Maximilian’ sthinking, adangeroudy open court. They were al seated within the great hall of Sirus
palace, Maximilian and Ishbel at the high table on the dai's closest to the huge fires used to hesat the hdll,
everyone e se seated according to rank at varying distances from both kings and fires, at long tables that
ran at right anglesto the high table.

Ishbdl was seated next to Sirus' right hand, but was looking isolated and bored, which Maximilian knew
meant she was intensaly uncomfortable. He wondered if it was the baby—recently 1shbel had been
fedling nauseous during the day—or Sirus' glowering face. Maximilian, sested two places farther down
from Ishbel, was sandwiched between Baron Allemorte—supposed assassin of Evenor—who sat to
Ishbel’ sright, and another of Sirus barons, aman called Veremont.

Given thetopic of conversation—the looming war with the Outlands—Maximilian thought it far more
likely that it was the angry words surrounding Ishbel making her uncomfortable, rather than the baby.

At therear of the hall aman dipped in, unremarked by the guards. He was of an unthresatening
demeanor, true, and clad in the garb of a servant, but it was more likely Ba'al’ uz' use of power that
caused the guards eyesto drift over him rather than anything el se.

Ba d’uz and his Eight had traveled hard and fast to reach Pelemere this quickly. Nonetheless, they’d
gpared time to inflame the burgeoning war between the Outlanders and the two kingdomsto their east by
intercepting—and augmenting the inflammatory comment therein—many of the diplomatic messages



flying viacarrier bird between the combatants. Ba d’ uz was never one to miss an opportunity.

That was precisdly why hewas here today. He didn’t think Maximilian and his new wifewould long
linger in Plemere—not with Sirus glowering in such fashion—and he wanted an opportunity to sudy
Ishbel, and gauge, if he could, the best way to murder her at the first opportunity.

Which might be today, were luck to fal hisway. Kanubai wanted only two smplethingsfrom Ba d’ uz,
sacrifice and this strange object called the Weeper from Coroleas, and thefirst of those Ba d’ uz hoped
to accomplish today.

For awhile Ba d’ uz lingered toward the rear of the hal, helping the servantsfill goblets and refresh
platters of food. After awhile, confident that no one would remark on his presence, Ba a’ uz worked his
way closer, very gradudly, to the high table.

“I need to know your mind on this” said Sirus, King of Pelemere, leaning impolitely past Ishbel and
looking in Maximilian’ sdirection. “I need to know if you are willing to—"

“Sirus,” Maximilian brokein, “1 have no part in this, surely. | am moving through your territoriesonly in
order to collect awife, and—"

“An Outlander wife,” murmured Allemorte, who nursed his own private grudge against the Outlanders for
accusing him of Evenor’s murder.

“Horseshit,” Sirus said, dapping a hand down on the table and making Ishbe flinch back in her chair.
“Y our damned wife isan Outlander hersdlf, you' re adamned, cursed king, and | want to know if you are
going to back your new wife' s people or mein thiswar.”

“Srud” Maximilian said, gppalled that Sirus referred to I1shbd asif she were not present.

Sirusleaned back alittle and looked at Ishbel. “My apologies, my dear. Have | spoken my mind too true
for comfort? Perhaps to reassure me, and perhaps even your husband, who must be wondering what
murderousness he has married into, you can offer me your support in thislittle matter. Perhapseven a
smdl revocation of loydty to the Outlands themsdves?’

“My lord—" Ishbel began, her face white, her voice very quiet, but Maximilian interrupted.

“Thereisnothing you need say, Ishbel,” he said, catching her gaze. Then he looked back to Sirus. “Ishbel
plays no part in this matter, Sirus. Leave her out of it, please. And me, too. | play no part in this matter. |
am sorry that you and Fulmer have been caught up in this dispute with the Outlands, but | beg you
understand that it isyour dispute, and not mine.”

Sirus opened his mouth, hisface red with anger, but had to lean back momentarily as a serving man lifted
away hisplatter.

Sirus glowered a him, but the man had aready faded into the background.

“Easy words,” muttered Allemorte, very low, “for acoward.”

Ba d’ uz thought Maximilian might actudly strike Allemorte a that. Ba d’ uz had just taken away Sirus
platter, and was hovering behind Ishbel’ s chair, about to reach for her virtualy untouched platter, when



Allemorte spoke so foolighly.

Maximilian went completely white, haf risng from hisown chair, and Ba d’ uz took a step back into the
shadows by the chimney breast in anticipation of physica violence.

If he wasfortunate enough, Maximilian would goad Sirus or Allemorte into murdering Ishbel for him, right
here and now.

“Allemorte spoke alittle too hadtily,” Sirus said, “but you can surely understand hisleve of ill feding. Half
of my country, including mysdf, can vouch to his presence here in Pelemere when the Outlander Council
indst hewas murdering Evenor, but il they ings.”

Maximilian sank back into hischair. “Ishbel has nothing to do with thisdispute, Sirus” he said. “ She
deserves none of your ill will. Leave her be”

Srusglanced at 1shbel, who was leaning toward him as the serving man collected her platter. He thought
she was looking very angry, and he wondered at it. Was her temper caused by his goading, or because,
asan Outlander, sheloathed him and his kingdom?

He distrusted dl this pretty silence on her part. He distrusted even more the fact that she'd arrived just as
news of the murder had broken in Pelemere. Was she apart of the plot? A spy, sent by the Outlander
Council? An agent, perhaps, intent on harming Pelemere sinterestsin any way she could? Well might
Maximilian champion her, but then he was degping with her, and Sirus had no doubts that 1shbel had
enough bed tricks up her deeve to keep her new husband quite besotted.

“I would like to hear from Lady Ishbel hersdlf,” Sirussaid quietly, “of her views on this matter.”

Ba d’ uz was amost beside himsdf with anticipation. No one was taking any notice of him, and now he
hummed with the power of Kanubai. He could take Ishbel today, sacrifice her easily, and make it appear
asif by Sirus' hand.

Gods, that would set the entire Northern Kingdoms aflame—Ba d’ uz was by now enjoying this exercise
for its own sake rather than in the hope of pleasing Isaiah or Lister—and earn Kanubai’ s unending
grditude.

For amoment, hovering back in the shadows, he imagined what words of praise Kanubai would murmur
in hismind tonight, what rewards he might have awaiting him on hisreturn, but then, with supreme effort,
Ba d’ uz managed to concentrate on the task at hand. He dipped ahand inside the pocket of his
waistcoat, fingering the via of poison he had secreted within. It was a specia brew, something he carried
with him aways, and dl it would take was a sngle brush against Ishbel’ s skin to have her dead within ten
heartbests.

Hetipped the vial up and down, coating the stopper’ stongue, then carefully withdrew the stopper,
paming it in awd|-practiced maneuver, and moved forward asif to refill 1shbe’ swine goblet.

Ishbel wasfurious: with Sirus, with Allemorte, with Maximilian, with the damned servant who kept
hovering about the back of her chair, and with the entire cursed situation. She hated these words against
the Outlanders, even though she had been distanced from them for so long within Serpent’sNest. This



was her blood they were cursing and deriding and plotting to spill, and this her heritage they insulted.

Maximilian wastrying his best to fence-sit on the matter, and Ishbel could have screamed with frustration.
What inal gods names did the Great Serpent think she could do here? Married to Maximilian and
forced to ligen to thisdrivel from men who werelessthan any of the peasants and criminals she had sent
to the grave? How, just half ayear ago, could she ever have imagined that the archpriestess of the Cail
could be sunk so low?

And with this damned baby in her belly, which even now was sending cold waves of nausea through her.
Ishbel wasterrified that if she so much as opened her mouth she' d spew forth the little she had managed
to eat.

But no, here was Sirusleering at her, demanding that she say something to stoke even further the fires of
hisbigotry. That shejudtify hersdf.

The servant had now stepped forward again (what was wrong with the man, could he not stand till for
more than five heartbeats?) and was making asif to reach for her wine goblet. Now irritated beyond
measure, 1shbel waved ahand at the man, meaning to brush him away, as at the same moment she
opened her mouth to put the damned Sirusin his place once and for al.

But dl that came out from her mouth was alow moan of distress as Maximilian’sring suddenly
screamed—

Danger, danger, darling Ishbel! Danger, danger! Murder, murder!
Two seats down Maximilian legpt to hisfeet, shoving Allemorte asidein his haste to reach hiswife.
At the same ingtant the ring shrieked, Kanubai also screamed into Ba d’ uz’ mind.

Sheisnot the sacrifice, fool! It isher child | want!

Ba d’ uz cloaked himsdlf in power the ingtant Kanubal spoke in hismind, shrinking back once moreinto
the shadows of the great hearth, diding the poisonous stopper safely into its vile home. He was safe for
the moment, for no on€ s attention was on him. Sirus had thought Maximilian was lunging for Sirus
himsdlf (and Maximilian may well have been, for dl Ba d’ uz knew), 1shbel did not have asingleidea
what was happening about her, Allemorte was il trying to recover from Maximilian’s shove, and
everything e'sewasin confuson.

He could step forward again, step into the confusion, and wipe the stopper against the soft skin of
Ishbel’ s neck.

But Kanubai wanted her child more than he wanted Ishbel (Ba d’ uz wasted amoment of indignation that
Kanuba had I€eft it until the very last ingtant to make this clear). Ba a’ uz understood that 1shbel would
need to die aswell, of course, but not just yet...not just yet.

So Ba d'’ uz did not murder Ishbel as he had planned. But Ba' d’ uz was primed to murder, he wanted it,
he knew he wouldn’t be able to settle if he didn’t do it, and so, while Allemorte struggled to regain his
footing amid the pushing and shoving, and as, to Ba d’uz' perception, every guard within ahundred
leagues rushed to protect Sirus, Ba d’ uz withdrew the stopper once more from itsvia and wiped it
gently, caressingly, againgt Allemorte’ swrist asthe baron tried to grab at the back of achair for balance.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Palace of Aghat, Tyranny of | sembaard

A xis had thought the outside of the pyramid amazing, but it was as nothing compared to thisinterna
chamber, shaped as a pyramid itsalf, and about fifteen paces square at the base. Both wals and floor
were covered in intricately carved golden glass of such workmanship and beauty that Axiswas
dumbstruck. He walked over to one of the walls, running his hand softly along the glass.

“Thisisthe Infinity Chamber,” said Isaiah. “ The golden heart of Dark-Glass Mountain. Beautiful, en?’
“Itis...” Axisbegan, unableto find the wordsto continue.
“Extraordinary,” 1saiah said. “No one now hasthe skillsto carve glasslike this”

Axisremembered what Ba a’ uz had said about the pyramid. A doorway. A means by which to touch
Crestion.

A meansto touch the Star Dance again, Axis.

Axiswent cold. He glanced at 1saiah, but the tyrant was walking dowly about the chamber, running
severd fingers over the carved glass.

That had not been Isaiah.

Wouldn’'t you liketo fed the thrum of the stars through your body again, Axis? Wouldn't you likethe
power that once you enjoyed? Thisisagateway, Axis. Just like the Star Gate, and if—

Axisblocked out the voice, turning to Isaiah just asthe tyrant spoke.
“Tel mewhat you fed here, Axis”
It just spoke to me, Isaiah! But how can | speak that, here and now?

“Death. There has been agreet deal of desth here, dthough | felt it more strongly in the black corridors
leading to this chamber. Thereisterror, and it is stronger in this chamber than elsewhere. Thereisfear.
Thereis...”

“Opportunity?’ Isaiah said, and Axiswondered if Isaiah had, after dl, heard the voice that had spoken to
AXis

“Perhaps,” Axissaid. He wanted nothing more now than to get out of here. Stars, Ba d’ uz had said
Isaiah came here and sat for hours at an end. What did DarkGlass Mountain say to him then?

“Youwant to leave,” Isaiah said very softly.

“Yes” Axisgrated. He could fed DarkGlass Mountain probing at hismind, fed its temptations—I can
redizedl your dreamsfor you, Axis. Touch the Star Dance again, touch Azhure again, touch—

Without another word Axisturned on his heel and strode from the Infinity Chamber.

“Youdidn't likethe Infinity Chamber,” said Isaiah. “Why?’



They had not spoken until they had ridden down the causeway and back onto the roadway running
besidetheriver. They trotted along thisfor alittle way, then, of one accord, pulled the horsesto a hat
and turned them so they could look back a DarkGlass Mountain.

More time than Axis could believe possible had passed since he' d entered the pyramid. It was now late
afternoon, amost dusk, and the sun was sinking behind the pyramid, streaking the deep blue-green of the
glasswith long fingers of rust.

Or blood.
“Wherewill it be safeto speak, Isaiah?’ said Axisquietly.
“In my chamber,” said Isaiah, “away from its shadow.”

They turned their horsesfor theriver and did not speak again until they were, indeed, safewithin Isaiah’'s
mogt private chamber.

CHAPTER TWELVE
Pelemere, the Central Kingdoms

| t was, for dmost an entire haf hour, atime of the most exquisitejoyousness.

Ba d’ uz sank back into the shadows by the hearth, concedled by the gloom, and watched mayhem erupt
a Srus lunchtable.

Evenor’s murder had been enjoyable—but what Ba a’ uz experienced now was the mogt intense ecstasy
normally only felt during the climax of sexud relations.

Ishbel, perhaps overwrought by al the anger about her, vomited wheat little lunch she' d eaten onto the
snowy linen-covered expanse of the high table.

Guards rushed to surround the high table—members of Maximilian’s Emerdd Guard aswell as Sirus
palace guard.

Maximilian had shoved Allemorte to one Side in order to reach Ishbel. The baron had no time to recover
his balance before Ba d’ uz had stepped smoothly forward from his shadow, wiped the poison over
Allemorte swrigt as hetried to grab the back of a chair, and then retreated, unseen and unremarked by
al as Allemorte dipped to his knees. He made asif to rise, but the next moment gagged, turned ahorrible
shade of gray-purple, clutched at his chest, then collgpsed in convulsions.

Siruslurched to hisfeet, hiseyesinitidly on Ishbe and Maximilian, before turning in bewilderment to ook
a Allemorte writhing on thefloor.

The hdll erupted in shouting and cries and the sound of benches and chairs tumbling to the timber floor as
people legpt to their feet.

Within amoment attention had turned from Maximilian and Ishbel to Allemorte. The poison had doneits
work in an ingtant, and where it quickly became obviousthat 1shbel waswell (apart from her sick
somach), it just asrapidly became obviousthat Allemorte wasin hisfind extremity.

Siruswasthefirst to reach him, leaning down and grabbing at the convulsing man’ s shoulder.
“Allemorte!” hecried. “Allemorte!”



He was pushed unceremonioudly aside by the arrival of aman Ba d’ uz could not name, but who was
immediately recognizable as a physician. The physician grabbed at one of Allemorte sflailing hands, held
it, an expresson of deep concentration on hisface, then looked up, first to Sirus and then to Maximilian,
now holding Ishbel to one side.

“He has been poisoned,” the physician said. “Heisdying.”

Ba d’uz raised his eyebrows. The physician had uncommon skill—a depth of intuition that bordered on
the magica. He was wrong in only one respect—Allemorte was not dying. ..by now he was very dead
indeed.

“Murder!” cried Sirus, and turned ingtantly to Maximilian. “Y ou murdered him!”

Ba d’uz had to bite hisinner cheek to keep himsdf from crowing out loud and betraying his presence.
Thiswastoo good to be true! Now Ba a’ uz was torn between wanting desperately to stay and enjoy the
continuing drama, or scurrying back to where the Eight waited and regaling them with the excitement.

The Eight could wait. The excitement here was too good to leave just yet.

As Sirus and Maximilian shouted, and as guards milled, Ba d’ uz studied Ishbel.

Shewas very pae, and Ba d’ uz thought he could see continuing traces of sickness about her eyes.
The baby.

Bring her to me, Kanuba whispered in hismind, and Ba d’ uz nodded.

Far away, on the banks of the River Lhyl, the brindle dog lay, head on paws, looking at the pyramid
risng in the sunlight, but seeing nothing but 1shbel Brunelle reacting to thering' scall of danger.

The dog had no mind of its own now. Instead the shadows that chased about its skull were the thoughts
of Kanubal, gtill waiting far below the pyramid.

Kanubai knew that bringing Ishbel to DarkGlass Mountain had its own dangers, but, oh, the strength that
the sacrifice of her child would give him! The baby carried powerful bloodlines, magica bloodlines, and
its sacrifice to enable Kanubai’ s rise would give him such power in lifethat he would be virtualy

unstoppable.
Never more would he be trapped.

Never again the bleskness of the abyss, but only that bleakness transferred to the light of day so that al
joy and warmth might be murdered.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Palace of Aghat, Tyranny of | sembaard

T hey rode back to the palace in silence, save for an odd comment about the strength of the river current
or theevening chill of theair.

Once at the palace, Isaiah led the way at abrisk walk to his private chambers, waving aside the murmurs
of courtiers and servants. He brought Axisto the large airy room that served ashisdining and living



chamber, checked to make sure dl the windows were shuttered, then turned to Axis.

“Wdl7?' Isaigh sad.

“It gpoketo me.”

Isaiah drew in adeep breath. “Ah.”

“You are not surprised.”

“No. It has spoken to me, aswell. Mumbled words at first, but now far clearer. What did it say?’
“It tempted me with the Star Dance. ..you know what that iS?’

Isaiah shook hishead. “Not truly. | have heard of it, but...”

“The Star Dance is the music the stars make in their dance through the heavens. That dance creates
patterns, and those patterns can be manipulated by those with the ability—among the I carii raceit was
the Enchanters—to achieve various ends. The more powerful the Enchanter, the more powerful the end.
The Star Dancefiltered into Tencendor viathe Star Gate.”

Axisthought back to hisfirst sight of the Star Gate. Buried degp underground, the Star Gate had initidly
looked like apool of bluelight. But when Axis had looked deep into it he had seen the universe, the redl
universe, not the poor reflection that chased across the night sky. Galaxies and solar systems of rich,
exquisite colors had chased each other through multihued stars. ..and the Star Dance, the music of the
gars, had rushed out a him, engulfed him...

In afew quiet words Axis described the Star Gate for Isaiah. “ It was astounding, Isaiah. The power it
contained, itsbeauty .. .itsdlure...unbeievable. It was dreadful and frightening and irresigtible, dl in one.
And it was our only connection to the Star Dance. The moment the Timekeeper Demons destroyed the
gate, we lost the Star Dance. DarkGlass Mountain—or whatever it isthat lingersin there—promised me
the chance to touch the Star Dance again. Ba d’ uz said the origina Magi who created DarkGlass
Mountain made it as agateway to Creation.” Axisgave asmall shrug. “Thereisno reason not to suppose
that DarkGlass Mountain could not also be a gateway to the Star Dance.”

“ Bl,lt—”

“But can you imagine what would happen to the Star Dance asiit filtered through DarkGlass Mountain?
Stars, it isanightmare! It isso...corrupt. Darkness and filth.”

“Axis, what does your gut tell you about DarkGlass Mountain?’

“What? Darkness and filth isn't enough for you?” Axisgave asmdl shrug. “It istoxic and dangerous
beyond beief. And that...” Axis paused, thinking.

“Andthet...?’

“I think that whatever iswrong with DarkGlass Mountain isfar older than the pyramid itself, dthough that
damned pile of glassis cursed enough. There' s something there, 1saiah, something benesth the pyramid, a
part of the very soil on which the Magi built. It isvery ancient and very powerful. | don't know what it is,
or what manner of thing it is. whether object or cavern or pirit or potential or sheer damned memory, but
thereitis. Isaiah, tell mewhat you know. Why do you go and it insdeit?’

“To test mysdf. To know my enemy. To try and discover hismovements and hisplans.”



“Hisplans?’

Isaiah waved Axisto alow chair, poured them each agoblet of strong fortified wine, then sat down
himsdf in anearby chair.

“Let metdl you what | know of that pyramid, Axis. | agree with you. | think something dark and
malignant livesfar below the pyramid. For centuries DarkGlass M ountain was nothing but a great mound
covered by sand, some rough grasses, and the odd scrap of rubbish. Then—"

“Itregrew, Bad’uz sad.”

Isaiah gave ahollow laugh. “Yes. It uncovered itsdf, and then reclothed itself in itsgown of glass. It fed
on the blesknesswaiting below it, and it judt....regrew.”

“That did not terrify people?’

“Terrify? For ayear or 0, when thisfirst began to happen, the Tyranny of 1sembaard was paralyzed.
Ezela, the tyrant at that stage, did not know what to do. He had hisarmy try to destroy it—instead, the
army was crippled. Any soldier who touched it with intent to damage it was, oh gods, turned to stone.
Fortunately no onelived inthisareaat that time, so there were no loose tongues to waggle, and Ezela
himsalf made sure that not one of the soldiers who survived ever spoke of what had happened.”

Axiswinced, imagining only too well what Ezdlamust have done to those men.

“Ezelacould not destroy it,” continued Isaiah, “and he could not stop the pyramid' s self-regeneration. So
he did the next best thing. He watched it for years, until he was certain it would do little more than merely
regenerate. Then, ever theinnovator, he built the paace of Aghat directly acrosstheriver from
DarkGlass Mountain, settled himsalf insde, and claimed that Dark-Glass Mountain was atestament to
the power of the tyrant and that the tyrant himsdlf drew great power from it and that it was a great
talisman for the Tyranny. Nothing to be afraid of at dl.”

Now it was Axis turn to produce the hollow laugh. “And thusfor centuriesthe tyrants have sat in their
pa ace ligening to the damn thing whisper?’

“The*damnthing’ only started to whisper twenty years ago, and only avery few can hear it. Likeyou, |
believe that something waits below the pyramid. That the pyramid itsalf, while noxious enough, isalso
being used by something far more powerful. Something ancient.” He gave adight shrug. “| refer toit asa
‘he.” Somehow it helpsto be able to persondize the nightmare.”

Axis had every suspicion that |saiah was not telling him everything he knew, but Axis also knew Isaiah
well enough to understand that he could not be pushed. “ For al the stars sakes, Isaiah, you havethis
ancient monstrogity Stting directly acrosstheriver from your paace, stirring into gods-know-what
witchery, and you' ve decided to invade the north in the meantime? Don't you think thisis asomewhat
bad time to abandon your resllm to...whatever that thing is...and go invade somewhere e s2?’

Now Isaiah laughed more genuinely. “Y ou can't think of abetter time?’

“Isgeh...”

He sobered. “I havelittle choice, my friend. | told you about the Eastern Independences campaign.”
“Yes” sad Axis. But you have not told mewhy it was you failed.

Isaiah met Axis eyes. 1 have been living on borrowed time since then. My generas plot among



themsalves. If | do not manage asuccessful show of strength, of war, of invasion, within the next year or
two, then | am adead man. Lister offers me that chance. With my army, and his Skraglings, the
kingdoms above the FarReach Mountains are ours. Then | can dedl with DarkGlass Mountain, or
whatever that nightmareredly is”

“Isaiah, leaving that thing a your back—"

“What do you want meto do, Axis?If | say here, if | stay actionless, then | die. But if | have the success
of theinvasion behind me, aswell asthe resources of the kingdoms to the north, then maybe | will have
the strength and the chance to ded with whatever DarkGlass Mountain is plotting. Besides, the north has
something | want,” |saiah added, dmost as an afterthought.

He moved away to amap table, indicating Axis should join him. As Axiswalked over, Isaiah unrolled a
parchment map. It showed the full extent of the Tyranny of 1sembaard, aswell asthe kingdomsto the
north and Coroleas to the west.

Isaiah’ sfingers moved upward, tapping adrawing of amassve mountain. “Thismountainiscaled
Serpent’ s Nest, hometo arather vilelittle order of psychic murderers. It isfascinating. | have heard such
intriguing rumors about it.”

Axiswaited, but Isaiah’ s silence forced him to ask the question. “What rumors?’

Isaiah gave asmadl smile. “ Oh, treasures-buried-in-its-dungeons kind of rumors. Y ou know the sort of
thing. Jus—"

“Just the usua thing that makes aman uproot amillion of his people and invade aforeign land.”
“Itisjust something I’ d like to see, Axis. Perhaps something to obtain before Lister getsthere, eh?”’
And with that 1saiah rolled up the map and turned away.

“Why does Ligter need to dlly with you?” Axissaid. “Why not just invade the north without you and take
dl for himsdf?’

“Becauseheand | arefoals, Axis, and we cannot live without the other.”

And to that 1saiah would not add any more.
[ Part Four ]
CHAPTER ONE

Pelemere, the Central Kingdoms
| shbd.”

Shedidn’t tir, so deeply adeep that Maximilian’s murmur and his soft hand shaking her shoulder could
not wake her.

“Ishbd!”
She moaned softly, and tried to roll away from histouch.

Maximilian leaned closer to her, put both hands on her shoulders, half lifted her up, and gave her ancother,



more substantial, shake.

“Ishbel, wake up!” he hissed.

Her eyesflew open.

“Shush,” hesaid, hisvoicelow. “Itisdl right, there is no immediate danger, but we need to leave now.”

Heleft her Sitting, confused and blinking, as he fetched some thick felt and fur clothes from anearby
chest.

“Here” hesaid, “put these on. It isfreezing outs de—there has been alate, bitter snowfall—and we have
afar digancetoride”

“Maxd?What...”

He sat down by her side again. “We can't stay here, Ishbel. We barely got out of the great hall today
without being tossed in Sirus' dungeons. | don’t know what tomorrow will bring, but we can’t be here
for it. We need to be far away before this palace and city awakes.”

“But...” Ishbd was il so deepily confused she smply could not think. She' d been exhausted by the
time they’ d gone to bed last night, and ill both with the baby and the events of the day. She looked about
their bedchamber.

It was till deep night.
“It isabout 9x hoursbefore dawn, Ishbd,” Maximilian said.
“Wherewill we go?’

“I found somewhere on my way to Pelemere. It will do for the time being, but we need to get back to
Escator asfast aswe can. The Centra Kingdoms are far too dangerous for me and for you now. Are
you awake? Y es? Good. Now, use the bathroom—the gods done know when next you'll have the
chance—get dressed and we shdll leave.”

Maximilian sat on the bed, waiting for Ishbd, thinking that he felt asill as1shbel looked.
It had been an absolutely hellish day.

They had been lucky to have escaped Sirus' dungeons, and only the fact that no one could find any
poison on either Maximilian or Ishbel had saved them.

Siruswas il convinced, however, that one or the other had murdered Allemorte. Furthermore, hewas
now absolutely certain that 1shbel wasin league with the Outlanders, and that the Outlanders—for
whatever reason—were planning further murderous attacks, if not afull-scale invasion, within his

kingdom.

Whatever chance there had been for peace between the Outlands and Pelemere and its neighbors was
now completely gone.

Maximilian rubbed a hand over tired eyes. He' d spent the two hours before hel d woken Ishbel with
Garth, Egdion, and Lixel, arranging for them, aswell asthe Emerald Guard, to melt away into the night in
ones and twos and to reassemble at a spot a suitable distance, and in suitable seclusion, from Pelemere.



Srrus might have his guard on high dert, but the Emerald Guard were almost as attuned to the darkness
as Maximilian was himse f—they had al come from the Veins—and would be able to dip past Sirus
guards without too much trouble. Maximilian thanked whichever gods watched over him that he'd
brought only ardatively smdl retinue from Escator, and not a column of hundreds. That would have been
impossible to sneak out of Pelemere.

Maximilian looked up. Ishbel had returned. Silently Maximilian helped her into the clothes he' d selected:
thick felt underclothes and shirt, furred trousers, vest and hooded coat, and aheavy cloak.

Ishbel was atall woman, but she looked lost benegth al the layers.

Maximilian tied the cloak around her shoulders. He needed to talk to Ishbel badly, but because of the
turmoil of the day they had not yet discussed anything that had happened. Maximilian needed to confront
Ishbel about the ring (why hadn’t he had the courage to do this weeks ago?), and about why murder
seemed to betrailing her every step.

Did it have anything to do with Elcho Faling? Wasthis part of the disaster that was eventudly going to
necessitate Elcho Faling' s reawakening?

But for now, Maximilian felt tired and ill, and Ishbel looked even worse, and they were in mortal danger
unlessthey could leave this palace and this city now.

Tak would need to wait.

They had gloves with them, but for the moment they kept their hands free so that Maximilian could hold
oneof hersinafirm grip, their fingersinterlaced. Ishbel thought an observer might think it aresult of
affection, but in redity Maximilian needed close contact with her so that he could cloak her in hisamost
supernatura ability to move unseen through the dark.

Ishbel remembered how he’ d managed to stand utterly unobserved in her chamber for hours, watching
her. Now she, too, enjoyed the same degree of disguise and it made her wonder about him, about the
depths within him she had not yet bothered to plumb and, again, why it might be that the Great Serpent
wanted so badly for her to be married to this man.

Sirus had gtationed guards, not directly outside their apartment but at the junction of the corridor that
connected their apartment wing with the main part of the palace. This was the only means possible by
which to leave their gpartments, the windows being far too high from which to jump, and so Sirus had not
needed to place guards closer.

The guards were awake and dert: Sirus had no doubt considered the possibility that Maximilian and
Ishbel might try to escape. Asthey neared the guards, creeping aong thewal, Maximilian’s hand
tightened briefly about Ishbd’ s, and he pulled her alittle closer to him.

She felt apeculiar sensation creep over her: aheavy chill, oppressive, and yet humid. 1shbd’s chest
congtricted, and she had to struggle to draw in abreath.

Maximilian stopped, watching her.

Ishbel struggled for amoment or two—not merely to breathe, but to do so quietly—then felt her chest
relax somewhat, and her breath come easier.

Maximilian felt her rlax, and he gave her asmall nod and squeezed her hand again.



Then heled her past the guards.

Ishbel sworethat two of them turned and |ooked at them directly. One of them blinked, but then he
looked away again, while the other guard' s eyes did over them without pausing.

The cold grew denser, and Ishbel’ s shoulders sagged with its weight.

Again Maximilian’ s hand tightened about hers, but then the next step they were past the guards and about
acorner, and, for the moment, were safe.

For an hour they crept through the palace and then the streets of the city. Ishbel’ s heart hammered in her
chest, not merely with the constant fear of discovery, but also with the weight of Maximilian’ s oppressve
conced ment. She yearned for the spaces beyond the city, for any space, for anything that might give her
relief from the pressure.

By thetimethey neared the city gates | shbd was sumbling with fatigue. Maximilian had tried to pick her
up, but Ishbel resisted. She murmured a him irritably, then blinked. They were standing outside the gates.
How had that happened?

“Maxd?’
“l am dmost asweary asyou, Ishbd. Come. Not far to go now.”
“Where? Where? Gods, Maxd...”

“Thisway.” Again hetook her by the hand and led her dong a path by the city wals, north, then dong a
path that branched off to the northeast.

A period of time later—to Ishbel it fdt asif half the night had passed, but she was sure Maximilian would
claim the distance could have been measured in the space of afew minutes—they entered asmal grove
of trees.

A man stepped forward—Egaion.
“Maximilian! Thank the godsl We d dmost given up hope.”
“Wedill haveaway to go yet, Egdion,” Maximilian said. “ Do you have the horses?’

Egdion nodded behind him, and one of the Emerald Guard—Ishbel noted with some rancor that he
looked asfresh asif he' d managed an entire night’ s deep in afeather bed—Ied forward two saddled
horses.

Maximilian looked a the horses, then at Ishbel.
“I'll carry 1shbd withme,” Maximilian said to Egalion. “ She’ stoo tired to St ahorse by hersdlf.”

Ishbel wanted to protest, but Maximilian was right. She'd fall the ingtant they left her to balance hersdlf,
and the next moment Maximilian had mounted one of the horses, and Egdion waslifting her up to him,
and Ishbd could finaly succumb to the cold heaviness and lean againgt Maximilian, and deep.

CHAPTER TWO

Pelemere, the Central Kingdoms




M aximilian wanted peace and he wanted quiet, and above al he wanted the opportunity to talk with
Ishbel. They had been married some two months, and still she was a complete stranger to him—even
more the stranger now, he fdt, than when he' d first met her. Events were crowding in, and murders and
wars piling up around them. What Maximilian had thought would be a s mple business—the procuring of
abride—was now becoming ever more dangeroudy difficult by the hour.

He was growing increasingly concerned about the escalating crisis between the Central Kingdoms and
the Outlands. This, combined with the vison he d experienced on the way to seduce Ishbd, solidified in
Maximilian’smind the certainty that Elcho Faling was about to wake.

Ishbel knew far more than she had admitted to him thus far, and Maximilian didn’t think he could go on
much longer, or farther, without prizing some of that knowledge out of her. She must have some of the
answers locked within her. Not all perhaps, but many, certainly. She was of Persimius blood, she' d come
from the Mountain at the Edge of the World, and she was somehow intimately connected with Elcho
Fdling.

But, oh, what a complicated woman she was! Her refusal to discuss mattersthat held any discomfort for
her frustrated Maximilian beyond measure, yet a the same moment Ishbel endlesdy intrigued him. Her
reserve challenged him, her rdluctantly awakening sexudity inflamed hisdesire for her, while her secrets
angered and discouraged him and added to his ever-growing anxiety about Elcho Falling and what he
needed to do about it.

At the grove of trees, Maximilian had given the Emerald Guard some brief orders, then, aswas hiswont,
had turned his horse off in another direction, taking himsalf and Ishbel northwest. He was heading for one
of theisolated woodsman'’ s huts about which Borchard of Kyros had told him.

An hour after dawn, the new day’ s light dmost lost amid the degpening snowstorm, Maximilian carried
Ishbel ingde the huit.

She dept through most of the day, waking only in the very late afternoon when Maximilian kicked open
the door and stumbled inside, his armsladen with wood.

“Maxd?Where arewe?”

“A woodsman's hut deep in aforest northwest of Pelemere.” Maximilian dropped the wood onto the
heap by the stove, removed his outer clothing, shook it free of snow, then stood before the fire, warming
his hands.

“Why?" shesaid, swinging her legs over the sde of the bed and sitting up.

“Because we needed to get away from Sirus.”

“And the Emerald Guard? Garth Baxtor? Egalion? Lixel?” She dragged a blanket about her shoulders.
“They are secreting themsel ves deegper in the woods.”

“But we' re here. By ourselves.”

“Doesthat bother you?’

“Maxd...why?’



“I needed to talk to you without the others about.” | need to wrest out into the open some of the secrets
crammed into that beautiful head of yours.

He could see her withdraw, see caution and anxiety shut down her face.

“And because | wanted time with you alone,” Maximilian continued, “just to know you. Y ou are my wife,
and | your husband, and yet we are strangers to each other.”

“That isnot unusud in high marriage, surdly.”
He shrugged and moved to asmall cupboard, from which he removed some dried provisons. “Hungry?’

She answered him with her own shrug, which Maximilian choseto interpret as an affirmative, and so he
tossed some dried peas and beans and herbsinto a pot of water and set it to the stove to smmer. “1 am
afraid that this king and queen shall have to est as peasants,” he said.

Shegaveasmdl amileat that. “I’'m surethat it will be better fare than what Sruswould serve usin his
dungeons.”

Maximilian chuckled, cutting thick dicesfrom aloaf of very stale bread and scooping out a portion of
their centers so that they could be used as trenchers for the soup.

Ishbel had wandered over to the stove, still wrapped in ablanket, and was now looking curioudy at the
soup. “How did you learn to cook?’

“| often tend for mysdlf.” He nodded &t the hut’ sbasic interior. “1n Ruen | abandon my kingly dutiesfrom
timeto time and spend afew days by mysdlf in awoodsman’s hut, smilar to this, in the foreststo the
north of the city.”

“Why? Why the need to be by yoursdf?’

“Because| find it impossible to be surrounded by faces dl the time. Because | find my own company
heding.”

“Then it must be aggravating for you to have me here, now.”

“I could have sent you on with Egdion, but | choseto bring you with me.”

“Ahyes, to interrogate me.”

“Ishbel, 5t down a the table with me.”

She hesitated, but finally did as he asked, taking a bench on the opposite side of the table.
“Ishbel, what do you think about the murders? Evenor, and then Allemorte, yesterday.”

“I don’t know anything about them, Maximilian. Why ask me?’

“| am asking for your thoughts, not for a detailed explanation.”

She gave another small, disinterested shrug, and would not meet hiseyes. “I have no thoughts on them. |
was S0 isolated in Serpent’ s Nest that | am naive in the ways of the outside world.”

Naivein theways of the world. Maximilian reglly didn’t know what to make of that. In many ways she
was—that she' d been terribly isolated he had no doubt—but in other ways I shbel appeared as old asthe



very land itsdlf.

“Ishbel,” he said gently, “yesterday aman fell dead at our feet, murdered with poison. How did it
happen? Who did it?’

“Itwasn't me.”

“I wasn't accusing you, Ishbe, but, oh, murder is starting to follow you. Why?’
She dropped her eyes, and fiddled with a nonexistent particle on the tabletop.
“Ishbd?” Maximilian said as gently ashe could. “Please...”

Again, ashrug. “I don't know, Maximilian. | don’t.”

He reached over and took her |eft hand. “Ishbel, dl | want to do isto get home safely, with you and with
our child. But a the moment | very much fear we' re not going to get there, not safely or not ever. | hold
you a night, and fed you drifting ever farther away from me. | want amarriage, 1shbd. | want you. |
want afamily. And | want to know why you were the target of that nyesterday, not Allemorte.”

Her hand was very cold and il in his, and Maximilian wondered if that coldness and stillness extended
al theway to her heart.

“Perhapsit was Sirus,” Ishbd said. “He doesn't like me. He doesn't like any Outlanders.”

“It wasn't Srus. There was magic involved yesterday, and darkness swirling dl about us. When my

ring—
“I don't want to talk about the ring. Not any ring.”

Maximilian ressted the urge to pick something up and smash it againgt thewall. Instead, he contented
himsalf with tightening his grip about her hand. “Ishbel, please—"

“| don’'t want to talk about the rings!”
“Wadll, | do. For dl thegods sakes, Ishbd, thereis nothing to be afraid of about two chatty rings!”

Shelooked at him then, and Maximilian’s heart turned over in his breast. HE d never seen anyone look
%0 logt, or so afraid.

“I’ve heard them before,” she said, so softly that Maximilian had to lean forward to catch her words, and
even then hewasn't sure he’ d heard correctly.

“What? Therings?’
“Thewhispers”

Shewas trembling now, and Maximilian did around to her sde of the table, Stting beside her on the
bench and wrapping her in hisarms. All hisanger of amoment earlier was gone.

“Tel me” hesad, very softly.
Shewasslent along time, and Maximilian did not think she would answer.

Then, just as he was about to sigh and stand, she began to speak.



“When | was eight a plague cameto my family’ shouse.”

Maximilian said nothing, but tightened his arms about her dightly, settling her more closdy againgt his
body, resting his cheek against the top of her head.

“My family al died within aday. Everyonein the house died, ssve me.”
“The plague spread fast,” Maximilian said.

“Yes. Too fast. The people of Margdlit barricaded the house, refusing to allow meout in case | carried
plague with me. They hammered shut al doors and windows, and did not listen to my pless. | begged,
over and over, besting at the closed door, but they turned their hearts against me.”

“Oh, 1shbd...”

“It lasted forever. At least that’ show it felt to me. Azid later told meit wasamonth. | tried to kill mysdlf.
| thought that was the only way I’ d escape. | rolled in the vileness excreting from my mother’ s body
and...and...”

“Ishbdl...sweetheart. ..”

That endearment, combined with the closeness and comfort of hisarms and body, broke down Ishbe’s
find bariers.

She shuddered, leaning in as close to Maximilian as she could. “ One day my mother’ s corpse began to
whisper to me.”

Maximilian stiffened, horrified. “Whispered?

“It would not stop, Maxdl. | ran al about the house, and it whispered and whispered, and | could not
escapeit! It spoke with the same voice as did therings. Maxdl...”

Maximilian could hardly force the words out. “What did the whispers say, |shbel?’
“They told me....to...to...prepare, prepare, for the Lord of Elcho Fdling shall riseagain.”

Maximilian froze. Nothing worked. His heart appeared to have stopped, his brain could not manage a
single coherent thought, he could not force his breath in or out of hislungs.

TheLord of Elcho Faling shdl riseagain.

Even though he' d been stedling himsdlf for this moment, the sudden, absolute confirmation of hisworst
fearsthrew Maximilian into utter denidl.

“No,” hefindly whispered, “I don't believe you.”
Shetore hersdf out of hisarms.
“Then stay away from meif you cannot believe me! Stay away!”

The next moment she had thrown open the door and had run outside, clad in nothing but her underclothes
and ablanket.

CHAPTER THREE
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S he struggled through the snow, hardly aware of the cold penetrating her body, the ice about her bare
feet, or of thefact that she had lost her blanket.

No. | don't believe you.

She sobbed, hating him. How could she have told him of the whispers? What afool she was—to have
believed hislie of comfort, only to hear him say, No. | don't believe you.

She had never told anyone. Never. Not even Azid. What had possessed her to tell Maximilian?

She heard a step behind her and, not looking, lunged to one side, desperate to avoid him. She stumbled,
her breath catching in her throat as shefdl, and the next moment she was held tight in hisarms, so tight
she could amost not breathe, and she heard him sob aswell, and kiss her face and foreheed.

“I believe you, Ishbel. | believe you. Gods, | am sorry. It was such a shock, what you said. Come away
insde now, come, | haveyou. | am sorry, so sorry...”

He kicked the door closed behind him and bore her straight to thefire, not letting her go, holding her as
tight as he dared, saying he was sorry over and over and over.

“Y ou have been through horror, sweetheart,” he murmured againgt her hair, “no wonder you fought
agang the ring, why you will not wear it. It must truly have terrified you. Oh...” He cuddled her close,
kissing her face and neck over and over, relaxing only once hefdt her relax. “ Are you warm enough
now?’

“Ya”
“Please don’'t hate mefor what | just said, Ishbel. Please.”

“I don't hate you, Maximilian,” 1shbd said, meaning it. She had not fdlt this safein years. Twenty years,
to be precise, since her mother had last held her, and told 1shbel how much she loved her.

“It was what you told me what the whispers had said, about the Lord of Elcho Falling risng—"
“Y ou have heard of him?’
Therewasadight hestation. “ There are legendsin which heis mentioned.”

“Then | do not want to hear them,” she said. “1 hate him. Over the years |’ ve had visons of him, and
aways| know that if ever he catches me, then he will wrap my lifein unbearable pain and sorrow, for
pain and sorrow trail in the darkness at his shoulderslike amiasma. | know hewill ruin my life. He will
ruintheworld.”

She stopped, leaning againgt him, findly dlowing hersdlf to fed comfortable, to fed safe, and not
understanding his shocked silence.

“Itisdl right,” she whigpered, taking one of hishands and cradling it againgt her breast. “I hate him as
wdl.”

Maximilian did not spesk for along time. “What do you want, Ishbel? Redly want?” he said finally.



“To go hometo Serpent’sNest,” she said. “To go back home. To be safe from the Lord of Elcho
Fdling. I will only fed safefrom him there”

Maximilian closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the top of her hair. All she wanted wasto go
home and be safe from the Lord of Elcho Falling, whom she hated, and who would wrap her lifein
unbearable pain and sorrow.

What adamnable, cursed time, Maximilian thought, to redize that he loved her. He moved his hands over
her body, feeling more hope essthan he had felt in—

More hopeless than he had felt in eight years, and as trapped and lost and desolate as he had felt when
trapped inthe Vens.

She was responding to histouch now, turning her body againgt his, lifting her face to be kissed.
If only you knew, 1shbel.

“Ishbd,” he said, lifting his mouth from hers. “Let usmake apact, you and |. | know you did not wish to
cometo me, but only did asthe Coil wanted. | know you do not truly want that child you are carrying.”

“Maxel—"

“Let us make a pact—come home with me to Escator and stay ayear. Give birth to our child. Let us see
how we do. If you still want to go home to Serpent’s Nest after that, then | will let you.”

Givemeayear, Ishbel. Please, just ayear. Maybe at the end of that year you will not fear the Lord of
Elcho Faling so much. A year of degping in hisbed, Ishbel, please...please. ..

“Redly?’ Shesat up, looking a him. “You mean it?’
“Yes, of course”
“I can leave the child with you and go home to Serpent’s Nest after ayear?’

She looked like a child hersaf, one who had been handed an unexpected treat, and Maximilian’ s heart
turned to bleak despair that she could so easily smile a the thought of leaving him and their child.

“Y ou have no idea how much | want that child,” he said. “It meansthe world to me.” Y ou mean the
world to me. “Whether or not you leave me after the year isyour choice.” His mouth quirked very
dightly. “But if you wanted to stay, if you wanted to Stay...”

“Thank you for understanding,” she said, and leaned her body againgt his, and kissed him.
CHAPTER FOUR
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| shbdl lay against Maximilian’ sbody in their bed, relaxed but not deepy. They had madelove—a
pleasure so intense Ishbdl did not yet wish to dip into deep and forget.

She was happy. Happier than she had been in months. Happy she' d told Maximilian about the terrifying
whispersthat continued to torment her, happy he' d suggested that he would alow her to go home after a
year if shewished. A year with Maximilian would not be atria, and perhaps she might even stay afew
monthslonger...just to watch Maximilian with the child...just to seehim amile,



Ishbel moved against Maximilian, running a hand softly down his side. He was deeply adeep, and did not
move, and so she dlowed her fingersto linger over some of the scars on his body.

Scarsfrom his seventeen years spent inthe Vens.

When they had first met, Maximilian had told Ishbel that if she asked him about that time, then he would
tell her. Ishbel had, on severa occasions since, asked a question about the Veins. Maximilian had
answered, true to hisword, but his answers had been brief and too unemotiona, and Ishbel knew that he
hid aworld of pain behind them.

Her padm did over aparticularly ridged scar on his hip. She had felt it when they’ d made love; now she
alowed her fingersto travel up and down itslength, wondering what had caused it. What horror had
befdlen himintheVens?

Shelay thinking along time.

Eventualy Ishbel cameto adecision. Asarchpriestess of the Coil she had many skills, the very least of
which wasthe dicing open of belliesto glimpse the future. She could use these skills now, to retrieve the
memory of how Maximilian had come by this scar.

It would give her aningght into Maximilian she was sure he would never share with her, and Maximilian
was fast adeep. He would never know.

Ishbel debated briefly whether or not to degpen his deep with some of her power. She often granted
unconsciousness to the victims of Readings, those who were there through no fault of their own—it was
generaly only the rapists and murderers she preferred to keep conscious throughout the entire
procedure. But in the end Ishbel decided Maximilian was fast enough adeep anyway. Adding to that
deep magicaly could leave him groggy—and suspicious—in the morning.

Ishbel took a deep bresth, stedling hersalf, for she would experience this memory asif it had happened to
her, and alowed power to seep down her arm into the fingerslying over the scar.

Unwind for me, she whispered to it. Show me the memory of your creation.

After along moment, memory began to uncoil from the scar, and Ishbe found hersdlf transported to hell.

She had no name, and she had no identity, save that of her number: Lot No. 859. If she had ever had a
name, she did not know it.

There was nothing in her existence save the rhythmic raising of the pick above her shoulder and the
burying of it in the rock face before her, over and over, five swings over her left shoulder and five over
her right before swinging back to her |eft shoulder.

There was nothing but the black tarry gloam collecting around her naked feet, nothing save the grunt of
the anonymous man chained to her left ankle, and those of the seven other anonymous men in the chained

gang.
Raisethe pick, swing it, bury it. Bresthe. Raise the pick, swing it, bury it. Bresthe.

Thiswasthe entire sum of existence, nothing € se. Occasionaly when someonein the line of chained men
died, and another brought into fill his place, the new man would babble about sun and wind and children
and happiness beyond the hanging wall—the rock face hanging over dl their heads.



But Lot No. 859 knew there was nothing beyond the hanging wall, just a greater blackness, extending
into infinity. Sometimes she thought she dreamed of something—an echoing memory, aglimpse of a
rolling green sea, the scent of something called apple blossom—but Lot No. 859 knew these were
figments of her imagination. Lies created by hope essnessto torment her.

Sheraised the pick, swung it, buried it in the rock face, fedling pain ripple throughout her entire body, but
ignoring it because it was such a constant companion that it had ceased to have any meaning.

Something overhead groaned and then cracked.
The hanging wall, Lot No. 859’ sonly hopefor salvation.

She dropped the pick and looked upward, spreading her armsin supplication, baring her breaststo the
inevitable rockfal, praying for the oblivion of death.

Besde her the men in her gang screamed, trying to scramble away.
Lot No. 859 knew it wastoo late.

In abreath the hanging wall collapsed. Rock fragments struck Lot No. 859, throwing her down to the
gloam-covered floor of the tunnel, half burying her and wrapping her in thick, tarry, choking dust.

Lot No. 859 opened her mouth, sucking in the dugt, praying that her lungswould drown init, soon,
please, gods, soon...thiswas her only hope, her only escape...

Pain exploded in her |€ft hip, and she cried out, trying to wrench hersdf away, her hand fumbling down to
fed what had happened.

It was the pick blade of the man next to her, hammered into her hip during his dying moments.

And worse, over the next terrible minutes, the knowledge that while everyone else in her team had been
crushed or smothered into death by therockfal and its dust, she was il dive, the Veins il had her,
and there would never be an escape for her, not into death, not anywhere.

Ishbel woke out of the vision suddenly, gasping for air, bathed in cold swest, absolutely terrified. For a
moment she was completely disoriented, thinking that Maximilian’s body next to her wasthat of the man
who had died chained to her left ankle and that the darkness about her was that of the gloam mines. Only
very gradudly did she cdm, and redize that the darknesswas that of natura night, and that Maximilian’s
body waswarm and dive.

She breathed in deeply, regaining her composure, grateful that her sudden waking had not disturbed
Maximilian.
By the Great Serpent, Maxel had endured seventeen years of that?

What had struck her was his absol ute hopel essness, and a despair so deep he had convinced himself that
there was no world beyond that of the hanging wall, because to admit that would have been to go insane.
She knew with absolute certainty that if she unwound the memories behind each of the scars on his body
she would experience much the same thing.

How could anyone survive that and come out from it with as much compassion as Maxd?

“Oh, Maxd,” she whispered. Seventeen years?“Maxd...”



Shewrapped hersdf tightly about his body, wishing she could somehow comfort him. She ran her hands
over hisbody again, with more pressure thistime, deliberately meaning to awake and arouse him.

He moved dightly, then rolled into her arms, ftill more adeep than awake.

“Wake up, Maxd,” shewhispered into his ear, kissng his neck and then his collarbone, making him
moan. “Wake up. Thereisaworld beyond the hanging wall, and hereit is, in my arms and in my mouith,
and in my breastsand my belly. Hereit is, hereitis...”

To the south of them, on the main road between Pelemere and Kyros, Ba d’ uz led the Eight to the west.
Despite the cold and snow, and the subsequent difficulty of travel, Ba a’ uz wasin ahigh good humor.
He knew that Maximilian and Ishbel had fled Pelemere, but he was content with that.

Ba d’ uz knew where they were going.

CHAPTER FIVE
The Road from Pelemereto Kyros, the Central Kingdoms

T he snowstorm that envel oped Pelemere and the surrounding countryside during the week that
Maximilian and 1shbel escaped the city waswinter’ sfina blow. Two days after they had arrived & the
woodsman'’s hut, Maximilian and Ishbel woke to find the sun shining and the snow mdting.

Maximilian was anxious to leave. He would have preferred that the weather stay bad for afew weeksto
come 0 that he and hisretinue could more easily make their escape from Sirus (undoubtedly furious, and
who would have sent soldiersto look for them), but they would make do with the sunshine. He roused
Ishbel, fed her a hasty breskfast, then saddled the horse and mounted up, Ishbel behind him, heading
west through the trees.

Maximilian left severd gold coinsfor the woodsmen who used this hut to pay for his use of their stores
and firewood.

Within two hours of their leaving, members of the Emerald Guard began to gppear from the shadows of
the forest, each one nodding silently to Maximilian before pulling their horsein behind his. Just after noon,
Garth and Lixe joined them, exchanging afew words of greeting with Maximilian, and then, in
midafternoon, Egdion and thefina haf dozen of the Emerdd Guard fell in with the column.

Ishbel never heard an explanation asto where they’ d been, but from the cold-pinched faces of Garth and
Lixel, she thought they’ d not had the same level of comfort that the woodsman’s hut had provided her
and Maximilian.

Thus began their hard ride home for Escator.

Escator was along way distant, many weekstravel, and Maximilian wanted to get home as soon as he
could. What Ishbd had said about the Lord of Elcho Falling had shocked him to the core. Since his
vison he'd only dowly been coming to termswith the ideathat Elcho Falling might bewaking...and then
to have Ishbel reved to him how much she hated the Lord of Elcho Falling, how she believed that he
would bring nothing but ruin and destruction to her life, to the entireworld. ..

That had not been the kind of secret he' d hoped she would reved.



Despite Maximilian’ swish to travel fast, he was constrained by his concern for Ishbel and her baby, and
did not push as hard as he truly wanted. For the next two weeks they traveled by night rather than during
the day, Maximilian’s sense for the darkness leading them through the countryside, enabling them to
avoid roads and mainly use backcountry sheep and goat tracks.

One day, when they were resting and sat rel atively apart from the others within their train, Maximilian
dared ask Ishbel about the Twisted Tower.

If Elcho Falling was waking, then he needed, somehow, to rebuild what had been lost.

“Ishbel,” he said aslightly as he could, wondering if thistopic would terrify her as much as mention of the
rings had, “have you ever heard of the Twisted Tower?’

Ishbel had no reaction save amild puzzlement. “No. What isit, Maxd ?’

“The Twisted Tower? Oh, a place where memories are stored.” Of he who you hate so much, 1shbdl.
“Has there never been any storiesin your family, or even within the Coil, of atower filled with objects?’

“No.”

“Y ou don't ever dream of atower with—"

“No. Maxd, what isthis?’

“Nothing,” he said, and sighed, and leaned back againgt atree, pretending to fal into deep.

Here he was, the poor fool who fate had decided would shoulder the responsibilities of Elcho Faling,
whose wife had declared she had nothing but hatred for him, and to cap it al off, much of the lore needed
to raise Elcho Falling had been lost. How could one man’ slife be dogged by suchiill luck?

Ishbel spent the traveling time seated behind Maximilian. She wasn't a particularly good rider hersdf (she
had not left Serpent’s Nest for twenty years, and learning the skills of a horsewoman had been alow
priority), and when Maximilian had ing sted she continue to ride with him, Ishbel hadn’t objected. She
enjoyed the warmth and companionship of his closeness.

Shefelt markedly more relaxed around him after their talk in the woodsman’ s hut. Relieved. She had
shared the burden of the whispers she’ d heard as a child, and, after an initid misapprehension,
Maximilian had understood. He would not force her to wear the ring, and he had alowed her the option
of leaving him after ayear. Ishbel wondered if those words had been placed in his mouth by the Gresat
Serpent, for the serpent had told her that she would only be gone from Serpent’s Nest ayear, two at the
most.

A year with Maximilian would be no trid. Ishbel had thoroughly resented theideaof being sentin
marriage to this man, but now she found her heart beating alittle faster when helooked up and smiled at
her, and she enjoyed watching him move about their campsites when they rested. He was very quiet
since leaving the woodsman’ s hut, and Ishbel thought it the product of his concernsfor their safety. When
they camped, Ishbel made sure she and Maximilian lay some way from the others, and she encouraged
him to make loveto her, finding herself more willing to be the oneto initiate such intimecy.

There was another thing that increased her good spirits. Ishbel redlized that her growing closenessto
Maximilian irritated Garth. She' d heard enough from Maximilian to know that Garth had been
Maximilian’s closest companion until hismarriageto her. Ishbel derived some pleasure from the idea that



Garth wasjealous of her. She didn’t particularly like Garth; she had hated hisintrusion on her body with
his Touch, and she enjoyed the carefully neutral |ooks he gave her.

Ishbdl was aso enjoying—much to her surprise—the journey through the backcountry of the Centra
Kingdoms. Previoudy she had not traveled so much asamile from Serpent’ s Nest, and thisjourney to
marry Maximilian wasliterdly her first foray into the wider world in her entirelife. She had felt miserable
and introspective on the journey from Serpent’s Nest to Margalit, and from there to Pelemere, and she'd
barely taken notice of the lands through which shetraveled.

Now, however, feding better and somewhat optimistic, Ishbel wasinterested in theworld and
discovered that she was endlesdy fascinated by the country around her. She was seeing aspects of life
that she’' d only ever heard about previoudy: even the brief glimpse of a peasant’ s hut through the dark of
the night, or the distant vista.of avillage at twilight, had her peering curioudy over Maximilian's shoulder,
or twisting about on the horse’ sback to soak it dl in.

She peppered Maximilian with questions, and Lixe and Egalion dso, until Egdion laughed and said even
Maximilian had not been this curious about the workings of the world when he’ d been freed from the
Vens

They ate as best they could, mainly the game that members of the Emerad Guard hunted as the column
crept through the night. Occasionaly Garth would add wild herbsto the pot, or Lixdl would travel to a
town to buy some grain, but they subsisted primarily on meat. Maximilian grew worried about the effect
this might have on Ishbel and the child she carried, and asked Garth to examine Ishbel, but Ishbel
refused, saying only that she felt well and that the nausea had subsided, which largdly it had.

During the day they melted back into the forests, or into deep gullies, or, if they were very fortunate,
abandoned barns with more roof |eft than not. It was adifficult existence, living hand-to-mouth, traveling
as secretly asthey were able, but do it they must.

Sirusdid indeed have bands of soldiers out hunting them. Maximilian was well avare that their abrupt
(and unexplainable) escape in the middle of the night would only have reinforced in Sirus' mind that they
were responsible for Allemorte' s desth. From the moment he and Ishbel had |eft the woodsman’ s hut
and started west, Maximilian and the Emerald Guard heard and saw evidence of scouting parties.
campsites, tracks, the faint distant sound of many horses.

But they were never discovered. At timesit was close—one night they sat their horses, utterly still under
the branches of a clutch of trees, asaroaming band of soldiers passed within twenty paces of them—~but
manage to remain undetected they did. Ishbd supposed that Maximilian’ s—and his eerie Emerad
Guard’ s—ahility to merge with the darkness was largely responsible for this, but it still did not stop her
heart thudding up into her mouth every time they had to blend into the landscape in order to avoid
detection.

Three weeks after leaving Pelemere they drew closeto Kyros. Maximilian was certain Sirus would have
informed King Maat of Kyros of what had happened in Pelemere, and that Sirus believed Maximilian or
Ishbel responsible for the murder of Allemorte. But Maximilian knew Mdat far better than he' d known
Sirus, and he thought that Malat would want to hear Maximilian’ s version of events before he tossed him
in adungeon. Nonethdess, while Maximilian was reasonably certain that Mda would give him afair
hearing, he didn’t want to push hisluck too far, or put Maat in the unenviable position of having to judtify
to Siruswhy he hadn’t instantly imprisoned Maximilian.

One morning, asthey’ d encamped after anight’ stravel, Maximilian drew Garth and Lixel to one side.



“My friends,” he said, “today Ishbel and | will rest here with the Emerald Guard, but | would like you to
travel ahead, and make our presence known to Malat.”

“What do you think he'll do?’ asked Lixd. The events of the past few months had aged the man
considerably. He' d longed to return to Escator, but had never envisioned making the journey by the back
roads and living off scraps as afugitive. Once portly and florid, Lixel was apae shadow of hisformer
f.

Maximilian smiled. “Feed you firg, | imagine. Then hewill ask you and Garth for your verson of the
events he has heard of from Sirus. Tell him what you know, al you know, and beg him to understand that
neither mysdlf nor Ishbe, nor any other of my party, had ahand in these murders. Tel him | will swear s0
on the bodies of my parents, and that if | lie | should be sent back to another seventeen yearsin the
Veins. Beg him aso for atown house somewhere within Kyroswhere Ishbel and |, aswell asthe
Emerad Guard, may rest up for aweek or so. My wifeis pregnant, and all of us exhausted. We will not
impose on his hospitality, and we will keep to oursalves so that no other may know of our presence, but,
oh, for both his understanding and for some swest, fresh beds, Maat will earn my undying gratitude.”

They spent an uneasy (and somewhat wet, for it rained the entire time) three days waiting in the woods a
league or s0 outside Kyros, but when Lixel and Garth returned, the smiles on their facestold Maximilian
all he needed to know.

CHAPTER SIX

Kyros, the Central Kingdoms

T hey entered Kyros at night by asmdl gate set into the southern wall of the city. Someone had been
dtationed there to keep an eye out for them, for the normally locked gate swung open as soon as
Maximilian and his party rode close, and, as Maximilian rode through, aman on horseback rode out of
an overhang to greet them.

“Maximilian!” the man said, histone welcoming, if hushed, and held out ahand as he pulled hishorseto a
hat before Maximilian's.

“Borchard,” Maximilian said, taking the man’ shand in his, and offering him awide, unforced grin.
Borchard was Mdat’ s eldest son, heir to the throne, and a persond friend of Maximilian’s. Despite the
fact that Lixel and Garth had told him that Ma at had been welcoming, Maximilian till had harbored
doubts. To have Borchard here to greet him was the best indication he' d had yet that Maat would be
more welcoming than judgmentl.

Borchard turned his attention to Ishbel, sitting behind Maximilian, her handslightly clasped to hiswaist.
“And awife,” he sad, an appreciative gleamin hiseyes. “Maxd, you never said she was going to be so
lovey.”

He pushed his horse forward a pace, so he could take Ishbel’ s hand and kiss it. Borchard was not a
conventionally handsome man, but he had an air of boyish fun about him, and a gleam of mischievousness
in hiseyes, that appeded to most women.

Ishbel did not resist his charm. She smiled as Borchard kissed her hand, then glanced at Maximilian, her
smilefading as she saw the sadnessin hiseyes.

Borchard caught thelook and let go Ishbe’shand. “Maxd,” he said, “we have heard some of what has



happened in Pelemere, and in Margdit before that, and it beggars belief. My father and | are glad of the
chanceto hear your version of events. My father begs your understanding in not being here to greet you,
nor even being able to grant you an audience...but, as| am sure you' re aware, yoursis a name spoken
with a certain degree of frogtiness these days. | and my companions’—Borchard inclined hishead at a
group of four or five armed horsemen waiting to one Sde—"shall have to provide you with dl the
company you need.”

There was a perceptible coolnessin Borchard' stone now, and Maximilian redlized their welcome was
not quite as guaranteed as he' d first thought.

“A med and somewhereto rest our weary limbs,” he said, “and we shdl be grateful to relate anything
youwigh.”

Borchard nodded, then turned his horse about and led them into the city.

He led them to atown house situated in a gated courtyard not far from where they entered (afact closdly
noted by Maximilian, should, gods forbid, he need to make an escape quickly from this city aswell). The
town house was agood size, with enough stabling and dormitoriesfor Maximilian’ s entire party, and the
kitchens were it and warm: the courtyard was redolent with the savory smell of roasting meat wafting out
of the open kitchen windows.

“I can hardly thank you and your father enough,” Maximilian said to Borchard as Maximilian hel ped
Ishbel to dismount. “1’ ve been so worried about 1shbel and the strain I’ ve put her through.”

“I have heard that you are expecting achild,” Borchard said to Ishbe. “I hope that we can offer you
good rest and comfort herein Kyros. Come, let me take you inside.”

Borchard waited until they’ d eaten, and then further, until Maximilian had seen Ishbd to the chamber and
into bed, before he asked Maximilian about the events of the past few months.

They were done now—Lixd and Garth having retired for the night; Egalion seeing to the settling of the
Emerad Guard—and sharing apitcher of warmed spiced wine by afire.

Maximilian took along draft of the wine from hisglass, then held it out for Borchard to refill.
“To be honest, my friend,” he said, “I have no ideawhereto begin.”
“With Ishbdl, perhaps, as she was the reason you traveled this far distant to begin with.”

“With Ishbel, then.” AsBorchard sat listening and occasiondly refilling Maximilian’ s glass, Maximilian
related areasonably full version of the eventsthat had enveloped him ever since he' d left Escator. Some
of them Borchard dready knew, for Maximilian had stopped in Kyros on hisway east to meet Ishbe,
and many things Borchard, as hisfather, had heard from other sources. Maximilian did not relate
everything, most particularly not that which had occurred between him and Ishbel in the woodsman's hut,
but in dl ese he wasfrank with Borchard, knowing that the information would go directly back to Mdat
and that Maat would appreciate honesty and directness before al else.

“And s0,” Maximilian concluded, “ here we are, findly in some comfort due to you and your father's
generosity. Tell me, if you can, what news from Sirus? How badly is my name being bruited about?’



“Asto your name, Maximilian, it does poorly, | am afraid. Sirusis certain that you, or your lovely wife,
were responsible for Allemorte s desth and that 1shbd islikely deeply involved in some Outlander plot to
invade the Centra Kingdoms. Maximilian, | hate to ask this of you, but are you certain of your wife?’

Maximilian did not know how to answer that. Was he certain of 1shbel? No, he wasn't. She harbored far
too many secrets, and he was gill uncertain of her true relationship with the Coil. She was somehow tied
to Elcho Faling...but he had no ideahow, or if she consciously concealed what she did know. He
wanted to trust 1shbel unreservedly, but “wanting” did not help when so many doubts remained.

Maximilian became aware that he’ d hesitated too long, and his mouth lifted wryly. “ She has her secrets,
Borchard, but | do not think them murderous ones.”

“Perhaps,” Borchard said. “Maxel, Sirus' accusations are serious. Y ou and Ishbel were the only ones
closeto Allemorte when he was struck—"

“And Srus”

“Sruswould hardly belikely to murder one of hisown barons.”
Maximilian contented himself with sending Borchard adeeply cynica ook.
“Oh, Maxd, surdly not!”

“No, | suppose | do not suspect Sirus of this. All | can say isthat besides mysalf and Ishbel, there were
countless servants and guards within two or three paces of us, and the deep stench of ablack
enchantment hanging over Allemorte s corpse. And asfor Rilm Evenor—neither Ishbel nor mysdf were
within ahundred leagues of that murder, and cannot, surely, be suspected of it.”

“The * degp stench of ablack enchantment’ ?'Y ou did not mention thisearlier.”

Maximilian drained his wineglass and then waggled it before Borchard, asking for arefill. “1 do not think
Allemortewasthe target. | think Ishbel was.”

“Ishbd ?Why?”

Maximilian had said nothing to Borchard about what the ring had screamed. How could he? Borchard
would not have understood. “Anintuition. | can explain it no further, Borchard.”

Now it was Borchard who shot the deeply cynical look.

Maximilian shifted uncomfortably. He wished he could talk to Borchard about the secrets of Elcho
Fdling, but they were such deep secrets, mysteries only to be discussed among the initiated, and he could
not speak of them to hisfriend.

“Borchard,” he said, “have you heard any news, or even rumor, of troubles gpart from those that ensnare
the Outlands and Sirus and Fulmer?’

“Y ou want more?’ Borchard gave asmdl snort. “No. Praise gods. The trouble with the Outlandsis bad
enough.”

“Nothing...no news from the south?’
“South?’

“From the Tyranny of |sembaard?’



Borchard frowned. “ Thereis never any news from the Tyranny of Isembaard, Maxel! They keep
themselves to themsalves. We are too poor and uncultured to be of any concern to them.”

Maximilian spped hiswine. He' d been concerned that the troublesin the Central Kingdoms had been
somehow tied to the necessity for the Lord of Elcho Falling to wake, but if there was no problemin
Isembaard, then maybe he could relax alittle. Maybe there would be many months, perhaps even years,
before he was required to do anything.

Maybe.

“Look,” said Borchard, setting his own wine to one side and standing up, “ perhaps we can continue this
inthe morning. I’'mtired, and you look exhausted. I’ll leave you to your rest now, and return
midafternoon tomorrow. | ask only that you and yours do not leave the confines of thistown house and
its courtyard.”

“Of coursenot,” said Maximilian, now aso standing. “Borchard, again | thank you for thiswelcome, and
thistown house. You areafriend indeed.”

Borchard smiled, nodded, put ahand on Maximilian’s shoulder, then | eft the room.
He opened the door to the dim corridor outside, and walked through.

Straight onto the blade of a sword.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Kyros, the Central Kingdoms

M aximilian froze, caught between disbelief and horror. Then helunged forward, just as Borchard
staggered back into the room.

Therewasasword buried in hisbdly.
It was one of the Emeradd Guard' s distinctive wegpons.

Maximilian caught Borchard as helost hisbaance, bresking hisfal before he reached thefloor. Helay
him down gently, unable for the moment to look at the sword, thinking only that he needed to be careful
asat least haf ahandbreadth of the blade protruded from Borchard' s back.

Borchard had his hands gripped about the hilt. His abdomen and thighs were soaked in blood, and now a
thick stream of it bubbled from his mouth.

“Why, Maxel?” Borchard said, his hands scrabbling uselessy about the hilt of the sword. He spat out a
great clot of blood. “Why?’

Then hedied.

Maximilian could do nothing but knedl by hisfriend’ sbody, now staring sghtlessly. Hewasin deep, cold
shock, unable to process the events of the last few moments, or to truly comprehend what had just

happened.

Hedid not redlize that he was knedling on the floor, his back to the door, utterly defensdess againgt
Borchard’s murderer.



A step sounded behind him, then a soft gasp of shock.
“Maxd!”

Heturned hishead, very dightly, just enough to see Ishbd standing there, clutching ashawl about her
nightgown, huge eyesin awhite face.

“Why are you out of bed?’” Maximilian said. “What are you doing here?’
“I thought | heard something, and—"

“Go back to your bed, Ishbd.”

“Maxel? What has happened?’ Ishbel crept alittle closer.

“| said to go back to your bed!”

Shefroze “Maxd—"

“Get back to the bedchamber and do not move from there until | alow it!”

Ishbdl went utterly still. Then, very dowly and very deliberately, she turned her back and walked away.

Egdion came within moments, closdly followed by Garth.
“Ishbel called me” Egdion said, kneding down next to Maximilian, who still had not moved.

Borchard remained as he had died, haf on one side, his hands still wrapped about the hilt of the sword,
hiseyes saring Sghtlessly at the ceiling, blood still oozing very dowly from hismouth and belly.

“Garth,” Egdion sad, “get the Emerdd Guard up, wegponed and surrounding thisroom. Then get Lixd.
Y ou can do nothing here.”

Garth nodded, leaving the room.
“Maximilian,” Egdion said softly. “What happened?’

Maximilian made a helpless gesture. “1 don’'t know, Egalion. Borchard opened the door to leave, took a
step out, then staggered back in, the sword in hisbody. He died within heartbests. | didn’'t ssewho...I
didn’'t see anyone, gods damniit!”

“Ishbel?’ Egdion said, hisvoice till very quiet. “Why was she here? | thought she was abed and adeep
hours ago. Was she here when Borchard was struck?’

“Yes. No. | don't know. | can’'t think.”

“Death isfollowing her everywhere, Maximilian.”

Maximilian didn’t respond.

“I will set guards about her bedchamber aswell,” Egdion said, and Maximilian did not countermand it.

“Maximilian, | am sorry, but | need to ask this. Do you think she was responsible for this?’



“I don’'t know. | can’t bear to think about it. She was hereimmediately after, and | don’'t know why.
How she knew.”

Egdion looked at the body once more, then back at Maximilian. “Maxd, we need to get you away
from—’

“No.”
“Maxel—"

“I' will not run from Borchard’ s deeth as| ran from Allemorte’ s. Borchard was my friend, and | oweit to
Malat to remain.”

“Gods, Maxd, don't you see what kind of sword it is sticking out of Borchard' s belly? No oneisgoing
to believe your protests of innocence. Y ou need to leave.”

“No.”

“Shit,” Egdion muttered. He wiped ahand over hisface, unableto think, unable to see away out of this.
What in the name of al gods was happening to them?

Therewas the sound of many feet, running quietly, coming closer. Garth returned, together with six or
seven of the Emerald Guard.

Egalion rose from the floor, conferring quietly with the Emerald Guard, giving ordersto secure the town
house, guard I1shbel, and hunt for any other person within the compound who might possibly bea
murderer.

“Borchard’ s companions are on their way,” one of the Emerad Guard said. “ They werein the kitchen.
They know something iswrong.”

“I wish they could have guarded their prince better than they did,” Egdion said bitterly. “ Shit!” he said
again. Then he saw Baron Lixel hurrying aong the corridor toward them.

“Lixd,” Egdion said, and in afew terse words informed him of what had happened. “Maxd won't leave.
He sdecided to stay.”

Lixde muttered acurse.

“I'm going to give you five of the Emerald Guard asescort,” Egdion said, “and | want you to get out of
this city and ride as hard as you can to Ruen. Let VVorstus and the Privy Council know what has
happened, and that it will beamiracleif they ever seetheir king again. Damn it, Garth, why did you save
Maximilian from the Veins, if thisiswhat you saved him for?’

“No timefor that now,” Garth said. “Lixel, you have to go. Now. Egdion—"

“Yes, yes” Egdion gave one of the Emerad Guards hurried, urgent orders, then looked back at Lixdl.
“Besdfe Lixd. Let Vorgtus know what is happening. Tell him everything you know. Now, go! Go!
Borchard’ s men must surely be only moments away.”

Lixel shot one anxiouslook at Maximilian, still by Borchard' s body; then he hurried off with the Emerad
Guard.

A moment later, Borchard' s companions hurried around a corner from the opposite end of the corridor.



King Maa was atall man, handsome and well built, but in the cold gray of the dawn he looked old and
fragile. He sat in achair in the chamber in which his son had died, his son’ sbody laid out before him, the
sword gl in place, Borchard' s cold hands still wrapped about its hilt, looking at Maximilianwho satina
chair the other side of the body.

“Why?’" Madat said for the twentieth time. “Why is my son dead? For what reason?’

Maximilian waved ahand usdlesdly. It was a gesture hel d made countless times snce Maat had arrived
four hours ago.

They had spent that time as they were now, sitting in opposite chairs, Borchard lying between them.

The town house was now ringed with Maat’ s soldiers. Maximilian didn’t know where everyone elsein
his party was, but he assumed they were under close guard.

“Who am| to blameif not you?’ Mdat sad.

Another ussless gesture on Maximilian' s part.

“How can you say you did not see the murderer? The door was open.”
“Mda—"

“I wish I'd listened to what Sirus had warned me. | wish | had not listened to the honeyed words of your
friends Garth and Lixel and offered you rest within Kyros. Borchard’—his voice broke on the name of
his son—"would till be diveif | had not capitulated.”

“Mdat, | am sorry. [—”

“I want you gone, Maximilian. | want you out of here. | don’t know who murdered my son. | want to
believeit wasn't you, but | just don’t know. All I do know isthat | want you gone from my house and
gght and city and life. Leave meto grieve for my son without your corrupting presence. If, oneday, |
discover that you were responsible for Borchard' s death, then | will come after you with everything |
have. | will destroy your life as you have destroyed mine. Do you understand me, Maximilian?’

“I understand, Malat.”

“Then get out of here. Y ou have one hour to pack, get on your horses, and get you gone.”
“Mda—"

“Get out of here, get out of thisroom, now. Now!”

Maximilian rose and walked for the door.

Just before he got there, Mdat spoke again. “Maximilian? Please don't drop in on any more friendson
your way home. | cannot bear to think that another father might have to go through what | go through

Maximilian gtiffened, then heleft without saying aword.



“Maxe?’ Ishbel rose from where she’ d been sitting on the side of the bed. * Please, tell me, what isgoing
on?’

“Y ou don't know?’

“No. | don’'t know!”

“Borchard is dead. Murdered. Asis happening to too many people about me. And you.”
“I am not responsible,” she said softly, but with greet feding.

Maximilian walked over to her, staring for along moment at her beautiful face. What was happening to
them?“Borchard was gut struck, Ishbel. A belly blow.”

“And your point?’ Her face was very white now, and she clutched her wrap tightly about her.

Maximilian took a step forward and buried hisfist in the materia of the wrap. “ Are you a priestess of the
Caoil, Ishbel? Be honest with me now if you want meto retain asingle shred of trust in you.”

Hewas so angry, yet looked so logt. Ishbel didn’t know what to do. Shewas terrified that if she reveded
the truth now, then he would believe she was responsible for Borchard' s degth. Better to continue with
the lies. Hewould never find out.

“No,” shesaid, holding his angry gaze with unwavering eyes.
Hisfig tightened momentarily in the materid of her wrap.
“You'relying,” he said softly.

Then helet her go and turned, striding for the door.

“Get dressed,” he said. “We'releaving. Now.”

Ishbel stared after him, atrembling hand rising to her mouth, her eyes glistening with sudden tears.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The Road from Kyrosto Escator, the Central Kingdoms

T hey left Kyroswithin the hour, traveling in alargely unspesking train. 1shbel rode her own horse:
Maximilian had very pointedly not suggested sheride with him. Worse, Garth now rode at Maximilian's
sde, exchanging the very occasiond soft word with him, while Ishbel wasleft to trail behind, severd of
the Emerald Guard close behind her, doubt and suspicion riding &t her side.

Ishbel hersdlf felt sick with fear and with regret. Fear that Maximilian suspected her; regret that she had
sofoalishly liedto him.

She wished beyond anything e se she had not been stupid enough to lieto him. He was a generous man
and would have understood, but 1shbel knew Maximilian well enough now to know that he did not
toleratelies

How stupid shewas! A foal!

She had no idea what was happening to them, why Allemorte and Borchard had died, and what purpose
their deaths served anyone save to turn the entire Centra Kingdoms against Maximilian, and Maximilian



agang her.

Was that the purpose? Ishbel shuddered, her hands entangled in the horse’ s mane to help keep her
balance, wishing quite desperately she was safe behind Maximilian, clinging to hiswarm, strong body,
listening to his occasiond laugh as he pointed something out to her. She wondered if someone wastrying
to drive them apart, create awall of suspicion between them, so that the Great Serpent’ s wishes could be
thwarted.

She disentangled one of her hands, diding it under her cloak to rest against her belly. She was amost four
months pregnant now, and she could just, barely, fed the new hard roundness of her belly. It terrified her,
thisbaby. It complicated everything, and with its growth Ishbel wondered if it drove the Great Serpent
further and further from her perception as her swelling womb upset the ddlicate coil of her intestines.
Without that, without the Cail perfectly digned within her, 1shbd feared she would never sense the Greet

Serpent again.

Worse, shefeared she' d never lie close to Maximilian again, wrapped in hisarms, listening to him
whisper endearments, and telling her how much he wanted the baby.

Ishbel didn’t know what to think and was confused by her emotions. Losing Maximilian’ sregard was
sarting to appear asfrightful aslosing her life at Serpent’s Nest.

Even worse.

Ishbel felt completely friendlessin thisworld. Maximilian kept his back to her for most of the time, and
his face and voice coldly neutral on those occas ons when he couldn’'t avoid speaking to her. Garth was
now back at Maximilian's Side, and as careful as her husband not to look her way.

Ishbdl didn't know what to do—she didn’t know what she wanted to do.

They traveled westward for two days, sopping at wayside inns a night. 1shbel’ s nights were as friendless
as her days. Maximilian till shared abed with her, but he did not curl about her, keeping avast physical
and emotiond distance from her within their bed.

On the second night out of Kyros, Ishbd tried to broach that distance.

They had eaten in the public room of theinn, and were now preparing for bed. They’ d been completely
slent since entering their chamber.

Ishbel had stripped down to her undershift when, heart thudding in mouth, she decided to speak.

“Maxd, please talk to me. What can | say to you? | had nothing to do with Borchard' s death! | know
nothing about why—"

“Then why were you there so soon after hismurder? I’ d left you adeep in bed, exhausted. Why, then,
were you up and running about when Borchard lay dying?’

Because the Great Serpent woke me, Maxel, and said there was amurderer in the house. | had abad
dream...| dreamed you werein danger. I...I had to—"

“I am sick of your lies, Ishbel. | am sorry, | amtired. | just want to deep.”
Heturned away.

Ishbel wanted to scream at him; instead the tears spilled over and she turned her back aswell, rubbing at



her eyes. She waited until she heard Maximilian get into bed, then she blew out thelamp and did in the
other side.

They lay there for hours, both awake, staring up into the dark emptiness.

Maximilian had finaly dropped off, and was lost in a deep, dreamless deep when anoise disturbed his
peace.

It sounded alittle like Ishbe, crying out in fright.

Hedidn’t immediately respond. He was too tired, too disheartened, too confused to leap immediately
into wakefulness.

Ishbel cried out again, and thistime he felt her body shift violently on the bed.
Findly, and now with some urgency, Maximilian roused himsdif.
The room was lit, something he would remember later as strange.

Armed men surrounded their bed, eight or nine of them, dressed in the colors and badges of Malat of
Kyros.

One of the men held agtruggling Ishbel in hisarms.

“King Malat sends greetings,” said this man. “He begs meto tell you that he wishes you to suffer the
same pain as he suffers. He hopes that one day, as you remember the night you lost your wife, you dso
regret what you did to Mdat, in Kyros. Teke along, hard look at your wife, Maximilian, for it isthe last
sght you will ever have of her.”

Maximilian started to move, seeing only the terror and panic on Ishbdl’ sface, and the brutal hand of her
abductor gripping tight about her belly. But just as he swung toward the side of the bed, something came
down hard on the back of hishead, and he knew no more.

CHAPTER NINE

The Road from Kyrosto Escator, the Central Kingdoms

T hey enveloped her within adark power that terrified Ishbel, and took her to a place that she could not
comprehend, for it, too, was wrapped in dark power. She had thought the Great Serpent of infinite
power, but he was a mere worm compared to the enchantment wielded by these nine men. She could not
think nor act. All Ishbel could do was breathe, and try to hold on to life, and not panic—amost
impossible given the circumstances.

She knew they were not Malat’s men, whatever they’ d said to Maximilian. The man who held her spoke
with avoicethat imitated the Kyrrian diaect, but which she recognized as afabrication. The man’sredl
voice, which she could hear shadowing the false one, was of an intonation utterly unknown to her.

Hehed Ishbe inagrip so tight, so strong, so implacable, she thought he would murder her. If not that,
then she was sure he would crush the baby within her. In that first flush of sheer terror, Ishbel didn’t care.
Shewasin so much fear for her own life, which she was sure would be cut short within amoment, that
she had no concern for anyone ese, whether her husband or her child.



They took her to adark place of power, and there they bound her and left her lying on a cold, unknown
floor.

Even though Ishbel stared wildly into the darkness, she could see nothing. For an unknowable time she
lay, her terror escaating with every breeth, feeding her imagination until she began to believe that they did
not mean to murder her, but to torment her into insanity.

Ba d’ uz drew hisEight aside, leaving the woman, Ishbd, for the moment, and they conversed in low
tones so she could not hear them.

“Kanubai shal be pleasad. We have the woman,” said Ba d’ uz. “ She and her child will make alovely
scrifice”

Ba d’ uz was more than content with events. The murder of Borchard had been masterful, accomplished
while Ba al’ uz was shrouded by Kanubai’ s power, and would be sure to drag both Kyros and Escator
into the war that would soon consume the esst.

And now they had Kanubai’ s sacrifice. Ba d’ uz dmost floated on the glow of achievement.
“She ll betrouble,” said Zeboul, the most senior of the Eight.

“We shan’'t have to worry about that,” said Ba'd’ uz. “1 have just thething.” He held up asmdl vid.
“Poison. Not enough to murder her—or her child—before Kanubai commandsit, but enough to keep
her quiet.”

“And now?’ asked another of the Eight, aman cdled Sdim.

“Torment her,” said Ba d’ uz, “just alittle to amuse ourselves and to ensure complete compliance, and
then we move down toward Deepend and the FarReach Mountains. Y ou will need to take her back to
Isaiah—I redly don’t care what he does with her so long as he kegps her dive and under some
semblance of control—while| attend to the other little matter Kanubai requested.”

Now al eyesglinted with delight.
“The Weeper,” said Zeboul, for Ba a’ uz had told them about the object Kanubai desired.

“Yes” said Ba d’ uz, “the Weeper. Just think, my brothers. With that and the woman and her
child...Kanuba shal reward us most handsomely, eh?’

CHAPTER TEN

The Road from Kyrosto Escator, the Central Kingdoms

M aximilian remained unconscious for agood six hours after 1shbel’ s kidnap and, because no one had
thought to disturb the king and queen in their bedchamber, there was no darm raised until Maximilian
stumbled out of the chamber door, yelling for Egdion and the Emerald Guard.

There was instant commotion. Not chaos, for Egalion took command, directing the Emerald Guard to
search theinn, al outbuildings, and the surrounding countryside,

“Areyou certain these were Maat' smen?’ Egalion asked Maximilian, now back in the bedchamber,
sitting on the edge of the bed, with Garth holding a compress againgt the swollen, broken skin at the back



of hishead.

Maximilian nodded, then ingtantly regretted it, groaning. “Yes. Y es, they wore Maat’ s livery and badges.
Shit! They said...they said that Maat sent greetings, and that he wants me to suffer the same pain that he
suffers. They said | would not see Ishbel again.”

Egadlion and Garth exchanged alook.
“Maxd,” said Garth, “it might be that these were not Mdat’smen at dl, but—"

“Do not blame Ishbe for thig” Maximilian seethed, wrenching himsdlf away from Garth’ s hands. He
stopped, taking a deep breath. “1 gpologize, Garth. | should not have spoken that way. | am racked with
guilt a theway | treated Ishbel over the past few days...and you did not see her face as those men held
her. Shewasterrified. Gods, | am terrified for her now.”

Aganapause “I find I do not much like theideaof never seeing her again,” he said softly.

Garth gently put the compress back on Maximilian’s head. “ There was nothing you could have done,
Maximilian. Do not blame yoursdlf.”

“Yes, | blame mysdf,” sad Maximilian. “What amuddle | have made of my marriage. How could | have
mismanaged it So desperatey?’

“Maxel—" Garth began.

“And | should have known better than to lie so unprotected in apublicinn. The nwho murdered
Allemorte had been sent for 1shbe, | know this. Why did | not realize they would try again?’

Egdion squatted on thefloor in front of Maximilian so he could look him directly in theface. “Maxd,” he
said, “admost seven hours have passed since they stole Ishbel. They could be anywhere. | have set the
Emerald Guard to searching the inn and surrounding area, but | do not expect to find them. Whether
Maat’s men or others, they will be well avay by now.”

Maximilian said nothing, and Egalion and Garth exchanged another |ook.

“We need to decide what to do,” said Egdion. “Whether to continue on for Escator, or...”
Maximilian winced as Garth moved the compress, then waved at him to take the thing away.
“Everythingisgoing wrong,” Maximilian said. “Too many things”

He stopped, and the other two waited.

After along moment Maximilian sighed, gingerly stretching his upper back and shoulders. “1 need to go
back to Mdat,” he said. “Maybe they were his men, maybe not, but | need to see him. And...maybe he
can give me some clue asto what isgoing on.”

Maximilian’ svoice broke on that last, and Egalion stood up, and rested ahand on his shoulder.
“Well find her, Maxdl,” hesad.

“| doubt that very, very much,” Maximilian said softly.



Malat could not believe it when he heard that his soldiers had gpprehended the King of Escator amile
out of Kyros and that Maximilian was requesting to see him.

“Hewas heading back?’ he said. “ To see me? Does he have a death wish?’
“He has been injured in some fight,” said the captain of the guard. “ Perhaps heislooking for sympathy.”

Malat cursed. “ Then | wish well to whoever injured him, but they could have done a better job and
stopped his heart entirely.”

“What should we do with him, sre?’
“Ishisentire retinue with him?”’

“Severd of hisEmerald Guard,” said the captain, “but none of his other companions. Maximilian said
they waited for him at an inn some distance dong the road.”

“What the fuck doeshewant?” Maat muttered. “Why disturb mein thisfashion? Oh, damniit, put himin
adungeon—the coldest, dampest one you can find—and tell him | will consider hisrequest for an
audience over my evening med.”

“Sire” the captain said, “Maximilian said the matter was desperate.”

“Desperateisthe state of my heart,” said Maat. “Maximilian has no right to usetheword.” Hefdll silent,
studying the captain of the guard, who was now looking decidedly uncomfortable. “ Oh, very well, bring
him in an hour to the smaler audience chamber—and empty it of any servants, guards, and courtiers
beforehand. | will see him then.”

“Sire, do you think it wiseto talk with this brigand without protection?’

“If he so much astakesastep in my direction,” Mdat said, “I’ [l run him through with asword. Now, go,
and leave mein peace”

The smaller audience chamber was an unadorned room with few windows, paneled in dark wood, and
with an air of such sombernessthat very few people had ever dared laugh in its confines.

It suited Mdat’s mood perfectly.

One of the double doors at the other end of the chamber opened, and the captain of the guard escorted
Maximilian through.

At Mdat’ stip of his head, the captain retired, closing the door behind him.
“Towhat,” said Mdat, his voice underscored with venom, “do | owe this honor?”’

“Ishbel has been taken,” Maximilian said, walking forward from the far end of the chamber, “ by your

“What!” Mdat legpt from his chair. “How dare you—"

“They told me,” said Maximilian, stopping halfway down the chamber, “that you wanted meto suffer the
same pain as you suffered, and that | should never seelshbel again. | want my wife, Mdat. | did not
murder your son, and now | want my wife back!”



Malat stopped afew paces away, studying Maximilian carefully. He was disheveled and dirty, hisface
tired and drawn with both physical and emotiona pain, and the neck of his shirt appeared crusted with
dried blood.

Maat walked forward, hdld Maximilian’ s eyesfor along moment, then dowly walked about him, noting
the deep bruising and scabbed abrasion at the back of his head.

“What happened?’ he said.
“Y our men came, on your orders, and took my wife, beating methat | might not rescue her.”

Malat was now back in front of Maximilian. Again, he spent along moment holding Maximilian’ s eyes.
“You don't believethat,” Mdat said.

“I| am left to believe only what my eyes showed me and my earstold me,” Maximilian sngpped. “Did you
send your men to take my wife and threaten her death?’

“No. Do you bdieve me?’

Maximilian took adeep breath, passing atrembling hand over hiseyes. “Yes. If you' d sent men, their
orders would have been to murder me, not take my wife.”

“Correct. These men looked like mine?’

“They wore your livery, badges. .. perfect replicas of the uniform your guards wear.”
“What is happening, Maximilian?’

“I...don't...know.”

Malat sghed, then took Maximilian by the elbow and led him to achair. He sat him down, then went to a
sideboard and poured each of them aglass of wine.

“All right, then,” Mdat said, handing Maximilian hiswine, then sitting down in achair opposite. “Tell me
what you think is hgppening.”

“Someone hastried before to kill 1shbel. Someoneistrying to implicate mein the deaths of Allemorte
and Borchard. People are dying in atrail from the Outlandsto Kyros, and thetrail of death isfollowing
me. | don’t know why. | don’t know why, Mdat.” Maximilian was now amost certain that these deaths
weretied in with Elcho Falling, or whatever was going wrong with the world that required Elcho Faling
to gir into life, but that Maximilian could not discusswith Maat. “Now Ishbel hasgone. | don’t
understand...why take her?’

Malat could think of savera highly carnal reasons a group of men might want to seize Ishbel, but thought
it best not to share histhoughts with Maximilian.

“Apart from Ishbel,” Mdat said, “the other three men share something in common.”
Maximilian just looked a him. He wastoo tired and disheartened to spesk.
“They'redl highborn,” said Mdat, “but...they' redl good generals. Some of the best.”

Very carefully Maximilian put hiswineglass down on the floor, then rested his elbows on hisknees and
hisfacein his hands. He should have seen that. Rilm Evenor had been the best war generd inthe
Outlands, and the one with the most experience and the wisest head. Allemorte did not have the wedlth



of experience that Evenor did, but he' d proved himsdlf on severa occasionsto have acool head in battle
and a superb eye for battle command. Borchard similarly. Malat had been a formal war with no one
during hislong reign, but Borchard had taken part in several campaignsin...

“Oh, gods,” Maximilian murmured. “ Borchard served as Evenor’ s lieutenant for ayear, didn’'t he?”

“Yes, and you can be sure | was none too pleased about it then, or now. But Evenor trained him well,
and spoke highly of his capabilities” Mdat paused. “| think you can thank your lucky stars, Maxe—"

Maximilian noted, somewhat numbly, that Maat was now using the familiar contraction of his name.
“—that you are not ahighly skilled battle generd yoursdlf, or otherwise | think you, too, would be dead.”
Hardly the best compliment, Maximilian thought, but true enough.

“Why Ishbel?” Malat said. “What part does she haveto play inthis?’

“Ishbd isamystery to most people, including me,” Maximilian said. “ She was offered to me by the
Cdl_”

“What?’

“—astheir ward. They'd raised her after shelost her family at the age of eight.” Maximilian hesitated,
wondering how much he could say, then decided hewastired of dissembling. Besides, Mdat had lost a
son, and deserved to hear as much as Maximilian could reved. “But | think she might actudly bea
priestess of the Call, not just award.”

Malat swore, his face shocked. “Why send her to marry you?’

Maximilian phrased the response as best he could. It might not be the full truth, but it was ill truth
enough. “Our families were connected many years ago. The Coil apparently thought it would be a good
thing to reunite blood and fortunes again.” He gave awry grin. “I was happy enough about the fortunes.”

Malat ignored the poor attempt at humor. “By the gods, Maximilian, what have you been dragging
through the Centra Kingdoms? A priestess of the Coil? A—"

“I do not know if sheisor not. Ishbel deniesit, but | suspect it.”

“Maximilian, my son died with asword through hisbdly...are you trying to tell me now that hedied, in
that manner, with a priestess of the Coil close by, and that 1shbel was not involved?’

Maximilian now regretted telling Mdat of hissuspicions.

“| suspected her,” Maximilian said, wishing he need not say thisaso, “and al but blamed her. | wasa
fool. When | woke to see her seized by brigands, when | saw her face as they threatened her life, | knew
I’d been wrong. She wasterrified, Malat. Genuindy terrified. | think sheisasmuch avictim as—"

“No priestess of the Coil isavictim of anything.”
Maximilian did not respond. There was nothing he could say to that.

Mala muttered yet another curse. “ Sirusis moving ever closer to war with the Outlands, and dragging
luckless Fulmer of Hosea with him. They should be stopped, but they are not going to believe what
you'vejust told me. | don’'t know that | should believe what you' ve just told me. Gods, Maximilian, a
priestess of the Cail? Of what were you thinking?’



“I don’'t know what to do, Maat. | don't know how to find her. | don’t know why she was taken.”

“Snap out of it, Maxd. Y ou' re aking and a husband. Do whatever you haveto. Right at the moment,
though, I’'m just too tired and too old and too heartsick to help you.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Road from Kyrosto Degpend, Central Kingdoms

B a@d’uz and his companions moved south asfast asthey could, which was not asfast asthey wished.
They needed to be circumspect, not so much lest they be suspected of thetrail of murders acrossthe
Outlands and the Centra Kingdoms, but because they had among them the wife of Maximilian, the
Queen of Escator, a veritable nuisance who needed to be kept in a state of some lassitude in order to
keep her quiet. Thislassitude was accomplished by a combination of threats and the free use of the
contents of the dark vid Ba d’ uz carried with him. Ishbel was drugged into insensibility, and Ba d’ uz did
not care what harm the potent mixture he forced down her throat did to her or to the baby she carried,
s0 long as both remained dive by the time she reached Aghat. They only needed to be breathing. They
did not need to be completely hedthy.

They werefortunate in that the spring remained cold north of the FarReach Mountains. Ba d’ uz kept
Ishbel heavily cloaked and largely concealed beneath canvasin the smdl cart he' d purchased from a
farmer, aswdl asthe donkey to draw it. They traveled asfar asthey could every day, usng the power of
Kanubai to speed their steps aswell asthose of the donkey.

But the Eight would be taking Ishbel home without Ba &’ uz. He had business to attend to in Coroless.
Hewould vastly have preferred to seeto Ishbel’ sjourney to Aghat himsdf, but Kanubai needed himin
Coroless.

The Weeper resided in Coroleas, and Kanubai wanted it. Very badly. More badly than he had wanted
the woman.

On the night before they entered Deepend, where Ba d’ uz would leave for Coroleas, Ba d’ uz drew the
Eight aside. Ishbel was bedded down in the cart in an abandoned barn, tied with physical restraints and
heavily drugged.

“Tonight I will contact Isaiah,” said Bad’ uz, “to let him know that you and the woman shdl be arriving at
Aghat. | shdl tell Isaiah that sheisthe Queen of Escator, and that she would make him agood new wife.
Before| depart for Coroleas, | shall hand the pyramid to you, Zeboul. | do not want Lister to know
wherel go. From now on, my lifeis devoted entirely to Kanubai. Keep the pyramid wrapped well, and
do not respond if Lister triesto contact you through it.”

“Why tdl Isaiah about Ishbe?” Zeboul said. “Why present her to him asanew wife?’

“Because | want the woman kept safe at Aghat. | want her kept as securely aspossible” Bad’uz
paused, and grinned. “ And Isaiah keeps no one more safe than one of hiswives. Especidly onethat he
canclamasa‘hunting’ trophy—the Queen of Escator. That might keep hisgenerasin linefor an extra
half day or s0.”

The Eight laughed.
“Youdon'tmindif he...” Zeboul asked.

“If hewhat?’ said Ba d’ uz, hisgrin stretching to even dyer proportions. “ So long as he keeps her dive



for when | return to present her to Kanubal, then | redly don't care how he playswith her inthe
meantime.”

CHAPTER TWELVE
Aghat and Crowhur st

| saiah watched hisrose pyramid dull back to its usua opaque inactivity. For along time he sat
motionless, saring at the pyramid, then very dowly thefingers of one hand began to thrum againgt the
table.

Ba d’ uz had kidnapped Ishbel, Queen of Escator.

Ba d’ uz was sending her to Isaiah at Aghat with his eight companions while he set off on some
mysterious journey to Coroless.

Baa’uz' excusefor stedling Ishbe wasthat | saiah needed another wife and who better than the Queen
of Escator when |saiah was soon to invade the north? A trophy like Ishbel would be sure to impress, not
only Isaiah’ sgenerds, but aso the soon-to-be-subjected northern peoples. It has added to my campaign
of terror and chaos to confound the northern kings, said Ba d’ uz, and it will keep your generals from
outright treason for alittle whilelonger, and Isaiah had nodded asif in complete agreement.

Of course, Ba d’ uz did have apoint so far asthe generals went.

Isaiah knew hisfive senior generals watched him constantly for weakness, for that moment when one
among them might take the opportunity for a swift nation and assumption of the throne for himself.
Isaiah had many tdents, and he was avery powerful man, but any one of those generas could ruin his,
and Ligter's, planswith that onefata strike. For the moment, 1saiah needed to placate them.

A marriage to the captured Queen of Escator, a conquest not quite at the same level asinvasion, but
nonethe ess not inggnificant ether, might keep that dagger sheathed amonth or two longer. Long enough
for Isaiah to shore up his own position with asuccessful invasion of the north.

Long enough for Isaiah to do what he needed.

But generas and treachery aside, Isaiah knew that Ba d’ uz had afar deeper reason for sending Ishbd to
Aghat.

He wanted her.

For amoment Isaiah’ s eyes did toward the windows that |ooked over theriver and DarkGlass Mountain
beyond, then they did back to the pyramid.

Then, asif to counteract that movement, they did toward the Goblet of the Frogs, which, asusud &t this
time of evening, sood on the low tablein the center of the room, asingle it reed taper behind it to set the
glassdfire. Isaiah looked at it for along time, very till, thinking about 1shbel, Queen of Escator.

On her reluctant way to DarkGlass Mountain.

Isaiah drew adeep breath eventually, long and shaky. He needed to talk to Lister, but was far too
disturbed to use the pyramid prop.

Instead, he used his power.



Lister, Isaiah whispered acrossthe vast distance, guesswho is coming to visit?

Lister was standing by the hearth in his chamber at Crowhurst, and the first that Eleanon and Inardle,
another of the Ledfast and Eleanon’ s sster, knew of the communication with Isaiah was when Lister
went very giff for amoment or two, and then bent over dightly a hiswai <, rubbing histemples with the
fingers of one hand and muttering, “ Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit!”

“What isit?’ said Eleanon, standing and moving to Lister’ sside, Inardle only abreath behind him.

“Ba d’uz has kidnapped Ishbel,” said Ligter, “and he has sent her down to Aghat. Sheis not there yet,
but ison her way. Ba d’ uz just used his pyramid to contact Isaiah and et him know thefruitsof Ba'd’ uz
effortsin the north. Ishbel was his prized piece of information.”

Eleanon and Inardle exchanged a shocked glance.

“BEvenworse” Liger sad, “Isaiah thinksthat Ba d’ uz now works Kanuba’ swill exclusvely. Y ou can be
surethat Ba a’ uz did not snatch Ishbel of his own accord. He doesn't have the wit or the length of
coherent thought to be able to plan that.”

“|shbel shal need Al her wits about her,” said Eleanon.

“Ishbel refuses to acknowledge the time of day,” muttered Lister, “let alone her true nature or talents. If
Kanubai rose before her, shewould smply refuse to see him. Witless, witless, witless!”

Inardle put a gentle hand on Lister’ sarm, knowing he referred to himself with those last words rather
than Ishbd. “Y ou could not have known Ba d’ uz would do something like that.”

Ligter contented himsdlf by damming afigt into thewal, then cursing as his hand bruised. “I could have
predicted it!” he snarled. “By the wind-driven snow itself, | should have thought Ba'a’ uz might do
something likethid | knew Maximilian and Ishbel were traveling through the north, I knew it. 1—"

“Ligter,” said Eleanon, “we must trust to the gods that—"
“Oh, youfool,” said Ligter. “We are the gods, and look what amesswe ve got Ishbel into!”

He walked about the chamber, rubbing at hisinjured hand, pausing to look out awindow at four or five
Skradlings scurrying far below.

They' re getting restless, he thought. How much longer do any of us have?

“Bd d’ uz has proved more nightmarethan aid,” Lister said eventudly. “We should have had him
murdered months ago.”

“Perhapsnow?’ said Eleanon.

“Apparently heis off to Coroleas on some crazed expedition,” Lister said. “1 don’t know what, but at
least in Coroleas he cannot do us much more harm. Weworry only if he returns, and we pray that the
Coroleans have the sense to pit him the ingtant he setsfoot in their empire.”

“What isIsaiah going to do?’ Eleanon said.

“Look after her, | hope,” Lister muttered. “No, not hope. Pray to every benevolent being that he keeps
her protected!”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Tyranny of |sembaard

T hey had ridden out westward from Aghat early in the morning, away from the River Lhyl and
DarkGlass Mountain. Isaiah seemed to have something on hismind, for he was very introspective, and
Axisdid not push him for conversation. It was only when they’ d reached the very edges of the Meachor
Plainsand had pulled their blowing horsesto ahdt that 1saiah findly looked to Axis, and spoke.

“Bad d’ uz contacted me last night.”
1] YS?’

“His companions are on their way home,” Isaiah said, “dthough Ba a’ uz has set off on ajourney to
Coroless. Gods done know why, but | for one don’t begrudge his continuing absence.”

Axiswaited.

“Ba d’uz and his companions have, gpparently, accomplished their tasks better than expected in the
north,” Isaiah continued. “The Central Kingdoms and the Outlands are at each other’ sthroats. Their best
generas are dead. Disarray increases by the day.”

“I don't likethis, Isaiah. It isamiserable way to conduct awar, en?’
“It isthe successful way, Axis”

Axis shrugged, and turned his eyes forward, looking over the Melachor Plains. Any semblance of
lushness and fertility had been long left behind at the river. Here the landscape was arolling vast
barrenness, carpeted with scrubby plantsthat clung to rock crevices and the shaded sides of dust bowis.
It was aforbidding landscape, and Axis wondered that | saiah should have ridden out to survey it. Did he
find comfort here? Or chalenge?

Comfort, Axisthought, and wondered that |saiah needed such asthisfor comfort.

“Therewas something ese” Isaiah said.

Axislooked back at him.

“Bd d’ uz has kidnapped the new wife of Maximilian of Escator and is sending her back to Aghat.”
“What?’

“Ba d’uz said shewould meke me afinewife.”

Axis could do nothing now but stare, aghast.

Isaiah had been looking straight ahead over the landscape, but now turned his head to look directly at
Axis. “ Shewould be afine conquest, Axis. Together with the territory, | take one of their queens. It
would be atota emotional subjection. Ba d’ uz said shewas of fair aspect, and that | would not find her

displeasing”
“Isgich—"

“Ba d’ uz has requested an escort for the lady from the FarReach Mountains back to Aghat. Heis



worried that Maximilian might try to rescue hiswife.”

“Frankly, I’d be abit worried about that aswell,” Axis muttered. Gods, what had Ba a’ uz done...and
what in the world was Isaiah thinking?

“Axis, | ask that you lead acompany of men north to the FarReach Mountains, thereto meet Ba d’uz
men and this woman, Ishbel, Queen of Escator, and escort her to me.”

Axiswas now rendered utterly speechless. The newsthat Ba a’ uz had kidnapped the new wife of
Maximilian of Escator was artling, and the ideathat |saiah would take her as a conquest wife even more
S0, but that 1saiah should trust him to lead acompany of armed men north. ..that was unbelievable.

And exciting. Theideaof doing something was as heady asadraft of wine,
“Of course” said Axis, then he amiled. “ So long asyou trust me with her.”

“You'rethe one man | do trust with her,” said Isaiah. 1 can’'t see you betraying Azhure for any other
woman. Besides, the trip will be useful in another way, for you can check to see how well the
resettlement plans are progressing. Ezekiel and Morfah have sent regular and very reassuring reports, but
it doesn’t hurt to have you cast your eye over their progress, doesit?’

Later that night Isaiah sat inachair in his private chamber, holding the Goblet of the Frogsin his hands.
Herolled it gently between his pams, watching the light play through its beautifully crafted shape.

Ishbel, here a Aghat. Oh, the dangers, not merely to her, but to everyone.

But, oh, the possihilities. Isaiah knew Lister would be worried—frantic, even—>but |saiah wondered if
morewas & play here than just what Kanuba might be whispering into Ba d’uz’ mind.

Ishbel coming back to Aghat would be Ishbel coming home. Ishbel coming home could be an 1shbel
awakened. From what Lister had said of her, Ishbel had shut hersdf off completely from her true nature.

She would need to wake, sooner or later.

Isaiah thought of what he' d sensed clinging to Kanubai’ s back. . .of his sense that something else was
risng with Kanubai.

Ishbel might be able to see more clearly than he.
After dl, she wasthe one with the blood for it.
“What of you, my friend,” Isaiah murmured to the goblet. “ Anxious, or pleased?’

The goblet responded, not with words, but with awave of ddighted emotion. Isaiah smiled, then raised
the goblet to hislipsand kissed it gently.

There were dangers, but Isaiah could protect her.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
The Road from Kyrosto Escator, the Central Kingdoms

M aximilian had left Mdat in Kyros without any clear ideawhat to do. Hefet completdly, supidly



usaless. Hiswife had been taken from him, and he had no idea how best he might save her. Egdion had
organized the Emerald Guard into a search of the area between Kyros and theinn, but they had
discovered nothing. Maximilian was not surprised. Ishbel and her kidnappers must be far, far avay by
NOW.

But in what direction?
Andwho?
What could he do?

Nothing. Nothing, and that infuriated Maximilian more than anything. What aworthless husband he wadl
He could not protect his pregnant wife and keep her safe. He could do nothing to rescue her. He was
leagues and leagues from home and friends, and, because of the series of events from Margdit to Kyros,
no onewanted to lend him aid, or even asympathetic ear.

And Ishbdl didn’t even have her ring.

If Ishbel had been wearing the ring, then Maximilian would have had agood sense of where shewas, in
which direction. The rings bound each other and their wearers.

But Ishbel had given hersback to Maximilian.
From hopel essness, Maximilian succumbed to anger. Why had he not ingsted she wear the damned ring?

From anger, Maximilian swung back to guilt as he remembered how badly he d trested Ishbel after
Borchard' s death. She had not been responsible. She had become yet another victim.

What memories would she haveto carry her through her ordeal? His hard, judgmental face?

Everyonein his party left Maximilian done as much asthey could. Not even Garth dared engage him in
conversation.

After three days of useless snarling and hanging about the inn from where 1shbel had been taken,
Maximilian made the decision to return to Escator asfast as possible. He could do nothing here, and at
least in Escator he' d have more resources, plus the advice of Vorstus, who Maximilian redlized he
needed to speak to very badly, as much as he didiked and distrusted the man.

And he' d be home.
If without hiswife.

Maximilian and his party had just reached the western fringes of the Kyrrian lands when, a noon on a
lovely warm day, eight I carii landed on the road before them.

“StarWeb!” Maximilian cried, dismounting and striding out to meet her. He grabbed her shoulders,
hugged her, then kissed her on the cheek.

“Thank thegods,” he said.
“Maxd?’" shesaid. “What has happened?’
“Ishbel has been taken. Gods, amost three weeks back. | have no ideawhere sheis. StarWeb, | need



youto—"

“Maxd! Stop amoment...what isgoing on? | am here because not aweek ago Lixed rode into Ruen with
atalethat none of us could believe. Murders, accusations against you...and now Ishbel? Taken?’

Egalion and Garth had now joined Maximilian, and both greeted StarWeb and the other Icarii warmly.

“Ishbel was kidnapped from my side dmost three weeks ago,” said Maximilian, “by men pretending to
be Mdat' s soldiers. | have no ideawhere sheis, but now that you' re here—"

“That woman is nothing but trouble,” Star\WWeb muttered.

“She's pregnant, StarWeb.”

StarWeb glanced sharply at Maximilian at that, but did not comment.
“We can use your wings and eyes,” Egdion sad. “If you—"

“Almost three weeks?’ said StarWeb. “ She'slikely to be dead by now.”

Maximilian winced. He finaly seemed to redlize the presence of the other Icarii behind StarWeb, and
greeted them, gpologizing for histardiness.

“You are digtracted, Maximilian,” said one of them, ablue-and-silver birdman called BroadWing
EvenBest. “Remembering your mannersissurely alow priority right now.” Helooked a Egdion. “Thisis
amess”

“Aye” said Egdion. “Pleasg, if you can aid us—"

“Wewill dowhat we can,” said BroadWing, “and be glad of it. Y ou have made aground search of the
area about Kyros, yes?’

“Yes” said Maximilian. “I do not think her anywhere near Kyros.”
“Then where?’

“Either north or south,” Maximilian said. “ They would not take her toward Escator, and | think it unlikely
they would take her back toward the troublesin the Centra Kingdoms. But which? | can’t decide which
way to—"

“Wewill divide up,” said BroadWing. “1 will lead four of my fellows south, and EverNest can take two
north. Maximilian, try not to worry. One of usshdl find her.”

“Ishbe istrouble,” said StarWeb. “Too much trouble.”
“For gods sakes, StarWeb,” Maximilian said. “ Sheis pregnant. Does that mean nothing to you?’

Garth thought Maximilian’ s judgment of character had been severdly clouded by hisanxiety if he thought
he could speak such wordsto his only-barely former lover. StarWeb didn’t like Ishbel, was jeal ous of
her, and would resent the fact she was pregnant. I carii found it difficult to achieve a pregnancy, and that
Ishbel had managed it so quickly would not endear her to StarWeb at al.

Suddenly Garth wondered if it was agood idea sending StarWeb to find Ishbel, after all.
“Maxd—" he began.



“We |l leaveimmediatdy,” said BroadWing. “Maximilian, wewill do dl wecan, | promise”

M aximilian nodded, but there was no hopein his eyes. “ Thank you,” he said.
[ Part Five]

CHAPTER ONE

Palace of the First, Yoyette, Coroleas

L eave now,” the Duchess of Sidon told the man sitting naked on the edge of her bed, and herose
slently, dressed, and did as ordered.

Sdome lounged back on her pillow, sated with sex, glad the man had |eft without wanting to, of al things,
talk.

She hated talkers. They invariably wanted something, or, even worse, thought they could mean something
to her life.

Sdome much preferred not having aman as a permanent fixture in her life. Sheloved sex and took lovers
as she wanted them, or used some of the more attractive servantsin her palace as she needed, but had
no other need for men. Her husband, the late and never-to-be-regretted duke, had died within two years
of their marriage, leaving her, a sixteen-year-old widow, to nurture an infant son, and to wield the political
power that an enormous fortune and possession of the most powerful deity in Coroleas gave her.

His death had been aremarkable relief. Now Salome dlowed no man to get near her emotionally, nor,
apart from sex, physicaly.

Her son, Ezra, now Duke of Sidon (although held under the regency of his mother until his nineteenth
birthday), was Salome' s pride and joy. She meant him to be emperor one day, had schooled him inthe
aphabet and in intrigue, had loved and coddled him, prodded and encouraged him, bribed anyone who
could aid her ambition, and smoothed the path forward to the emperor’ sthrone with afew judicia
murders dong the way.

Hewould be emperor by the time he was twenty. Salome would let nothing stand in his (her) way.

It was close to dawn now, and Salome rose from the bed, the marks of her lover sill on her, and went to
stand naked by the open full-length window.

She was a triking woman. She had enormous strength to her face, an excatic lift to her cheekbones and
eyes, and such long and glamorous (and, for Coroleas, unusual) white blond hair that men invariably
found her irresstible. Naturally Salome was aware that her position as the most powerful woman in the
empire (no one but afool ever considered the current empress more powerful) aso had its attractions,
but men found it no hardship to be invited (or commanded) to her bed. Nether the marks of time nor
childbearing had left their scars on her body, and it was il as straight and dim at thirty asit had been
when the duke had first lusted for her as afourteen-year-old girl.

Content with her world and her lot, Slome lounged againgt the window frame, as uncaring of any who
might look up and see her as she was at the twenty-pace drop immediately below her feet.

The Paace of the First spread out below her: naturaly Salome had one of the best apartmentsin the
palace, high in the Tower of the Beloved, beneath only the emperor’ s gpartment. Corolean society was
divided into three castes: the Forty-four Hundred Families, also known as the First, who commanded the



majority of the wealth and power in the empire—the emperor and nobles could only come from this
caste; the Thirty-eight Thousand Second Families, or the Second, who made up the educated
intelligentsaand traders and minor landowners of the empire; and the Third, the name given to the mass
of men, women, and children who worked to serve the First and the Second.

Beneath the Third, living alife so wretched they did not even have a caste, were the daves, who lived
and died at the discretion of any who owned them.

Sdomeloved to stand at thiswindow in the early morning, looking down over the Palace of the First (a
sprawling complex of palaces and gpartments that housed the members of the First when they werein
Y oyette to attend the emperor’ s court), and reminding hersaf of her authority.

“Mogt powerful of dl inthisempire,” she murmured, “save for the emperor himsdf, and then, withina
few short years, not even he.” Sdlome might love Ezra, but she wouldn't allow him to stand in her way.
When Ezracommanded the vast Corolean Empire asits emperor, then she would command him. After
all, the boy would have avast debt to repay his mother.

The sun was well above the horizon now, and Salome siretched, catlike, in the window, before turning
back into the room to prepare for her day.

Asshedid 50, the sun caught her back and for an instant illuminated the faintest of scarsthat ran down
her spine from the center of her shoulder blades to the crease of her buttocks.

The court of Coroleas at the Paace of the First in Y oyette was known over the entire civilized world for
its dlegance, itsrichness, its entertainments, its murderousintrigue, and its breathtaking, uninhibited
immordity. That immordity did not merely encompass sexua conduct, but the way in which members of
the Firgt vaued human life overal—generdly with the utmost contempt. The court was afrightening,
powerful, exhilarating, dive place in which to hunt or to enjoy onesdlf, and it drew to itself not only the
members of the First (who could hardly imaginelife without it), but also adventurers and fortune-hunters
from countries across the Treachery Straits. The Firdt tolerated them, alowing them generous accessto
the court, and accommodation within the palace. After dl, it was the adventurers and fortune-hunters
who provided the First with much of their amusement.

StarDrifter SunSoar had lived here, off and on, sincethefal of Tencendor five years earlier. He loathed
Corolean society, and was repelled by the manner in which the First mistreated everyone below them,
but he had nowhere ese to go. Somehow, during those cataclysmic events that had culminated in the loss
of Tencendor beneath the waves of the Widowmaker Sea, StarDrifter had found himsdlf till alive, and
inexplicably at the Corolean court.

To be completdly factud, he' d found himsalf sprawled on the floor of acorridor just beyond the kitchens,
bleeding to death from the terrible woundsin his back where the demonic Hawk Childs had torn out his

wings

Hewould have bled to death save that two male daves had wandered by, discovered his barely
conscious body, and had, without comment (finding the half murdered lying unattended in the corridors of
the Palace of the Firgt was hardly aremarkable event), dragged StarDrifter to a physician, who had
managed to close hiswounds and usher in their hedling.

StarDrifter had not been grateful. He wished he had died. In the frenzy that had mutilated StarDrifter, the
Hawk Childs had dso murdered his granddaughter, Zenith, who StarDrifter had loved. Loved, that is, as
aman lovesawoman, for it wasno sinin Icarii society for agrandfather to bed a granddaughter. They



only balked at first blood: children or siblings. StarDrifter had lusted for Zenith for years, but she had
continualy rejected him, to his enormous frugtration. It wasthet frustration, in the end, that had caused
Zenith' sdesath, for he had inadvertently set the Hawk Childsloose on her by histhoughtlesswords.

It was not just Zenith whom StarDrifter had logt. It was everyone and everything. Once a proud prince
and Enchanter of Tencendor, and father of Axis, StartMan and Star God, StarDrifter had enjoyed
privilege and honor. Now he was nothing but an amusement a the Corolean court. He drifted through the
court, getting himsdlf involved in some of the more minor and less bloody of its schemes, taking lovers
here and there, getting drunk with various other adventurers and lost souls, and avoiding al the other

Icarii at the court like the very plague.

They reminded him of everything he had lost. Most particularly, their gbility to fly reminded him very
painfully that he no longer had hiswings. StarDrifter had spent two centuries soaring over the peaks and
plains of Tencendor. Now helived asacripple: an Icarii with no wings was nothing, and he loathed those
who could gtill soar. In truth he did not have to do much to avoid them, for there were rdatively few I carii
at the court.

There were athousand or so spread around Coroless, at the universities and larger cities, and some
haunting the Jai Alpsto the south, but most were nauseated by the bloody immorality of the court and
shunned it whenever possible.

Hate it as he might, StarDrifter could lose himsdf within the court, within its shadows and intrigues and its
habit of never asking too many questions. He could drift and exist, hate and intrigue, and somehow hope
toforget hisempty life.

Today was one of the more interesting—and for the davesin the Pdace of the Firgt, one of the most
dangerous—daysin the yearly cycle of court activities. It was Fillip Day.

Oneof the privilegesthat the First claimed for themsalves was the right to play the ancient game of Fillip.
The game epitomized everything StarDrifter |oathed about the Corolean court—its blatant sexudlity, its
cardlessness of life, its utter superficidity, itsdark plots—but for hisown terrible, bitter reasons,
StarDrifter felt the need to attend.

Normally Fillip was played in the utmost privacy and, for Corolean standards, with great discretion. But
on thisone day of the year it came out of the closet and was celebrated in the Diamond Colonnade, the
genera gathering hal for the court (as opposed to the Emperor’ s Hall for more formal occasions), whose
columns and vaulted ceiling were literdly smothered with diamonds set in gold. The colonnade was
massive, running amost two hundred paces east-west, open at both ends so that it caught both therising
and setting sun, and with star-shaped glassed openingsin the vaulted roof that allowed in the noon light.

The colonnade glittered and sparkled every daylight hour.
StarDrifter thought it looked cheap.

He arrived in the colonnade at mid-morning, by which time most people who were going to attend had
aready arrived. Every one of the Forty-four Hundred First Families had several representatives present,
and in some instances the entire family had decided to attend; members of the Second were only rarely
invited. The emperor—an dmost obscenely fat man clothed in severd glaring shades of silk and far too
much bulky lace for the warm morning—was in attendance, as was his empress and half adozen of his
official concubines. Most of the adventurers and hangers-on of the court were here, as were dmost two
thousand of the Third, to serve and indulge the First.



Y et even s0, the Diamond Colonnade was not crowded.

StarDrifter strolled down one of the side aides, hands behind his back, an expression on hisface that
discouraged any from engaging him in idle conversation. Despite the ingpproachability of hisdemeanor he
wasavery sriking man, dmost beautiful. Tal and lean, yet of amuscular build, StarDrifter wasclad in
fitted cream breeches and shirt, which set off his close-cropped golden hair, high-cheekboned face, and
blue eyes. He walked with adow, lithe grace, rather like a dancer, yet with the calculated precison of a
hunter.

Hisfeet were bare savefor plain gold rings about each of hishig toes.

StarDrifter’ s clothing was in remarkable contrast to most of the other people in atendance. The
Coroleans generdly loved bright colors, floating fabrics, and as many jewels asthey could fit on thelr
bodies. Most of their gowns were belted, and from these belts hung small bronze figurines, each about
the size of awoman’ sfinger. Thericher and more important the bearer, the more bronze figurines they
had jangling about their waists; the colonnade was aive with the sound of jangling bronze.

They were small deities. The Coroleans collected them assiduoudly, believing that the more bronze deities
they carried about their person the better protected they would be from life' s mishaps, the better health
they would enjoy (and the better able they would be to escape the various sexual diseasesthat infested
the Corolean court), and the more luck they would bring upon themselves and their families. The more
devout among them aso collected haf-sized deities that they inserted into bodily cavities, the better to
warm the bronze figurines and engage their magical abilities. Looking &t the crowd, StarDrifter thought he
could see severd people waking with that peculiarly pained gait which suggested they carried more
bronze within their flesh than dangling from the outside of it; it was not unknown for Coroleansto die
from perforated bowels and wombs due to crowding in one too many deities.

StarDrifter would have regarded the Coroleans obsession with the bronze deities as little more than
pathetic save for one thing: the manner in which the deities were created.

The Third contained within their number a subcaste of dite bronze workers whose guild was controlled
tightly by the Thirty-eight Thousand of the Second. The bronze workers made the myriad small bronze
shdllsto house the deities. These bronze shells were then transferred to the care of a caste of priests,
known asthe God Priests, within the Second, where they were offered up for sale to members of the
Firgt and the Second. As yet the bronze shells had no power associated with them at all—the purchaser
aso had to buy adeity to inhabit the shell. It was the responsibility of the God Priest to infuse the bronze
shell with the god, which then crested the bronze deity.

StarDrifter thought the entire thing epitomized everything he believed wrong with Corolean society:
hopelesdy complex and contrived, and mostly entirely moraly valueess. But of everything, it wasthe
manner in which the bronze shellswere infused with the resdent god that Sckened StarDrifter and fed his
contempt of everything Corolean.

The God Priests empowered the figurines by infusing them with the soul of aman, woman, or child. It
was this soul that then gave the figurineits godlike powers. If the soul came from aman with great
physica strength, then the deity would impart physical strength to its wearer. Whatever the most
dominant trait of the soul-giver, thus the dominant trait of the bronze deity. StarDrifter had once heard
that one of the most sought-after souls were those of assassins; every Corolean, it seemed, yearned for
an assassin deity to work its deadliness on the bearer’ s enemies. Another soul greatly valued was that of
the newborn baby—one who had not yet taken suck. This soul was treasured for its purity and strength,
and Coroleans believed abronze deity infused with thiskind of soul imparted long, vigorouslifeto the
bearer.



None of these soulswerefredy given. They were taken from the bodies of the living in horrific religious
ceremonies conducted by the God Priests, who drew the soul from the living body in a processthey
extended over as many hours as possible, and which they made as painful as possible for the soul-giver.
Only thus, they argued, would the soul retain dl its strength for the bronze figurine it was to inhabit.

It was the mass of daves and condemned criminals who provided the souls. The soul-givers were picked
for their qudities, and wives never knew when their husbands might not return, or when their newborn
infants might be snatched from the midwives handsfor the God Priest pits, or when they themsdlves
might be selected as suitable souls for a bronze figurine. They were snatched from their homes, from the
dreets, from their beds at night, and they lived in such abject hopelessnessthat few of them ever
struggled againg their fate.

Today there was a huddled, miserable group of them set on adais partway down the colonnade.
They were hereto participate in the game of Fillip.

StarDrifter’ s carefully constructed mask of remoteness and ingpproachability fatered as he stood to one
Sde of the dais and looked at the wretched daves. There were perhaps fifteen of them: one older man,
severd mdesinther prime, two heavily pregnant women, two mae youths, three girlsin their
mid-teenaged years, two toddlers, and two swaddled babieslaid on the floor.

Newborns.

StarDrifter’ sface went very il ashe looked at them. Like dl Icarii he loved children: partly because
Icarii found it so difficult to fal pregnant themsdlves, partly because they smply loved the gaiety and
innocence of children.

One of the teenaged girls kept looking at one of the newborn babies, and StarDrifter guessed she wasits
mother. Even 0, even though she must have been desperate about both its and her fate, she did not
moveto touch it.

None of the davestouched. They al stood aone, idanded by their tota despair and subjection.

If he was honest with himself, these daves were the reason StarDrifter had attended today. Hefelt he
owed them this, a least. A witnessing of their suffering.

In hisfirst year here, StarDrifter had been so appdled by Fillip Day he' d tried to help the daves. He'd
watched in stunned, heart-thumping dishelief asthe God Priests started their hellish trade on the dave
who had been picked to provide the soul for the bronze deity awarded to the victor in Fillip. StarDrifter
had legpt forward, thinking only that he must do something to aid the dave.

He hadn’t got three paces before he was seized from behind by two of the palace guards.

One of the God Priests (along with the entire massed presence of the First, amused by this unexpected
interlude) had turned in StarDrifter’ sdirection, a somewhat curious expression on hisface as he listened
to StarDrifter scream and desperately try to wrench himsdf away from the guards' grip, and then he'd
laughed softly.

“Thank you,” the God Priest had said. “Y ou have given me the strength | need to extend thisman's
auffering thet little bit longer. An extrahour, at leadt, | think.”

StarDrifter had shut up, but he' d stayed there dl that day watching as the dave suffered while the God
Priest ddlicately, torturoudy, drew out the man’s soul to inhabit the bronze shell.



When it was done, and the deity handed on to the victor of the game, the God Priest stepped down from
the altar and walked dowly over to StarDrifter. He wore only aloincloth and abronze necklet about his
throat, from which hung ascore of tiny, chiming deities.

He was covered in blood.
The God Priest had stopped before the I carii, unflinching in the face of StarDrifter’ s seething hatred.

“You areaguest here,” the God Priest had said in aflat, emotionless voice. “Y ou are not one of us. You
have no right to intervenein our practices. Y ou may stay with us, but only if—"

“You foul piece of dog shit!” StarDrifter had hissed.

The expression on the God Priest’ sface had not changed. “I do my duty, and | do what is needed,” he'd
said. “1 do not lust after my own flesh and blood and then arrange her murder out of spite and envy. Who
isthefoulest piece of dog shit between us, eh?’

And with that he' d turned his back and waked away. StarDrifter had collapsed to the floor, overcome
with guilt and horror and sdlf-loathing. While he had not deliberately arranged Zenith’ s murder, he was
respongblefor it by his careless wordsto that arch-bitch Starlaughter, who had set the Hawk Childsto
murder Zenith.

After that, StarDrifter had been unable to interfere. He was as bad as the God Priests, and while he
loathed the Coroleans, he loathed himsalf more. He had caused Zenith’ s death through his own sdlfish
thoughtlessness, and he couldn’t aid the daves, not so much because he believed himsdf of worse
character than the God Priests, but because he didn’t want to be thrown out in the cold.

At least in the Palace of the First he had agood bed and decent food to eat and permission to while
away hishoursas heliked.

So, helpless, inadequate, sdlf-loathing, StarDrifter never tried to aid the daves again.

But he did cometo Fillip Day every year to stand witnessto their suffering.

CHAPTER TWO

Palace of the Fir st, Yoyette, Coroleas

Sadome strolled dowly through the colonnade, happier than she’ d been in months. She adored Fillip
Day. For the past six years she had contrived to have herself crowned Fillip Queen and, having put in the
footwork, bribes, threats, and intrigue over the past few months, expected the same today.

She' d dressed for the part. Slome wore afilmy gown of pae blue that set off her coloring and features
beautifully. It dso revealed most of her body, for it was so digphanous as to gppear amost nonexistent.
Shewore very little jewe ry—a spot of gold at her ears and about one ankle—sandals of the finest
leather, and no bronzed deities at all.

That made the best statement of al: Look a me, envy me, for | am the one who controls accessto the
greatest deity of them all, the Weeper. What need | ascore of pathetic lesser deities?

As she moved through the gathering, Sdome made the best possible use of the light, walking in and out
of pools of sunlight, appearing suddenly from shadows, and dazzling all who saw her virtua nakedness
spotlighted in the golden light streaming down from the roof windows, before dinking off again into the



shadows, making people glance nervoudy over their shoulders, wondering where she was, and what she
might be plotting.

Everyone deferred to Salome, but no oneloved her.

No one save her son, Ezra. Sdlome had been making her dow, dramatic way toward the emperor’ sdais
at the eastern end of the colonnade when Ezra, standing just to the side of the dais, saw her. Hegave a
cry of glee, making the emperor wince, and waked down to greet Sdlome.

Ezradid not take after hismother in anything save her height. He was dark, somewhat heavy of feature
and body, and had none of her grace.

Ezraand Salome kissed in the Corolean manner, touching foreheads before a decorous brushing of lips,
then Salome turned and gave alight bow in the emperor’ sdirection. “My Gracious Lord,” she
murmured, despising him as helooked on her with lust.

“I hear you areto be Fillip Queen thisyear, Sdome,” the emperor said. “Again.”
“Will you fight for me, Gracious Lord?’

That was going too far, even for Salome, and for amoment the emperor reddened under her forthright
gaze.

“Will you servicemeif | win?’ he countered, and now Salome looked dightly uncomfortable before
recovering.

“Fight for me,” shewhispered.
“I wouldn't lift afinger for you, bitch,” the emperor hissed back.

Salome amiled, inclined her head, and turned back to the colonnade. There was an hour to spare yet
before the fun began, and she could use that hour to her benefit.

StarDrifter watched her from the Sde aide, where he d taken aglass of golden wineto sip. Hewdll knew
who Salome was—there was no one who attended the court at the Paace of the First for more than five
minutes without learning her identity—and had amused himsdlf on many occasionsin weatching her from
some shadowed corner.

Hedidn't like her—he didn’t know of anyone who actualy did—but sheintrigued him. Sdlome sexatic
looks and grace made him suspect asprinkling of Icarii blood somewherein her heritage. It certainly
wouldn't beimpossible, given that Icarii had been coming here for years even before the Tencendorian
disagter, and, combined with the total immordity of the Corolean court, afew Icarii bastards on
Corolean women might not be totally unexpected. Stars, even Axis had come down here asayoung
man, and it wouldn’t have surprised StarDrifter to learn that he' d left afew by-blows scattered about the
country. StarDrifter thought that few people other than himsalf would have picked up on Sdlome' sl carii
heritage. It was only because of hisfamiliarity with Axisand Azhure that StarDrifter had suspected
Sdome. Both StarDrifter’ s son Axisand Axis wife, Azhure, were dmost full-blooded I carii and yet did
not look it.

If it had been anyone other than Salome, StarDrifter wouldn't have cared less. He would have shrugged
and logt interest immediately. But Sdome... StarDrifter took amouthful of hiswine, hiseyes ill on the
woman as shetrailed treachery and sex through the gathering.... Salome was virtualy the most powerful



member of the Firgt, second only to the emperor. She commanded power and fear beyond knowing.
And yet the First had arule, their most basic and rigid rule: the First admitted no new blood.

All members of the First could trace their ancestry back three thousand odd yearsto the origina founders
of their caste, and had admitted no new blood to the First snce then. The instant amember was
corrupted with outside blood, he or she (aswell asany children of their body) was dropped into the
Second. Outside blood was atota disaster.

Sometimes, in hismost despairing moments, StarDrifter lifted his mood by imagining himsdlf being ableto
prove the feathered shame in Salome' s past and watching her and her son topple from their position
within Corolean society.

He thought Salome would be dead within hours. She' d made so many enemies (virtudly the entire
population of Coroleas hated her) that the instant this dirty secret (should it actualy exist) was made
known, daggers would be diding out of sheathsdl over the empire.

“If only | knew,” StarDrifter whispered, and took anew glass of the golden winefrom thetray of a
passing member of the Third. “If only...”

At that very moment Salome turned, and their eyes met.

StarDrifter lifted his glass to her—they had never talked, never made any connection until this
moment—and was somewhat amused to see her eyes narrow speculatively at him for amoment.

Why?Was she pitying him? Marking him for seduction?

She moved away, the moment gone, but StarDrifter stood watching her for along time, wondering what
hewould do if he recelved a command to her bed.

Eventually he shook himself out of his speculative mood. She had pitied him, no doubt. Therewould be
no invitation.

And thank the garsfor that, StarDrifter thought, for | would not wish to risk my liferefusing the vile
woman.

Some ten paces away aman watched StarDrifter with considerable interest. Ba d’ uz had arrived in

Y oyette four days ago, and had wasted no timein acquiring an invitation to the Fillip Day celebrations.
He' d wanted to come here to observe Salome, and to discover for himsdlf the best and safest way to
stedl the deity known asthe Weeper.

Ba d’ uz had redlized he was staring at the solution to hisdilemma.
StarDrifter SunSoar.

He could hardly believe hisluck—or wasit that Kanubai had arranged thisfor him?When Ba d’ uz had
first entered the Diamond Colonnade earlier he' d spotted StarDrifter dmost immediately. Then the lcarii
man had only pricked at Ba d’uz' interest. There d been something about him, something that intrigued
Ba d’ uz, but he couldn’t quite put hisfinger oniit...

S0 hel d asked a passing and more than half-drunk nobleman who the blond, wingless I carii man was.

StarDrifter SunSoar.



AXxis faher.

Ba d’ uz was not one to ignore coincidences. They were not accidents, they were chances handed you
by fate, yoursto seize or ignore as your abilities dictated.

Ba d’ uz was not going to disregard this coincidence.

StarDrifter was not only going to acquire the Weeper for Ba'd’ uz; hewas a o, if Ba d’uz could
manipulate circumstances skillfully enough, the means by which to manage Axis.

The festivities began with a sounding of trumpets and acry of delight.
The emperor lumbered to hisfeet, and took a card from a golden platter held out for him by a nobleman.

“Ahem!” the emperor cdled, hisvoice surprisngly strong and eegant for such afat man. “I have before
me the name of she who the First love before any other, and who they desire to be their queen on this

specid day!”

StarDrifter samiled around the rim of hiswineglass. He could dmost hear the somachs curdling throughout
thevadt hall.

“The Dowager Duchess of Sidon!” the emperor cried, flinging hisarmswide. “ The Greetly Beloved
Sdome”

Feigning surprised ddlight, Sdlome stepped forward, bowing at the scattering of applause that broke out
(started, StarDrifter thought, by those too drunk to realize who they were applauding). He finished off his
wine, then snatched yet another glass from a passing waiter.

Salome clapped her hands, once, twice, then athird time, demanding silence. “I thank the gracious
emperor,” she said, bowing now at the emperor, who was struggling to get back onto his throne without
overturning it. “And,” she continued, once more facing the masses crowding the colonnade, “1 declare the
Day of Fillip begun! Come now, who will compete for my hand?’

The game of Fillip was, so far as StarDrifter was concerned, as tasteless, as cheap, and astawdry as
wasthe rest of Corolean society. There was no finesse to it, nothing but the promise of violence and
blood and sex and humiliation and pain—the five prime ingredients for a successful Corolean life.

Hated as Sdome was, there were no shortage of takersfor her chalenge. The winner, after al, not only
enjoyed the services of Sdlomefor anight, but aso won the bronzed deity of his choice, freshly made for
him once the game was over. Thiswas the agpect of Fillip that StarDrifter |oathed above dl dse: the
winner, often badly hurt, making his bloody way down to the dave daisto select a soul from the dave of
his choice, who was then dowly murdered before the victor’ s eyes asthe God Priest withdrew the

dave ssoul from hisor her body into the bronze figurine.

Added to these two exquidite pleasures, the winner aso won the admiration of the entire collected First,
and could look forward to ayear of privilege, free dinners and sex, and perhaps even asmall fortuneto
be had from listening to the whispered secrets about the bedrooms and dinner tables of the First’ s most
rich and fortunate,

Theloser died.

Normally thisdid not happen in Fillip. Usudly theloser was the one who lgpsed into unconsciousness



firdt, but thiswas just avery specid day.

Sdome dowly walked about the small throng of men who had stood forward, al high-ranking members
of the First. There were ederly men and youths who had yet to beard up, thin men in the find stages of
the wasting disease (no doubt hoping for alossand ardlatively quick exit from their suffering), and men
as obese as the emperor. There were generals and diplomats, princes and scoundrels, nsand
cheats—men representing al the qualities for which the First were known. 1t was Salome' stask to select
from this menagerie two men to battle it out for her favors, the deity, and ayear of delights.

Her reward came not only in the selection (which would clearly indicate her current bedroom tastes), but
in the choice of weapon. The woman over whom the men battled aways chose the weapon with which
they tried to best themsel ves unconscious (or into death, on this day). The weapon could be anything a
al, not necessarily something of great value on the battlefield. Thus was derived Sdlome sgreatest joy in
this shambolic tragedy—choosing the weapon that would most humiliate her two suitors.

She stopped, her finger to her chinin aparody of thoughtfulness, then dowly smiled, seductive and
murderous.

“You,” shesad, pointing, “and you.”

The crowd gasped, the emperor mottled (thinking, correctly, that thiswas agibe at him), and

StarDrifter’s jaw dropped open in amixture of surprise and disgust: Salome had selected two of the most
massively obese men he d ever seen. The fact that she was going to have to deep with one of these
creatures a the end of the day gppalled him, as did the idea that they would undoubtedly humiliate
themsalves during the process of the game.

Hewondered again, briefly, a whether or not she had I carii blood within her. If shedid, then she'd
managed to get only theworst of the Icarii heritage. StarDrifter could not imagine any | carii ever acting
likethis

What? whispered an unwel come voice degp in hismind. Not WolfStar? Not Starl aughter? Not some of
the worst blood imaginable—and so much of it SunSoar?

Asthe disappointed suitors melted back into the crowd, the two winners divested themsdlves of their
clothing, leaving themsalves naked. Grest folds and rolls of flesh covered their arms and legs, their
buttocks were doughy and pockmarked, and their bellies dewlapped down amost to mid-thigh, hiding
ther genitds.

Before them, Salome snapped her fingers, and a servant came forth bearing alarge tray covered with a
dlver dome.

The wegponstray.

For along, taunting moment Salome held everyone in suspense, then she oh-so-dowly lifted the dome
and held up the two weapons.

Two lengths of silken cord.

StarDrifter frowned. That was amost too obvious, and too easy. Two lengths of cord—the victor would
be the one who strangled the other first.

But just asthe two men reached for the cords, Salome smiled, shaking afinger at them.

She picked up one of the cords and, moving to one of the combatants, tied hiswrists loosely behind his



back.
Then shetied the hands of the other behind his back.
“Useyour teeth,” she said. “Gnaw each other for my pleasure.”

The men went pale, but StarDrifter had no doubt they would do it. There was no other possible outcome
save that one of these two men would, somehow, manage to murder the other with histeeth to then take
Sdome, and the dave s soul of his choice embedded in abronze figurine, in victory.

And everyone here would stay to watch, drinking themsalves into a stupor in the process.

Sickened, StarDrifter put down his glass, turned, gave the daves one last wretched glance of sympathy,
and |eft the colonnade.

Deep in the shadows of the aides, Ba a'’ uz saw him leave, then followed.

CHAPTER THREE

Far Reach M ountains, and the Northern Reaches of the
Ashdod Dependency

| shbdl existed in afog of exhaugtion, fear, and adrugged stupor that |eft her dmost continually nauseated
and headachy as her body fought to repd the drugs. She knew only that her kidnappers had dragged her
south—the weather was warming considerably with every day’ s travel—and that they treated her with a
levd of contempt that terrified her. They mishandled her, not caring if they caused bruises, dthough they
were careful not to hurt her excessively. Occasiondly they remembered to offer her food and water. The
food Ishbd did not care for, but whatever fluid they gave her she drank down greedily. She could not get
enough to drink, and in times of better than usua clarity she knew it was an effect of the drugs they were
giving her.

She had not washed in weeks, and her body and clothes stank of travel grime and swesat. She could not
get privacy to attend to even her most basic bodily functions, and generdly had to relieve herself under
the unwaveringly contemptuous regard of the captors. During the day, when they traveled, she was either
forced to ssumble a ong shackled to one of her captors, or, when too exhausted or drugged, to lie on the
bare boards of the tray of asmall wooden cart pulled by an ill-tempered donkey.

Everything hurt: her muscles, her head (which pounded almost unceasingly), her belly. Ishbel did not
know if that was the Coil unwinding within her, or the baby shrinking and dying from lack of nourishment,
for she had not felt any movement, and she was sure Garth had said to expect some by this stage. She
was now five months pregnant, but her belly had hardly swelled at al, another reason Ishbel thought the
baby might have died.

Ishbel did not want her baby to have died. Thiswas not for her sake, but for Maximilian's. She knew
how much he wanted a child, knew how much this baby meant to him, and she did not want to be the
oneresponsiblefor losing it. Not when he was dready so angry at her.

Each day they struggled on, higher and higher into what 1shbel redlized must be the FarReach Mountains,
traversing icy mountain paths, sheltering at night in rocky canyons so cold that she could not deep for
shaking. Her captors sat around afire, but she was | eft on the outer reaches, and received little of its



warmth.

Days passed, each in ablur of exhaustion, drugged stupor, and desperation.

Axiswas enjoying himsdf ashe had not in...dozens of years before his death, he thought. Isaiah had
given him command of asquad of some four dozen armed men, plus severa cooks, numerous valets and
grooms, two guides, and severa spare horsesfor everyone. It al made Axiswonder how Isaiah traveled
with an army, if he gave lessthan fifty soldiers this much support.

But hewas glad of it. During the daylight hours they moved north, following the River Lhyl past the ruins
of Setkoth to the west (which Axiswould have loved to explore had they the time) and then the city of
Azibar on the eastern bank. Because they had so many horses they traveled fast. Even the cooks wagon
was lightweight and strong, and was able to keep up with theriders. They covered many leagues each
day, changing horses at noon and midafternoon stops. At night, when they camped, Axis appreciated the
food and assistance of the cooks and valets and grooms. For once, he and the soldiers he commanded
could just swing off their horsesin the evening and alow othersto set up camp, and provide food and
beds, and feed and water the horses.

It was not just the freedom and exercise that Axiswas enjoying, but the companionship of the soldiersas
well. It made him redlize, very forcefully, that of al the kinds of man he had once been—BattleAxe,
Enchanter, Star-Man, Star God—it was the first he had loved the most. The soldier and commander,
man of war and action and of doing.

Isaiah had told Axisthat the men under his command were among the best in Isaiah’ sarmy, and were
from hisown persond guard. Axiswas certainly impressed with them. They were quiet, determined,
disciplined, dmost as good as | saiah in weapons practice (which meant they were faster and better than
Axis, who had 4iill to regain full battle fitness), and yet humorous and friendly and warm in the evening
while not losing, even in that warmth and friendliness, their discipline or deference to Axis. Axishad
thought they might resent him, but he saw no trace of it. They were good soldiers, better men, and
engaging companions, and if they were representative of Isaiah’ slarger army, then Axisenvied Isaiah that
army quite desperately.

It also made him regard Isaiah in adifferent light. Axis could seelsaiah, or at least areflection of him, as
abattleleader, and it intrigued him. If Isaiah’ sarmy was this good and this disciplined, then how wasit
Isaiah had failed so badly in the Eastern Independencies?

Axisrelaxed into hislong-forgotten life as soldier and commander faster than he could ever have
imagined. At night, as he had done when he was BattleAxe, he pulled from hiskit asmall travel harp that
he had managed to find in Aghat and entertained the company of men with songs and baladsfrom lost
Tencendor. Axismay have lost the Star Dance, but he had not lost hismusical ability and hisfine Singing
voice, and the evenings were filled with laughter and song and companionship.

So much so that Axis hardly remembered Azhure at dl. When he did think of her, it was with warmth
and affection, and astrange redlization that she was fading further and further into his memory.

Now that he was on the move and falen back into the companionship of men and weapons, Axisno
longer wrote her |etters.

When they reached the FarReach Dependency, Axis spent severa days with the genera, Morfah,
checking on behdf of Isaiah how the resettlement was going.



The generals might not have been very happy about it (and Axis himsdf gill could not see the reason why
| saiah was preparing this massive resettlement program to follow hard on the hedl's of theinvasion), but
they had done agood job. Village after village had been evacuated and dismantled, people, livestock,
and goods moved across the Lhyl in vast numbers to congregate on the eastern plains between the river
and Sakkuth. The FarReach Dependency was dmost deserted, and Morfah told Axis (somewhat
reluctantly, as Morfah clearly neither liked nor trusted Axis, and resented hisintrusion) that there were
only afew remaining populated towns and villages and that they, within weeks, would be empty.

When Axis asked how the displaced people reacted to the news they were to be resettled in aforeign
land, Morfah just shrugged.

“They do asthey aretold,” hesaid. “They liveresgned lives”

Axisraised hiseyebrows at that, but didn’t comment, and he wasn't sure who was the more relieved of
the two of them when hetook his leave of Morfah the next morning.

Hewas glad to leave the suffocating presence of the generdl. Back on the road, and back in the
comfortable company of soldiers, Axis set thoughts of both Isaiah and Morfah to one side and enjoyed
the sunshine and the vast open spaces, and the freedom of commanding his own fate, eveniif only for a
short while.

Thus, happier than he' d been in many years, Axisled his men north, toward the FarReach Mountains and
Isaiah’s new, stolen bride.

CHAPTER FOUR
Palace of the First, Yoyette, Coroleas

StarDrifter SunSoar, Prince of the lcarii, may | join you?’

StarDrifter turned on the garden bench, bristling with anger both at the salutation and at the intrusion.
Prince of the I carii? That was either sarcasm or flattery, and StarDrifter despised both.

A man stood a pace or two away. He was entirdly nondescript, from hismiddling height to hismiddling
featuresto hismiddling brown eyes, but there was something about him that StarDrifter indtinctively
didiked.

That hint of dynessin the man's eyes, perhaps, or those too casudly clasped hands held before him.
“I cameto the garden for peace,” said StarDrifter. “ Go away.”
Heturned his back on the intruder, not caring if he offended.

The man behind him drew a breath preparatory to speaking, and StarDrifter tensed. All he wanted was
to beleft done, and if that man started to whine at him about wanting to know al about the I carii race,
then he was going to legp up from this garden bench and—

“| was having anoonday meal with your son Axis not afew weeks past,” said the stranger, “and
wondered if you'd like to know what he—"

“What?" StarDrifter exploded off the bench, so sartling the man that he dmost sumbled in hishaste to
step backward.

“What manner of crue mischief isthis, then?” StarDrifter said, striding up to him and taking afistful of the



man’'sshirt in his hand. “Who put you up to this?’

The man did not flinch in the face of StarDrifter’ sanger. “1 am sorry to so disturb you with the news of
your son'sreturn,” he said softly. “I apologize. | should have spoken more circumspectly.”

“Who areyou?’ said StarDrifter. “ And what the fuck do you want from me?’

“Merely afew moments of your time,” said the man, who seemed to be growing in confidence with every
breath. “1 can offer you news of your son, and | can offer you ameans by which to regain the Star
Dance, but if you're not interested. ..”

StarDrifter amost hit the man. He was furious, not only that this man had been sent, for whatever reason,
to torment him, but that he might actudly betelling the truth. Axis had returned, and there might bea
means to once more revel within the magic of the Star Dance, but, oh, to even think about that was so
brutaly painful that StarDrifter did not think he could besr it.

“Who areyou?’ he said, dmost spitting the words out.

“My nameisBad’uz, and | come from the Tyranny of 1sembaard to the south of the FarReach
Mountains. | understand your distress, StarDrifter, and once again | gpologize for my overdirectnessin
gpproaching you, but if you could kindly rdlease me...”

StarDrifter let the man’ s shirt go and stood back. His blue eyeswere brilliant with emotion, hisface
flushed, and anger radiated out of him like adangerous fever. Ba a’ uz thought that StarDrifter exuded far
more presence than his son, the Icarii’ s anger being underscored by a powerful sensudity and an
undisciplined ego.

Hewould suit Bad'uz' purpose very well.

“I don't believeyou,” said StarDrifter.

“Of courseyou don't,” Ba d’uz said, “for | have not yet had achance to explain mysdf. May we sit?’
“No. Just tdl mewhat you mugt, then leave.”

“Y ou are not going to want me to leave once you hear what | haveto say,” Ba d’ uz said softly.

“Just sy it!”

“Inthe land where | come from, we have a powerful structure. We call it DarkGlass Mountain, dthough
in ages past it was known as Threshold. It actsin the same manner as your Star Gate once did, and,
dthough it isinfinitely more powerful than the Star Gate was, it is cgpable of being controlled and
directed. It is perfectly possble that DarkGlass M ountain can filter the music of the Star Dance for you.
If it does not do so aready, then that is because no one has ever asked it to try.”

StarDrifter did not know what to say. He stared at this man, dmost hating him for what he was
saying—Wasit true? Could it possibly be true?—and wanting to have the strength to just turn his back
and wak away from him.

“Perhgpsasmall demondration?’ Ba d’ uz said.
StarDrifter replied only with aflat stare.

Bad d’uz gave asmdl shrug of indifference to StarDrifter’ s continuing hostility and gestured to astone
bench, where StarDrifter sat down, his every movement stiff.



“So far distant from DarkGlass Mountain,” said Ba'd’ uz, “I can only draw forth afraction of the power
normdly available to me, but it shall be enough to give you an ideaof the pyramid’ s potentid.”

He gathered some twigs from the ground and sat at the other end of the bench, leaving aclear stretch of
stone between himsdlf and StarDrifter. “Now, if you could hold these twigs here, like this, yes, thank you,
and | take these and hold them so, then we have the most basic of structures, apyramid, yes?’

StarDrifter made no response. His anger hadn’t abated, but now he felt foolish aso, for alowing thisman
totrick himinto this—

“Watch,” said Ba d’ uz, very softly. “Watch the pyramid.”

The two men held between them aloosely constructed pyramid of twigs. As StarDrifter looked down, he
felt the unmistakable aura of power emanating from the man Ba d’ uz. He glanced a the man’ sface, then
looked down at the twigs again.

And gasped.

A moment ago the structure had been nothing but loose twigs held together in the vague semblance of a
pyramid.

Now the twigs had vanished, replaced by lines of light enclosing a space that glowed with avery soft
rosy radiance.

Ba d’ uz muttered something, and the rosy radiance dissipated, replaced with aview of afair-haired and
bearded man sitting under the stars by afire, entertaining agroup of soldierswith aharp.

StarDrifter’ s mouth dropped open.
That was Axigl

The vison faded, and amoment later the lines of light were replaced once more by twigs, which Ba'd’ uz
let topple dowly to the ground.

StarDrifter could not for the moment speak. He was till stunned at seeing his son. He did not doubt what
he' d seen. That had not been avision conjured from the far past, when Axis had been BattleAxe. For
onething, Axis had been wearing unfamiliar clothes, and for another, he’d worn the face that StarDrifter
had last seen—tired and careworn—if now overlaid with something else...a sense of mischief,

StarDrifter thought. His son was having fun, whatever he was doing.

“Why ismy son back?” StarDrifter said. “How did he come back?”’

“I brought him back,” said Ba d’uz, lying in order to secure StarDrifter’ sfull cooperation, “using the
power of DarkGlass Mountain. If it can do that, StarDrifter, it can touch the Star Dance for you aswell.”

“Takemeto him,” StarDrifter said. “Please”
Oh, gods, Axiswas back!

Synessdipped dl about Ba'd’ uz' face. “Of course,” he said, “but in return | would ask that you do
something for me.”

“Whet?’

“I would like you to sted the Weeper from Sdome, the Duchess of Sidon.” Ba d’ uz smiled as



StarDrifter looked shocked. *Y ou can think of it asaparting gift to the Coroleans.”

“I can't...no one can get near the Weeper. Stars, Ba d’ uz, that isthe most closaly guarded deity in
Coroleas!”

Ba d’ uz noted that StarDrifter had not actualy refused.

“Perhaps we can discuss this over aglass of wine somewhere?” he said. “If you arewilling, | cantdll you
just how easy it shal beto take the deity...and freeits soul.”

Ba d’uz had noted StarDrifter’ s disgust during Fillip Day, and thought he understood the reason behind
it.

“I want to free the Weeper,” Ba'd’ uz said. “Do you?’

CHAPTER FIVE
The Far Reach M ountains

T he group of five Icarii had been searching for weeks with no success save for rumors and some
unsubstantiated reports. They’ d flown to Deepend, to discover that, yes, a group of men had come
through, and they might have had awoman with them, but no one could remember much detail. One man
suggested that the group had continued farther south, perhaps aiming for the FarReach Mountains.

StarWeb had never liked Ishbel, and by now had come to loathe her. Without even trying, so it seemed,
Ishbd trailed havoc, murder, and heartache behind her. StarWeb could not understand why Maximilian
was S0 besotted with the woman.

Persondly, she would have | et the kidnappers do what they wanted with the cursed woman.
And why would anyone want her, anyway?
Ohyes, of course, she was pregnant.

Wasn't that a cunning move on Ishbd’ s part. She probably felt that Maximilian was dipping avay from
her and so had conceived. She had known from the marriage negotiations how much Maximilian wanted
achild, must have thought to herself, Ahyes, | can do anything with him once he knows | am carrying his
child...

Who knew if it was Maximilian' s baby anyway?
Damnit! Why couldn’t Maximilian have picked someone e se as hiswife?

StarWeb grew progressively more ill-tempered as the days and weeks dragged by. In the evenings,
when they sheltered by asmal fire, or were together at the dining table of aroadside tavern, she
reasoned that they’ d done enough, they should return to Ruen, and Maximilian would just haveto get
used to theideathat he’' d lost hiswife amost as soon as he' d found her.

But none of the others agreed with her. BroadWing EvenBeat was the most vocal. Maximilian was
digtraught, hiswife had been taken from him, she was carrying his child, and Maximilian’slife had aready
been too wrapped in tragedy to alow it to strike once more.

Asif our liveshaven't aso been wrapped in enough tragedy, Star\WWeb aways thought at the last
argument, but she never spoke the words aoud, knowing BroadWing and her other companions could



seeit written al over her face,

Besides, it wasn't just dtruism that drove the others onward in their search for Ishbel. It wasdso joy at
having apurpose, joy a being dlowed to soar over plain and mountain, joy at being able to discover new
lands and skyscapes. It was elther search for Ishbel and revel in life asthey did so, or return to ausaless
exisgencein Ruen or wherever e sethey drifted.

Ishbel was an excuse, and they refused to let it go.
So they went on, day after day.

From Deepend they’ d flown ever south, following atrail toward the FarReach Mountains. At that point
StarWeb knew there was no holding Broad-Wing and the others back. The chance to soar over
mountains almogt astal asthe lcescarp Alpswasirresigtible, and as much as she hated to admit i,
StarWeb enjoyed it aswell. They had al missed the Icescarp Alps so much, and to fedl once more the
power of the thermas generated by the huge mountains...well, some days there was far more soaring
done than searching.

Then, on the fifth day of the fourth week of the tenth month, they flew over aravine, and they saw, far,
far below, thethin trail of smoke from afire.

Reuctantly, for the therma s were particularly enticing on this day, they spirded downward for acloser
look.

They crouched on arock just below a peak that rose at |least athousand paces from the floor of the
ravine.

It was cold here, and uncomfortable, but for the moment the five I carii huddled close and peered down.
Their eyesight was excdllent, as good as an eagl€'s, and they could very clearly seethe group of eight
men...and the unmoving figure of awoman shackled to one of the men.

“Itisher,” said StarWeb, every word forced out. “ See the color of the strand of hair fluttering from
beneath the hood? It isIshbd.”

“Well, she'sdive, at least,” said ViewSky, one of the other | carii. “ She may not be moving, but they’d
not sheckle her if shewaan't till bresthing.”

“They’'retaking her into the Tyranny of Isembaard,” said BroadWing. “Why, | wonder?’

StarWeb didn’t care. All she wanted now wasto get out of here. Even the mere sight of 1shbel made her
amost nauseated with hatred.

“WEe |l need to report thisto Maximilian,” shesaid. “It'll be along flight back to Ruen.”
“No,” said BroadWing. “We need to rescue her.”

“No!” said StarWeb. “ Stars, BroadWing! We cannot try to rescue her! There are more of them than us,
and—"

“Wedon't fly away and leave her,” said BroadWing. “Dear gods, StarWeb, she' s pregnant! And
they’ ve shackled her! Stars alone knowswhat else they have doneto her...look, they’re eating, but
Ishbel not. We rescue her.”



StarWeb looked to the others for support, but they were al nodding at Broadwing.
Suddenly StarWeb fdlt very ill. They were going to risk their livesfor that cursed woman?
“Imaging” sad ViewSky, “Maximilian’ s face when we arrive back at Ruen with Ishbel.”

StarWeb did not know how ViewSky, or any of the others, imagined the manner in which they were
going to transport thefair and ailing Ishbel back to Ruen...if one of them wanted to carry her, then they
could bloody well do it without her ad.

“I think | have aplan,” said BroadwWing.

CHAPTER S X
Palace of the First, Yoyette, Coroleas

StarDrifter was more than dightly drunk. Not just with acohol, dthough he d surely had enough of thet,
but also with hope and purpose and joy. Hedidn't like Ba'd’ uz, and he didn’t particularly trust him, but
he appreciated him.

Ba d’ uz wasreinvigoraing hislife.

While the concept of once more touching the Star Dance was exhilarating, the other piece of news about
Axiswasthe supreme joy for StarDrifter. Suddenly the universe seemed amuch lesslondly place. His
son was back! StarDrifter could not wait to embrace him.

Hewanted to be with Axis, desperately.
He wanted to escape the Corolean court, desperately.

All thisBa d’ uz offered him, with the added pleasure of not only being able to rescue at least one soul
from its accursed imprisonment within abronze shell (and that soul the most pitiful of al, the Weeper),
but in the doing being able to destroy Sdlome. For StarDrifter, S ome epitomized the immorality, the
cruelty, and the sheer horror of thelife of the Corolean nobility. People had often criticized the I carii for
being arrogant, unfeding, and sdifish, but the Icarii were innocentsin the arts of immoraity and arrogance
when compared to such as Salome and al she represented.

Heand Ba d’ uz had retired to StarDrifter’ stiny chamber in the bowels of the Palace of the First.
StarDrifter had dways hated this chamber, representing for him everything that had gone wrong with his
life. It was deep underground, not having even awindow, and there was nothing worse for an Icarii than
to fed trapped underground, lacking the ability to soar. It wastiny, constantly reminding StarDrifter of all
the grandeur he had logt. It was pitiful, constantly emphasizing StarDrifter’ s own pathetic existence. It
was plain, utterly unadorned, and drab, when al Icarii gloried in color and vibrancy.

Ba d’uz and StarDrifter both had to it on the narrow bed pushed hard against one wall—there was no
chair. StarDrifter had managed to purloin from the kitchen severa jugs of rough ae, and they s,
drinking from the jugs—they had not even glasses or mugs.

“Tell me, then,” said StarDrifter, “how easy isit going to be for meto stea the Weeper for you?’

The Weeper, the most desired deity in dl of Coroleas, renowned for its ability to grant its owner amost
anything he or shewished.

“Very easy,” said Ba a’ uz. He had matched StarDrifter siwallow for swallow, and now his eyes glittered,



his cheeks glowed, and his mouth and chin were moist with spilled de. “Y ou seduce Sdlome—all know
the Weeper iskept in her bedchamber—and then while she degpsin postcoital abandonment, you take
the Weeper, meet me outside, and we flee the palace for Isembaard.”

StarDrifter laughed. “No wonder you need me, Ba al’ uz. Y ou’ d not have a hope of seducing amouse,
let done the beautiful Duchess of Sdon.”

Something shifted momentarily in Bad’uz' face, but then the addled, happy ook dipped back into place.
“Y ou can seduce her, yes?’

StarDrifter remembered Salome' slook of interest a him on Fillip Day, and he dso remembered his
speculation regarding her Icarii blood.

“Yes” hesaid softly, “I know precisaly how to seduce her.” He took another swallow of hisae. “But,
tell methis, my newfound friend—Sa ome has been taking loversinto that bedchamber of hersfor years.
No doubt many of them have hoped she would dip into a postcoital dumber deep enough that they might
risk dashing off with the Weeper. | gppreciate that you think my lovemaking skills so extraordinary thet |
might exhaust the lady when none before have managed the feet, but ill...”

“Ah,” said Bad’uz, “| haveasmall pessary locked away in my bag. It isamost potent pessary. It shall
send her into adumber so profound that she shdl not wake for an entire day.”

“Redly. And this pessary goes...”’
Ba d’uz smiled, the expression cold and uncompromising, and told StarDrifter.

StarDrifter laughed again, alittle uncomfortably thistime. “Wdll, | supposeif I’'m going to deep with the
woman anyway ... But thereis another problem.”

“Then | shal solveit for you.”

“| have heard aso that no one can touch the Weeper without it...weeping. Not just weeping, but
screaming, sobbing, and calling much unwanted attention to itsalf. Only its master or misiress can handle
it without the deity calling down retribution upon its unwanted handler.”

“| think | havethe—"
“TH rk?i

“Wél, neither of uswill know until the theory istested, will we?’ Ba d’ uz paused, holding StarDrifter’s
somewhat incredulous stare. “ But | am very surethat thiswill quiet the Weeper...”

13 YS?I
“Before you touch it, introduce yourself, then tell it that you want to take it home.”
“And where might that be?’

“Tell the Weeper that you wish to take him hometo the Lord of Elcho Faling. It shall want nothing more
than to go hometo Elcho Faling, StarDrifter. He will come with you then, of that | am sure.” Kanubai
had whispered this plan to Ba d’ uz the night before, and Ba a’ uz had no reason to doubt its efficacy,
athough he certainly doubted Kanubai would ever allow the Weeper anywhere near Elcho Faling or its
lord.

“And you can freehim?’ StarDrifter said.



“Yes” Bad’uz sad, hisvoice so gentleit brought tearsto StarDrifter’ seyes, “1 can free him. We' |l take
him hometo the Lord of Elcho Falling, and we' |l take you back to your son. Two lives, regained. Two
sorrows, erased.”

“ThenI’'myour man,” said StarDrifter.

CHAPTER SEVEN
The Southern Reaches of the Far Reach M ountains

| shbel was not quite unconscious, drifting in that half-awake land where all sensations and perceptions
are grosdly distorted. Her eight captors were seated about afire, eating, and their conversation filtered
into Ishbel’ smind asif it came through water. She could understand none of their words, and she made
no attempt to understand. All Ishbel wanted was to deep, to shut out the world and everything happening
to her, to drift away, and just not know. They had given her drugs before they’ d begun to eat, and even
though her body was now becoming accustomed to their effect, she could fed the seductive pull of them
asthey coursed through her blood, and she willed hersdlf to submit and sink deep into unconsciousness.

She was amogt there, dmost unknowing, then there was some manner of commotion. Severa of the
Eight started to their feet, their abrupt action making Ishbel open her eyes.

She could not see very well, but it gppeared to her asif the men were dl staring farther down the ravine.

Ishbel didn't care, and closed her eyes. It might have been abear, or apack of wolves or bandits, but
shedidn’t care. Just so long asthey alowed her to drift into—

One of the men shouted, acry of pure darm, and Ishbel jerked her eyes open once more. Two of the
men had started down the ravine, but Zeboul, the senior of the Eight, had called them back.

Ishbel thought she heard something above her, and tried to shift her head so she could look up.
But, oh, it was so hard, and she was o tired.

More sound. Definitely something above her. Ishbel made a huge effort, and managed to turn over far
enough that she could look up to the sky.

There appeared to be two shapes spiraling down toward her.

Eagles! Terror swept through Ishbel. She wasn't strong enough to fend them off, and they would peck a
her face, her eyes...

More noise about the fire, and Ishbel thought she saw afaint shadow, but she was now staring, fixated,
at the blurry but huge shapes spiraing closer and closer.

Sounds of fighting to her right, but 1shbel ignored them.
Oh, gods, gods, the shapes were | carii!
Ishbel struggled to speak, to cal out to them, to raise her hand.

To her right the sounds of fighting intensified, as aso did the shadow—it seemed amost asif her
immediate vicinity was being encased in afase dusk.

Thelcarii landed at her side, and one of them bent over her.



“Y ou have no ideawhat atrouble you have been, you bitch,” StarWeb hissed, and then her head
exploded in amass of bone and tissue.

A heartbest |ater, the male I carii behind StarWeb, reeling back in shock at her death, also exploded, and
Ishbel gave agrest cry, only to choke on feathers and pulverized flesh.

Axis had been riding at the head of his column, heading for the opening to aravine a the foot of the
FarReach Mountains, when he heard the faint sound of fighting.

Adrendine rushed through him. He pulled his sword from its scabbard, booted his horseinto agallop,
andydled & hismento do likewise.

Axis had only been some fifty paces from the entrance to the ravine when he' d urged his horse forward,
and it had taken only momentsfor him to round the tumble of bouldersthat hid hisview of theravine.

The sight that met his eyesfilled him with horror.

There were agroup of men, who Axis recognized as those who had traveled north with Ba d’ uz, fighting
with four or five | carii—the whole encased in awrithing gray cloud that Axisingtantly recognized as
power. All his sensestold him it was being used for afoul purpose.

Then, ashedrew close, two of the Icarii, who had been standing over a bound figure lying on the ground,
exploded.

Something cracked within Axis heart.
Two more | carii were struggling with Ba d’ uz” men, and then they, too, exploded.
Axis screamed, driving hishorse directly into the melee.

There was afifth I carii, struggling to rise from the ground some distance away, but for the moment Axis
ignored him. He raised his sword, and brought it down in agreet arc, taking the head of one of Ba d’uz
men.

Within theingtant his men were with him, and the remainder of Ba'd’ uz' men, stunned by the sudden
attack, and losing whatever grip on power they’ d had, dispersed and started to run.

Axiswas overwhemed, not only with the sudden, unexpected sight of Icarii, but with their almost
smultaneous deaths. Right now, trying to catch the remaining men was not a priority, and helet them go.
Hejumped down from his horse, glanced at the woman lying some distance away, who he supposed
must be Ishbel, then at the Icarii now rising to hisfest.

The birdman was staring at him in complete disbelief.
“StarMan?’ he sad.

Axiswaked dowly toward him, then hated as he saw the | carii tense. For al he knew, Axiswasa
phantasm. Axislooked at him carefully, desperately trying to put anameto the face, which he'd
recognized from his days of leading the Strike Force.

“BroadwWing,” he said. “ BroadWing EvenBest.”

BroadWing relaxed, just afraction, and nodded. “How isit you are here?’ he said.



Axisgave adight shrug. “By amagic | do not understand. No one else has come back. You?’

“| was stationed in Ruen when Tencendor collgpsed, StarMan. There are some six thousand of us
scattered about.”

“Cdl me Axis, please. My title of StarMan isnow useless”

The conversation was starting to fedl surred to Axis. What was left of the bodies of four Icarii lay about,
and Ishbel, Queen of Escator, lay moaning to one side, grasping at thin air with one weak hand.

BroadWing saw the direction of Axis glance. “Wewere trying to rescue her,” hesaid. “ Sheis—"

“I know who sheis. Look, BroadWing, you cannot possibly take her back to Escator by yourself, and
shelookstooill for usto linger herelong enough for you to fetch aid. Furthermore, sheisin no condition
to attempt ajourney back through the FarReach Mountains—and no I carii could carry her that distance.
| will take care of her. Tell Maximilian that. Shewill be safe. | promiseit.”

“When was any woman ever safe with you, Axis SunSoar?’
Axisgaveasmadl smile. “ Shewill be safe, BroadWing. Tel Maximilian not to worry.”

“Heloves her, Axis. Hewill tear the earth apart for her. Keep your word, | pray you. And...” He
looked about, and Axis saw hisface crumplein grief at the sight of his companions.

“I will farewd | them, BroadWing,” Axissaid.
BroadWing hesitated, clearly torn about what to do. “ Axis, what was that power those men used?’

“I fear very much it was something ancient and highly maignant,” said Axis. “Broadwing, listen, | need to
get Ishbel to atown and aphysician asfast as| can. Do you want to come with us?’

He turned about as he said this, to indicate his armed escort, and redlized for thefirst time how they
stood, staring at BroadWing.

They’ d never seen an I carii before, and their expressions wavered between the hostile and the curious.
“I think 1 will report back to Maximilian,” said BroadWing. “ Axis, you will farewell my companions?’
Axisnodded. “Tel Maximilian | will take care of her.”

BroadWing gaveasmdl, cynica smile at that last. “Hewill comefor her, Axis”

“I have no doubt,” Axissaid quietly.

With afina nod, BroadwWing lifted off and spiraled rapidly into the sky.

CHAPTEREIGHT
The Southern Reaches of the Far Reach M ountains

H ewasno harmto us,” Axissaid to his men, and they dowly relaxed, murmuring between themsalves.

“And the others?’ said Insharah, who was the most senior of the men of Axis escort. “They were
Bad'uz men?



“Yes” said Axis. Helooked around. “They will have fled by now and, frankly, I am not happy about that
power of theirs.”

“What did you mean,” asked another of the men, Madarin, “when you said they widlded an ancient and
malignant power?’

“I believe they used the power of DarkGlass Mountain,” said Axis, “but we can’t talk about that now.
The woman needs aid, fast, and we also need to build a pyre for the remains of the I carii—the winged
people. It will not take long to build, and | can farewel them then properly, as| promised. Madarin, can
you take five of the men to build the pyre? Insharah, take a dozen more and make sure Ba'd’ uz’ men are
not lingering nearby, then search the belongingsthey left behind for anything that might be ussful.”

Asthe men turned to their tasks, Axiswalked over to the two Icarii who had been struggling with
Bad’uz men when they’ d exploded. There was dmost nothing of them left—certainly nothing that Axis
could recognize. He bent down by their remains, reaching out a hand to run hisfingers over the curve of a

wing.

He remembered, suddenly, horribly, how his daughter, Zenith, and father, StarDrifter, had been torn
gpart by the Hawk Childs.

Blinded with tears, Axis rose and went to where the woman lay, the remains of two Icarii just beyond
her. Axis brushed the tears from his eyes, then squatted down by Ishbel. He didn’t look at her
immediately, though, instead running his eyes over the tattered corpses just beyond her.

“I'm sorry,” 1shbel whispered.

Axistook adeep breath, then looked down at her. What her features were like he could not tell, for she
was covered in blood and tissue, with feathers stuck to her face.

“Help me,” shewhispered and, after amoment, Axis nodded.

Axismade Ishbd as comfortable as he could for the moment, giving her water to drink and placing her
carefully in thetray of the cart, then helped his command gather the remains of the four Icarii; the corpse
of the man Axis had killed he ordered to be tossed behind some distant rocks. Collecting what was | eft
of the Icarii was afrightful task, and they did it in complete sllence, placing the remains on abed of
timber. When it was done, Axistook a cod from the smoldering fire and placed it among the timber.

The Isembaardians watched in silence asthe pyre burned, but Axis stood alittle gpart from them, and
sang abeautiful song in alanguage the soldiers did not recognize. They did understand the emotion
behind it, though, and its beauty, and knew that Axiswas farewd ling the birdmen and -woman into the
Otherworld.

Onceit was done, Axis gave the command to ride out. They needed to camp for the night, but he was
damned if he' d spend the night in this place of desth.

Now, as hismen mounted up, Axis waked back to the cart, looking at Ishbel.

Only then did he redlize the true extent of her illness. He' d wiped her face clean earlier, and now he saw
that she was gray, her face swesting.

“Ishbel?” he said, cdling her by her namefor thefirst time. “What iswrong?’



Shetried to speak, but her mouth wastoo dry, and Axis had to give her adrink of water from his
canteen.

“Themen,” she said, her voice weak, “had kept me drugged for...oh, gods, weeks, | suppose. Now...”
“Y our body is screaming out for more,” Axissaid.
She nodded.

He stood and looked at her, uncertain. He wondered if there were any drugs left in the packs that
Bad’uz men had left behind them and, if therewas, if he should give Ishbel any more of it. He called
Insharah over.

“Was there anything among the packs. ..any vidsor drugs?’

Insharah shook hishead. “If there were drugs, then one of Ba d’uz' men must have been carrying them
on his person.”

He hesitated.
“Yes?' sad Axis

“Therewasonething of interest,” Insharah said. “A glass pyramid, smal enough to gt in the pam of your

Bad’uz rosepyramid?“My goodness,” said Axissoftly. “Well, | have no timeto study it now. Putitin
my pack, will you, and Il look at it later. For the moment we need to mount up and head for the nearest
town. If we can find one il inhabited after Isaiah’s push to move everyone west.”

Insharah nodded and waked off.

“Y ou will need to be strong enough to get through the next hour or two,” Axissaid to Ishbel. “Wewon’'t
be able to make atown until tomorrow morning at least, but I’ d like to make astart now. Can you wait
that long?’

She nodded again.

“Wewill camp somewhere secure for the night, and then the cooks will make you something to eat. That
might help.”

It probably wouldn’t, but it was all Axiscould say.

“Thank you,” she whispered, then, as Axis turned to go, reached out a hand and grabbed weakly at his
deeve

“Who areyou?’ shesaid.

Axissmiled. “I'm sorry,” he said. “My nameis Axis SunSoar. Aslogt asyou inthisland, | think.” He
touched her face briefly. “Hold on just an hour, then we can make you more comfortable.”

Then he was gone, and the donkey moved forward, pulling the cart after the men on horseback.

Ishbel lay inthe lurching cart, feding moreill than she could ever remember. She dternated between chills



and fevers, and a constant nausea and throbbing headache compounded her misery. Everything was
made worse by the fact that now the drugs had worn off she could fed, whereas before she had existed
in agtate of constant numbness and semiconsciousness. Everything ached: her limbs, her back, her ches,
her abdomen.

What had happened to her child she had no idea. She'd run ahand over her belly, feding the swelling
there, but she did not know if the baby lived or had died.

If it lived, then it suffered as much as she.

Ishbel fought back the tears, not wanting Axis SunSoar to see them, nor wanting hersalf to succumb to
the weakness. She thought allittle about Axis. She knew the name, for she had heard the legend while at
Srus court, but she did not think that this Axis could possbly be the same man. Ishbel did not worry
overmuch about it, or even think too much about Axis. All shedid wasto lieas Hill as possible (and that
was impaossiblein thislurching cart) and manage the pain as best she could.

Eventudly, she heard Axis call to his men to establish camp. She did not know how long they had
traveled, but now it was twilight, and very cold, and she was shaking uncontrollably benesth her

Wrgppings.

The cart cameto a hdt suddenly, jolting her, and Ishbel screwed shut her eyes and cried out with the
pan.

There was the sound of a horse, and then amuttered voice.

“Sard”

The cart lurched, and Ishbel redlized that someone had stepped onto the tray.

“Ishbd,” Axis soft voice said, and she managed to open her eyes.

He was squatting next to her in the tray of the cart, one hand resting on the coverings above her chest.
“Ishbd,” hesaid, “I am going to lift you out of this cart, and down by afire. | am sorry if | hurt you.”
“I can get mysdlf out, | think.”

He smiled very dowly, and the pressure on her chest increased dightly. “1 will lift you, 1shbel. Do not be
afraid of me.”

Ishbel wasn't, but she was mortified that she couldn’t do morefor hersalf. Axislifted her very gently,
causing her hardly any discomfort at all, stepped down from the cart, and carried her to where severd of
the soldiers had built afire.

He sat her down, made sure she was reasonably comfortable, then stepped aside for amurmured
conversation with one of the soldiers. Once the soldier had gone—Ishbel heard him mount one of the
horses and ride off at a gallop—AXxisreturned to her side.

“I’ve sent one of the men off to find better accommodation somewhere in this deserted land, and perhaps
aherbalist or physician to help you. But in the meantime, Ishbel, what can | do for you? What do you
need most?’

To return to my home, I1shbel thought. Home to Serpent’s Nest. Her fever had taken hold once more,
and she was shaking with its effects. Her throat was parched, her head throbbed unmercifully, and her



nausea was getting worse with every breeath.
“Morewater,” she managed.

Axislifted her up so he could put the canteen to her mouth, but Ishbel retched as soon as the water
spilled into her mouth. She haf fdl out of Axis supporting arm, and he had to grab at her to keep her
steady, one hand on her belly.

“Stars,” he muttered, “you’ re pregnant.”
Then Ishbel heard him give a soft, ironic laugh. “Isaiah won't be happy about that.”
“Who—" Ishbel began.

“Don’t worry about that now,” Axissaid. “Ishbe, wewill get you to atown and aphysician asfast aswe
can. | don’t want to keep you out in the open and away from better aid than | can provide any longer
than is needed.”

“| want to go home,” she whispered.

“Escator istoo far away,” Axis said, and she could again hear the smilein hisvoice. “One of Isembaard's
border towns shdl haveto do for now.”

Not Escator, Ishbel thought. Home.

Axislay Ishbd down, wiping her face with adamp cloth, asking her if she wanted to try the water again.
When sherefused, he sat with her, unspeaking, until 1shbel drifted into afevered deep.

CHAPTER NINE

The Town of Torinox, the Northern Borders of the Far Reach
Dependency

| shbel dipped deeper into her fevered dumber, so that by the time the soldier returned with news of a
town that was il partly inhabited some three hours ride to the southwest, Axis was unable to rouse her.
He frowned, worried, then lifted her as gently as he could and, instead of putting her back into the cart,
propped her before him on his horse. The donkey-drawn cart would be too d ow—he needed to get
Ishbel to aid as soon as possible.

Axishad not redly thought about what he might find when he met up with Ba d’uz’' men and their charge,
but it wasn't the daughter he had actually encountered, and most certainly not the sudden mesting with
the Icarii. That sight of them, the Sight of them being daughtered, had wrenched at something very deepin
hissoul. He d been living dmost in astate of unnatura serenity, dmost afugue, snce he' d been hauled
back into thisworld.

Witnessing the death of those I carii had propelled himinto full life.

Stars The spectacle of those Icarii, lying in dmost unrecognizable tatters of flesh and drifting,
blood-spattered feathers.

As herode through the night, Ishbel clutched before him, Axis thought about the events of the day. The
conversation with BroadWing had unsettled him badly. 1t had felt as though he were being dragged back
into aworld and alife that was not completely wel come—or welcoming, for BroadWing had certainly



regarded Axiswith some suspicion.

And how else was BroadWing supposed to react, en? The Icarii who were |eft had been forced to
manage with such great loss and tragedy that Axis had no idea how they had coped.

Suddenly he cursed to himself. Why hadn’t he asked BroadWing about StarDrifter? Gods, if StarDrifter
was dive somewhere then BroadWing may well have known about it.

What alost opportunity.

AXxisrode, one arm about Ishbel, hismind and heart in turmoil. Even though he’ d now been riding for
amost fourteen hours, hefelt no exhaustion, only aterrible kind of nervous energy that, after an hour or
two, he realized was adeep, unrelenting yearning for the man he had once been. Not the Star God, not
even the StarMan, but those wonderful, intense years when he had been discovering himself asan
Enchanter and as an I carii prince. When he had been doing and discovering—two women he had loved
beyond imagining; power beyond comprehension; excitement and life and energy and fear.

The sheer headiness of hurtling forward through life, of discoveries both wondrous and terrifying, of
doing.

AsaStar God, Axis had stopped moving forward. His extraordinary journey had cometo aconclusion.
He had stopped doing, and that had been the ruination of him.

Now here he was, hurtling through life once more, acompany of fellow soldiers streaming out behind
him, astolen queen hdld tight in hisarms, the stars whirling over his head, and the prospect of new
discoveries, new chalenges, new frontiers both glorious and dreadful before him.

Axis arm tightened about Ishbel, his hedls booted his horseinto even greater effort, and he grinned, and
wondered what adventures lay before him.

Ishbel knew almost nothing of that wild ride. In yearsto come she would remember flashes of it: the
violent motion of the horse, Axis arm tight about her, and the warmth and scent of hisbody, the glint of
teeth as he grinned, the stars spinning overhead.

Thepan.

Her fever was getting worse, and it sank dark fingers of agony into every single one of her joints. Any
movement was a nightmare of hurt: not just her joints, but her head, which fdlt asif it wanted to explode,
and her ssomach, which now twisted and cramped as badly asif it had been flung onto abed of hot
cods.

She escaped asfar as she could into unconsciousness, but even that held little relief for her. She
dreamed, visonary nightmares that melded effortlesdy into one another.

Her usua nightmare cameto her firdt: the Lord of Elcho Faling, anding in the snow, his back to her,
then dowly becoming aware of her presence, his head turning, turning, turning, and then the torrent of
despair and pain that engulfed her world as he laid eyes on her and opened his mouth to speak.

Thistimeit was worse than she' d ever experienced it before.

Then Ishbel dreamed of Star\Web whispering vicious hatred into her ear. Maximilian, turning on Ishbe in
revulsion, and blaming her for the desths of Evenor, Allemorte, and Borchard. StarWeb, exploding in a



red mist of blood and bone and flesh. Maximilian, hearing the news of hislover’ s degth, and bresking
downin grief.

Maximilian, blaming Ishbd for StarWWeb' s death.
Hersdf, giving birth to atwisted, lumpen mass destroyed by Ba d’ uz' poisons.
Maximilian blaming her for his much-wanted child' s death, too.

She was unaware that occasondly she caled out hisname—Maxd! Maxd! Maxe!—and that Axis arm
tightened fractiondly about her every time she did so.

Wordt of dl, though, was the dream in which the Great Serpent appeared to her, hissing and spitting,
cursing her for losng Maximilian, and any chance they had of preventing tragedy and annihilation.

What kind of foolish woman are you, the Grest Serpent hissed, to so lose Maximilian?

And then, sometimes, dreams of Maximilian and the Great Serpent faded completely, and shewasfilled
with a sense of totd loss and foreboding, and she knew then that the Lord of Elcho Falling was close.

Torinox was more village than town, but it had an inn still open, and, blessed beto dl gods, it had a
physician caled Zeboath waiting insde that inn. Apparently he' d been dueto leave for the resettlement
convoys gathering in the east the previous week, but his horse had needed ret to recover from adight
lameness, and he was till in the town. Zeboath had spent histime waiting, so far as Axis could see,
sampling most of the innkeeper’ sremaining stocks of de.

Still, Zeboath was a pleasant enough man, in both manner and aspect, and seemed competent despite his
dight intoxication, giving Ishbd aquick examination as Axis carried her in.

“She sburning with fever,” Zeboath said. “ She needs to be put to bed immediately, given abath, and she
needsto havefluids”

“Shetried to drink for me,” said Axis, “but was unable to keep the water down.”
“Fever?’ said the innkeeper. “Fever? | am not so sure | want her to stay—"

Axisturned to the man, Ishbe ill inhisarms. “I hold in my arms the Queen of Escator, and your tyrant’s
future bride. If you want to refuse her aid, | am not entirely sure that 1saiah will understand.”

Theinnkeeper shut his mouth with an audible snap, and hastened to show Axisto aroom set aside on the
ground floor.

Zeboath did what he could for Ishbel, but it was not very much. He and the innkeeper’ s daughter washed
thefilth of travel and sicknessfrom her, and the physician managed to get some herba medicine down
Ishbel’ s throat, which he said would ease both her fever and her nausea. He also lft pieces of juicefilled
fruit in her mouth so that, even in her degp deep, she could suck moisture and sweetness from them.

“But for therest,” Zeboath murmured to Axis asthey stood by the door of 1shbel’s chamber, “1 can do
little. 1 do not know what drugs she was given, so cannot counteract them. Asfor her fever...” He
stopped, looking back through the door to where Ishbel lay motionlessin the bed. “I cannot yet tell what
has caused it, although | do not think it aplague or blight. Morelikely aresult of weeks of little food and



water, of sorrow and terror, if what you tell me about her circumstancesis correct.”
“And her baby?’

Zeboath shrugged. “Who can tdll? Sheis about halfway through her pregnancy and the childissmall. |
cannot fed it move. Shewill either loseit, or manage to keep it until birth, but what damage may have
been donetoit, | don't—" He stopped suddenly, giving a shamefaced half smile. “And | should stop
saying ‘| don’'t know,” yes?’

Axis put his hand briefly on the man’ s shoulder, inginctively liking and trusting him. “Y ou have done what
you can.” He glanced at Ishbel himself. “ Until she wakes, and can speak, | doubt there' slittle anyone can
dofor her.”

“Her hushand?’
“l have no ideawhereheis,” said Axis. “North of the FarReach Mountains, | assume.”

He remembered what BroadWing had said—Maximilian will tear the earth apart for he—and he
wondered how long Maximilian would stay north of the FarReach Mountains once BroadWing had
reported back to him.

Zeboath was now looking at 1shbel with adegree of softness Axisfound alittle surprising. “If | had lost
such awife,” Zeboath said, “I’ d go mad trying to discover her again.” Now he looked back at Axis. “Y et
you say sheisdestined for Isaiah.”

Axis hesitated to speak, wondering what he could say, then redlized he had been handed a god-given
opportunity to see just what Isaiah’s subjects thought of their tyrant.

“You know what Isaiahislike,” he sad, with hisown haf shrug.

Zeboath gave a soft snort. “Heiswhat Aghat and his childhood has made him,” he said. “He is better
than hisfather.”

“Inwhat way?’

Now Zeboath looked at Axis curioudy. “Y ou're not from thisland, are you?Y ou speak the language
well, but too precisdy, and with a strange intonation.”

“I come originaly from thelost land of Tencendor,” Axissaid, “now earning my keep asamercenary for
lsaiah.”

“And ashisspy?’
“No. Whatever you say issafe. | ask questions only to sate my own curiogity.”

“Perhaps. Well, Isaiah’ sfather, Turmebt, was...” Zeboath sighed. “A man not given to understanding
and tolerance. A man who was given to indulging histastes, however repulsive they might be. |sembaard
would have celebrated his death, save that people were terrified even of his ghost. Isaiah waslike him
when he was a young man, so reports have it, but then he changed, for which most of Isembaard is
thankful.”

“Oh? Changed? When, and how?’

“I livealong way from Aghat, Axis, and | do not know the precise how. But it was within the first two or
three years of | saiah ascending the throne. Sometime after, or perhaps even during, his campaign against



the Eastern Independencies.”

That campaign again. Axiswas more consumed by curiosity than ever, and wondered if he would one
day become close enough to Isaiah to ask him about that campaign.

“lsaiah is not now the man hisfather oncewas,” Zeboath finished.
“Indeed, that iswarm praisefor Isaiah.”

“Aye, | supposeitis. | do not think people particularly like Isaiah, but they do not yet hate him, ether.
He hasto prove himsdf.”

“He hasyet to conquer.”

“If you say s0,” Zeboath said. Then, before Axis could query him on that comment, the physician went
on. “You look exhausted, Axis. Go to bed. Y ou can do no morefor the lady tonight. | know | need my
bed. Good night.”

Rather than go to hisroom, Axis douched down into achair by Ishbd’ s bed, watching her for perhapsa
half hour, and trying to go to deep. But, even though he was desperatdly tired, it euded him, and
eventualy Axis sighed and moved to drag his pack from where Insharah had |€ft it, meaning to examine
the rose pyramid.

Hefound it soon enough, wrapped in some oilcloth and stuffed into the center of the pack where it would
be most protected, and he drew out the bundle and sat back down in the chair. He d never handled the
onethat Isaiah had, and was curious as to what—

Theingtant hisflesh touched the cool glass Axis gave astartled gasp, dmost dropping the pyramid.
Stars, no! Surely not!

Trembling so badly he had to bite hislip and force his hands to move, Axiswrapped both palms about
the rose pyramid.

It touched the Star Dance.

It touched the Star Dance.

Axis could bardly bresthe. His chest had congtricted so much it hurt.
The Star Dance wasfiltering into his body viathe pyramid.

Not much, atiny amount, but...oh, stars, stars!

Far to the north, Eleanon stood by the open window of the main chamber of Crowhurst. Lister and
Inardle had gone to bed hours ago, but Eleanon was enjoying standing in the frigid draft of air, watching it
turninto ice asit passed across his body, and looking out over the frozen landscapes.

Suddenly his head whipped about and he stared at the spire—as he called the pyramid—sttingon a
table to one side of the room.



Instantly he strode toward the table.

Axissat in hischair, hisentire body crouched over the pyramid. It had Enchanter power iniit, but
somehow different. It was I carii-made, but yet different.

And it touched the Star Dancel

Almost panicked, Axistried to remember the smplest enchantment he could. Perhaps something for
warmth, this chamber was so damned cold, something to—

The pyramid glowed, and Axis had the sense of someone standing deep within it, but just out of sight.

Eleanon had both hands wrapped about the pyramid, and held it against his chest so that whoever had
Bad’uz pyramid (and it wasn't Ba d’ uz, never that) could not see him.

It was Axis. The StarMan. Eleanon could fed it, throbbing through the pyramid.
And Axis had just fet the Star Dance throughiit.

So, Axis, Eleanon thought. Finaly we touch.

“Axis StarMan,” he murmured. “My agpologies...”

Then his hand tightened about the pyramid.

Axiscried out. Not in pain, but inloss. The pyramid in his hands had suddenly flared with an intenserose
color—and then it had dulled into complete lifelessness, losing whatever color it had ever contained, to
becomeadull, pdegray.

All sense of the Star Dance had vanished.

Axis gripped the pyramid, willing it back to life, but nothing happened. The object he held in hishands
was now aslifdess asif someone had closed the door on its power. He did not know quite what had
happened, but he felt that someone had cut the flow of power to the pyramid the instant they redlized
Axiswasudngit.

Axislowered his head over the pyramid and wept. Partly inloss, for to have lost even such afaint touch
of the Star Dance was dmost impossible to bear, but dso in sheer joy.

It was possible to touch the Star Dance again. It was. Thiswas an object of great | carii (or Icarii-like)
power, woven with enchantment that was foreign to Axis, but only barely so.

Wherever Lister had got these pyramids from, it had not been from Dark-Glass Mountain.
The Star Dance was ble again.

Axiswas s0 focused on the glass pyramid and his own discovery that he did not redize Ishbel’ s eyes had
opened briefly and had watched him.



When Ishbel woke it was well past dawn. The room was bright, and she had trouble focusing. For some
time shapesin the room blurred in and out of focus, and when finaly she did manageto bring her vison
back under contral, it was to see Axis SunSoar, Sitting in achair at some distance from her bed, watching
her.

“Y our fever has broken,” he said. “ Zeboath—the physician—camein not an hour ago. He said you were
out of any immediate danger.”

Ishbel did not directly respond, still alittle disoriented. Shelay quietly for afew minutes, looking at Axis,
wondering about him. When he d introduced himself yesterday (wasit yesterday, or had she dept for
weeks?) she had assumed that he could not possibly be the Axis SunSoar of legend, but now she was
not so sure. He looked very much like the descriptions she' d heard of the Icarii StarMan: he had atall
lean grace, even douched in the chair; wheat-colored hair pulled back into atail a the ngpe of hisneck; a
clipped beard; and faded blue eyes. But it was his fill watchfulness, and the aura of experience that hung
about him, which made Ishbe revise her earlier conclusion. Thiswas aman who had seen empires
tumble and fal, who had caused their destruction, and who now tolerated her quiet regard with an infinite
patience born, she thought, from alifetime enduring cataclysmic events.

But mostly Ishbel reconsidered her origina assessment becauise she was a priestess trained in the art and
the world of gods, and this man stank of god power, even though he made every attempt to subdueit.

“Wheream 17?7’ Ishbd said findly.
“Inatown cdled Torinox. | had to bring you here because—"
“Torinox? But what land, Axis? The men who took me told me nothing. | have no ideawherel am.”

“My apologies. We are in the northern reaches of agreat empire called the Tyranny of Isembaard. Have
you heard of it?’

Ishbel gave aweak nod. “It isto the south of my homeland. By the gods, Axis, | am so far from home.”
“Maximilian will be searching for you.” Maximilian will tear apart the earth to find you.

“| doubt it.”

Shesaw Axisraise his brows at the bitternessin her voice.

“Hethinks me responsible for atrail of desth acrossthe Centra Kingdoms,” she said, “and one of the
Icarii who died yesterday—it was yesterday?’

Axisgave anod.

“Oneof thelcarii who died, StarWeb, was hislover. He will blame me for her desth aswell.”
Now Axis eyeslivened with interest. “Maximilian Peramius kept an Icarii lover?’

“yYes”

“Y et he cannot have found you too unéattractive, Ishbel. Y ou’ re some five months gone with child.”
She moved ahand to her bely. “He wants the child. Not me, not anymore.”

Axis started to say something, then caught himsdlf. Instead he came over to the bed, sat down oniits
edge, and felt her pulse.



“The man respongblefor that trail of desths” he said softly, not looking &t her, “was the man who
captured you. A man cdled Bad’uz.”

“Why?

Axisgave ashrug, asif hedid not know. Ishbel thought about pursuing the subject, but in the end was
too tired and felt too ill to summon the energy.

“Areyou truly Axis SunSoar of legend?’ she said.

“Aye”

“| thought you were dead.”

“Sodidl, but | ssem to have ahabit of risng from the dead.”
“AXis?’

“yes?

“Thank you for yesterday. And...l am sorry for the lcarii. | wish...”

He nodded, but changed the subject when he spoke. “Y ou need to breakfast,” he said, “and regain your
grength.”

“Will you take me home, Axis?’

Helooked her full in the eyethen. “1 am sorry, Ishbd. | cannot.”

Ishbel turned her head away. “Where will you take me, then?”

“South, to aplace called Aghat.”

Ishbel was silent along moment, and when she spoke her voice was very quiet.

“Axis, what isthe ancient evil that lives south? What isit that threatens our world?”’

When Ligter rosein the morning, Eleanon told him that Axis SunSoar had one of the pyramids.
“Whichone?’ Ligter asked, alittle sharply.

“That which belonged to Ba d’uz,” said Eleanon. “He must have left it with his men when he left for
Coroless”

“Wadll, | supposeit better that Axishave histhan Isaiah’'s” said Ligter. “Did he—"

“Hefdt the Star Dance, yes,” said Eleanon. “| felt his gladness, hisjoy, here.” He tapped his chest.
“Did heseeyou?’ Ligter said.

Eleanon gave ashake of his head.

“Did heknow you?’ Lister asked.

Again the shake of the head, and Ligter relaxed dightly. “Wdll, that is something. | hope you shut the thing



down.”
[13 YS”

“I don't like the fact that Isaiah brought Axisback,” Lister said. “Why? What does Isaiah plan to do with
him? And what is Axisgoing to say, my friend, if ever he meetsyou?’

“I have no desire to meet him. We cut our tieswith the Icarii along time ago, Lister. | owe Axis nothing,
not friendship and certainly not loyaty. That belongsto you, as you know, and to the Lord of Elcho
Fdling”

CHAPTER TEN
Palace of the First, Yoyette, Coroleas

StarDrifter existed in agtate of hopefor thefirst timein years. That hope was fourfold: the chance that
he would soon see Axis again; the hope that he would be once more able to touch the Star Dance; the
hope that he would finally manage to free one of the lost souls trapped within the Corolean deities, and
the hope that in the doing he would destroy awoman he loathed. He could not wait for that moment
when hewould begin his seduction of Sdome. StarDrifter was beginning to seein Salome, in her cruelty
and sdfishness, dl the women he' d hated—most notably Starlaughter, the ancient Enchantresswho had
come back from the dead and murdered the one birdwoman StarDrifter loved before any other: Zenith.

In doing what Ba d’ uz asked of him, StarDrifter saw redemption for himsdlf. Revenge for Zenith, for al
the daves and children who were entrapped in their bronze deities, and for everyone who suffered at the
hands of the Coroleans.

A revengefor five years of insults and sniggers at the Corolean court.

A revengefor theloss of hiswings, and for hislife of sheer, damned futility.

StarDrifter was determined not to fail, and he was arrogant enough to believe that he could not fail.
After al, who better than he to know the best way to seduce awoman?

StarDrifter pushed aside al sympathy for Salome. She was the worst of a corrupt society. She had
murdered, indulged her love for crudty, and trampled al who stood in her way. Hewas only doing to
Sdome what she’ d done to countless thousands.

Tonight was Moonlit Night Court. StarDrifter might loathe much about Corolean society, but he dways
looked forward to the thirteen Moonlit Night Courts of the year. The emperor held court in the gardens
of the Pdace of the First on the night of full moon. While murder and intrigue and corruption till
pervaded every moment of the evening, somehow the beauty of the gardens and the moonlight negated
the pervasive crudty of the Corolean court and madeit, for just one night, something to be enjoyed
rather than endured.

Moonlit Night Court did not get under way until afull two hours after dark. People filtered into the
extensvetopiary gardens of the Pdace of the First in small groups, murmuring among themsel ves,
accepting glasses of minted acoholic julep and squares of sugared confections from servants, and
wandering dowly among the fantastic topiary creationsthat sood over three paces high. Tens of
thousands of topiaries dotted an area the size of asmall town, creasted amazelike tangle of paths and



unexpected glades. Overhead drifted agalaxy of round paper lanterns, each lit from within by asmall
candle. StarDrifter had heard that there was an entire department of daves within the palace devoted
entirely to their production and deployment, and that throughout the night they would scurry about,
launching fresh lanterns, retrieving those that had become caught among the tops of the topiary creetions,
and dampening any unfortunate fires.

StarDrifter arrived when the gardens were already humming with people and conspiracy. He d spent the
early part of the evening pacing the confines of histiny room, not wanting to appear too early, and putting
up with Ba d’uz murmured fretting about what might go wrong. StarDrifter had finally been forced to
snarl at the man, and send him back to his own chamber, smply to get some peace.

But now hewas here. StarDrifter had taken particular care with his appearance, using Bad’uz' cointo
purchase an ouitfit that would, he hoped, be enough to make him stand oui.

In acourt renowned for its gaudy excess, StarDrifter had chosen well. Heads turned as he wandered
dowly through the topiary maze, whisperstrailing in his path.

StarDrifter wore avirtualy skintight black ensemble that was remarkable for its subtlety and
understatement. The materid was of afine matte silk, with addicate, raised pattern woveninto it that
made the materia shimmer very dightly in the moonlight. It covered StarDrifter from neck to toe, and
even had gloves and shoes made of matching materid. 1ts subtlety and color complemented his
slvery-golden coloring perfectly, but it was StarDrifter’ sinnate grace and €l egance that turned an
otherwise beautiful costumeinto the extraordinary.

StarDrifter only had to stroll through the garden, hands loosdly clasped behind his back, for the entire
court to become aware of his presence. He spoke to no one, inclined his head only very occasiondly a
someone, and refused dl refreshment pressed on him by openmouthed servants.

Tonight, for the very first time since he/ d arrived in Coroless, StarDrifter fdlt truly like aprince of the
lcarii.

Confidence and unavailability oozed from his every pore, and StarDrifter knew, without a shadow of a
doubt, that every woman and haf the men present desired him.

But only one woman mattered, only the one for whom this extraordinary showing was staged—and even
if Salome managed to resist this display, StarDrifter had onetrick left up hisdeeve.

Something he was sure she would never resist.

It took StarDrifter dmost an hour before he came across her, but he knew that she must have been
aware of his approach for some minutes beforehand. The whispers he generated were spreading ahead
of himlikeawave.

Heturned a corner, and there she was, the Duchess of Sidon, already staring at the gap in the topiary
from which he emerged. Remarkably, Salome was dressed in black aswell, dthough her costume
reveded far more flesh than StarDrifter’ s. There were severa other people standing with Sdome, and
they al stared wordlesdy at him.

StarDrifter knew he had only two options, to nod at her and then continue on his snuous way and hope
she was intrigued enough to send a sycophant scurrying after him, or to approach her directly, and reved
hisintere.

He decided to take no chances.



StarDrifter approached her directly.

Thiswasarisk, for as one of the most lowly members of the court, and one generaly the butt of sarcasm
and ill-meant humor, StarDrifter broke every rule of etiquette by so doing. But tonight he was not the
bitter, hopeless man the court had become used to seeing skulking about in the shadows.

Tonight StarDrifter felt in every manner aprince, and one used to getting his own way.
Tonight Sdomewashis.

He stopped two paces away from her, his hands still loosaly clasped behind his back, and nodded
politely.

Then he looked up at the sky filled with myriad glowing lanterns and said very softly, “ Do you know what
this night reminds me of, Sdlome?’

One of her sycophantstook a step forward. “Hold your tongue! No one approaches the great Duchess
Of—”

“And no one speaksto aprince of the Icarii in such amanner!” StarDrifter snapped back, wrapping
himsdf in al the full arrogance and magesty of hisbirth. He moved dightly toward the man, as graceful
and dangerous as a gtriking panther, then did hiseyesto Sdome.

“Why surround yoursdf with such fools, Sdlome? Surely they are adetriment to your life.”

“You aretaking ahugerisk,” she said, her eyesbrilliant asthey watched him. “No one speaksto melike
that.”

“Do you know what this night reminds me of, Sdome?’
She continued to stare a him, unreadable, and remained silent.

“In my land of Tencendor,” StarDrifter continued, his atention now exclusively on Sdome, “therewas
one specid night every year. Beltide night. It was the celebration of spring, of the regeneration of the
earth, of the great mother, of life and regeneration.”

StarDrifter turned very dowly on his hed—making everyone in Sdlome' s group, save Salome hersdlf,
shuffledightly in darm—and then moved in asmdl circle, hisgloved handsfloating out alittle from his
Sdes, one shoulder dipping.

It was the movement of adancer.
He cameto ahdlt, catching Sdlome sflat unreadable eyes again.

“Thelcarii and the Avar peoples gathered in the groves of the mysterious Avarinheim,” StarDrifter said,
hisvoice so low al had to strain forward to hear it. “We danced, and drank, and we spent the night
making love under the stars. It was anight of great power.”

“And this pethetic little gathering reminds you of that?” Salome said, her voice heavy with disbelief.
“Not thisgathering,” said StarDrifter. *'Y ou remind me of Beltide's mystery and power.”
Then he turned on his hed and left, feding Sdlome s eyes boring into his back the entire way.



Hours passed. StarDrifter kept moving through the crowds, taking a glass of wine now and again, and
sometimes drifting into asmal clearing and dancing under the stars. When he did this his movements
were very dow and deliberate, heavy with sorrow and memory, incalculably sweet.

Even among the I carii, dl of whom had exquisite grace and elegance, StarDrifter was renowned for the
sheer beauty and power of his dancing. He might no longer command the power of the Star Dance, but
StarDrifter neverthdess exuded such mystery, such sexudlity, and imbued every sngle one of his
movements, no matter how dight, with such extraordinary loveliness and bittersweetness that he reduced
to tears most who paused to watch him.

People would gather at the edges of the clearing, silent, awestruck.

Most were Coroleans.

A few were Icarii, come to watch with tearsin their eyes asthe legendary StarDrifter danced.
Once the emperor and hiswife stood there, openmouthed.

On two occasions that StarDrifter was aware of, Salome watched as he danced.

He was careful not to look at her.

The entire evening, and his display, was meant for one purpose—to seduce Salome. But asthe hours
went by, StarDrifter discovered that he was enjoying the night for avery different reason.

Tonight he had returned to being a prince. Tonight he had once more embraced hisfull Icarii glory, even
though he lacked hiswings. When dl the thousands went home to their beds, there was only one thing
they would ever remember of thisnight.

StarDrifter, incalculably beautiful and full of grace, dancing under the drifting paper lanterns.

Toward dawn, when people were starting to return to their chambers and apartments, StarDrifter
emerged from the shadows of ahuge topiary tree.

Sadome was standing across the clearing, talking in low tones with her son, Ezra, and one of the other
nobles of the First.

Sheturned, intuiting his presence.

StarDrifter raised his hand in one of the most ancient and magica of Icarii gestures, and one designed to
cal to any of Icarii blood. He held hisarm out at full length, his hand toward Salome, imperious,
demanding. Slowly hisfingers curled, one, twice, athird time, beckoning, commanding, in the traditiond
Icarii gesture of seduction.

Saomerocked on her feeat, and StarDrifter knew he had won her.

Icarii blood would dways ot.

“I haverulesin here” Sdome sad. “Y ou will obey them.”

StarDrifter did not answer. He wandered about her bedchamber, hands once again loosely clasped
behind his back, ingpecting the many objects of antiquity and beauty.



He stopped before the Weeper, saring at it. For dl its value and power, it was only asmall thing,
standing about half apacein height. It had been carefully fashioned by an ancient craftsman of great
worth, for every detail of the deity’ s face was carefully and lovingly picked out, and even the weave of
the cloth was apparent in its robe.

Therewas afaint trail of moisture down one cheek.
“Y ou do not touch that,” Salome said.
StarDrifter turned about. “One of your ‘rules ?’

“Y ou shdl not speak to me. | have no interest in your thoughts. | shal use your body and then require
youto leave”

StarDrifter gave her acynica smile, then resumed his dow ingpection of the room.
“| ssid—" Sadlome began.

“I heard what you said,” StarDrifter said, now leaning over acollection of gems set into velvet and
displayed on alow table. “I discover you have a hitherto unsuspected sense of humor.”

Salomeflushed. “1 can destroy you,” she said.

StarDrifter stood up and smiled at her, now with gpparent genuine humor. *Y ou cannot say that to aman
who has logt everything he has ever held dear, and who longs only for death, and think to scare him with
it. Infact, my dear”—he took a step closer to her—"you only entice him with such promises.”

Hedrew off his gloves and tossed them back onto the gem-laden table. Then he walked forward and
cupped her cheek in his hand.

She jerked away. “Y ou do only what |—"

“Your skinisvery soft,” StarDrifter said.” Strange, for somehow | thought it would have areptilian cast
toit.”

Her eyesglittered. “Leave.”

“No.”

Sheturned toward the door.

“You've never had an I carii lover, haveyou?’ said StarDrifter.
Sheturned back to him. “I” ve had thousands.”

“Liar.”

She stared at him, her breathing rapid. StarDrifter could see she wanted to order him to leave, or to
order in the guardsto force him to leave, but he could aso see that she wanted him.

“Don't befrightened,” he said, moving forward and again cupping her face in hishand.
She tensed, but before she could move away StarDrifter leaned down and kissed her.

What stunned him was not her response, but his own. The instant he felt her mouth open benegth his, he
grabbed her to him, pressing her thelength of hisbody, burying hishandsin her hair, dragging his mouth



to her jaw, and sinking in his teeth.

Then it wasal movement. Thetearing away of clothes, the grabbing of flesh, the hoarse breathing, the
grunts, the sheer, unashamed arousdl.

It wasn't pretty, or eegant, or clothed in any manner of regard or warmth. It was sheer, primitive sex,
accomplished even before they managed the bed. When it was done, when StarDrifter managed to bring
his breathing back from the fevered pitch of orgasm to something vaguely approaching normal, herose
from Salome' s body, picked her up, carried her to the bed, flung her down, and began al over again.

He d never fdt thisway when making love before. Not with hiswife, Rivkah, not with any other of the
many |carii women he' d bedded, not with any other of his human lovers, such as Embeth, the woman
he' d taken when first he' d arrived in the city of Carlon.

It was asif Sdome wasadrug, instantly addictive.

He hated the woman, but, oh, stars, his entire being screamed at him to take her just one moretime, one
moretime...

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Town of Torinox, the Northern Borders of the Far Reach
Dependency

D id you manage al your breskfast thismorning?’ Zeboath asked.

“Yes” Ishbel said, wincing alittle as Zeboath' sfingers probed at the joints at the top of her spine.
“It ill hurtsalittle” he said.
She nodded.

“But your body is expelling the poison faster than | had expected.” Zeboath smiled, then stood back. “|
think you will bewel, my lady. Y ou have a courageous condtitution.”

Sheamiled alittle at that. “1 did not redlize congtitutions could be * courageous.””

“Indeed. All good physicians know how to spot at first glance a courageous congtitution, and an
adventurous congtitution, and even aglamorous condtitution.”

Now Ishbel laughed. “ Y ou are alikeable physician, Zeboath.”

“I grivefor it, my lady.”

“Not dl physciansare aslikegble.”

Curious, Zeboath was about to ask what had sparked that remark when Axis SunSoar entered the room.
“Ishbel,” he said, nodding &t her. “ Zeboath, how is she thismorning?’

“You may ask her yoursdlf,” Zeboath said. “I believe her voice has quite recovered.”

Axis smiled and inscribed asmall bow before Ishbel, seated at the small table in her room. “I gpologize,
Ishbel. | did not mean to spesk asif you were not here.”



“| am fedling much better, thank you. Zeboath's herbal drafts have done me much good.”

Axis glanced at Zeboath and noted his flush of pleasure. “Heisagood physician,” Axissaid, “and much
wasted here a Torinox. Zeboath, once Ishbel has recovered sufficiently we shal need to ride to Aghat.
Would you accompany us? Isaiah provided my company al its needs, save for a physician. Or do you
have ties with the resettlement peoples that you can’t—"

“I'll come,” said Zeboath. “Thank you!”

“You are hungry for the excitement of Aghat, | think,” Axissaid, glad the man had accepted. Eveninthe
short time they’ d been at Torinox he'd grown to like Zeboath very much, and physicians were dways
useful around fighting men. “Now,” he continued, keegping histone light and bantering, “if you'd careto
leavethe lady and mysdf done...”

“I don't know that | should,” Zeboath said, responding to Axis tone. “I fear for my lady’ svirtue.”

“Come, come,” said Axis, “if you' re going to run with aband of unscrupulous fighting men, then you'll
need to accept their dissolute ways.”

Both men laughed, and Zeboath exited, bowing at Ishbel from the door.

Once the door had closed, Axis sat down at the table, and noticed with some surprise that 1shbel 1ooked
very uncomfortable at hisand Zeboath’ s banter. That puzzled him. She might well have thought their
exchange annoyingly juvenile, or she might have laughed with them—but to be made uncomfortable? It
was not the kind of reaction Axiswould have expected from a queen, or indeed any lady of court.

Ishbel intrigued him. There had been the remark she made last night about the ancient evil in the south,
which at the time he' d not commented on because Ishbel had looked so tired and ill he’ d thought it better
she get somerest.

There was her rdationship with Maximilian, which she gppeared to believe wasin dire straits. Here Axis
hed to partly agree with her, if it was true Maximilian had kept an I carii lover, but on the other hand it
didn’'t marry well with what BroadWing had said about Maximilian.

There wasthe very fact that Ba d’ uz had stolen her in thefirst place. 1saiah may have believed his
brother’ s stated reason—to present Isaiah with anew bride—but Axisthought that Ba'a’ uz likely had a
deeper, far more secret reason for taking the woman.

Now this curious gaucheness, asif she had been kept secluded dl her life,
Axissmelled a secret.

“You look far better today,” he said. “A day or two'srest here, and then perhaps we can continue our
journey south.”

“Wherearewe going?’

“To Aghat. It isamassive paace complex on the banks of the River Lhyl, hometo the Tyrant of
|sembaard, Isaiah.”

“Why?What am | doing here? Why did thisman, Ba d’ uz, take me?’

“Bad’uz took you in order to present you as a gift to the Tyrant of Isembaard, Isaiah,” Axissaid,
wondering how Ishbel would react to this. “A trophy wife. A conquest, for aman who lives only for



conquest.”

She blanched, her eyeswide and brilliant, and for amoment Axis thought she had actually stopped
bregthing.

“Ishbel, don't worry. Isaiah has an unnatura aversion to women who are pregnant or who have given
birth. 1saiah will take one look at you, be horribly appdled, and never want to set eyes on you again.

Y ou shdl have the best apartment and care while you are Isaiah’s ‘ guest,’ but you shall not be harmed,
nor touched.”

“Axis...” Ishbel leaned forward alittle on the table, half extending ahand over its surface toward him.
“Please, let me go. Don't take me to Aghat. 1—"

“Wherewould you go?’

She leaned back in the chair, diding her hand down to her Iap. “| want to go home.”

“Escator.”

She shifted her eyes away.

Axiswatched her, consdering. Not Escator. “Whereis*home,” 1shbel? Where do you come from?’
“The Outlands. It isa province—"

“I know whereitis. Itisavery large area. From where in the Outlands?’

Shelooked back a him, lifting her chin, and Axis saw aflash of determination in her eyes. “A place
caled Serpent’ sNest. Y ou may not have heard of it.”

Stars! That was the mountain that had so interested Isaiah.
Could this be the reason Ba d’ uz had snatched her? What was Serpent’s Nest' s secret?

“I have heard of it,” he said, “but | have not heard well of the mountain.” Axis paused, then decided to
push alittle. “1saiah called it the home of a‘rather vile band of psychic murderers.””

She blanched, but Axis could see he d made her angry rather than fearful. “Tell me about Serpent’s
Nest,” hesaid. “1 know nothing other than what Isaiah told me. It was™—is, in her mind—"your home?’

Ishbel gave ajerk of her head. “Since | wasachild of eight.” Shewas so practiced now in her liesthat
they fdll easily from her mouth. “1 was an orphan, and the Coil took mein, caring for me. | wastheir
ward.”

“And you left there only to marry Maximilian.”
“YS‘H
“Tdl meof theCoail.”

“Thereislittle enough to tell. They are an order who prophesy using the twists of aman’sbowe . They
worship agod caled the Great Serpent.” She shrugged. “I know little €l se save that they were good to
me and that | owed them my uiter loyalty.”

She looked directly at Axis as she said this, and he knew that she would not be drawn further.



Later, hethought. Y ou have | eft too much unsaid for meto let this one go.
“Wasit the Coil who told you about the ancient evil ?’
She hesitated, then nodded. “ They are concerned.”

“I have no doubt,” Axissaid. Hisfingers tapped lightly on the table as he considered her. She was such
an enigma. She fascinated him and she attracted him, even astired and disheveled and as pregnant as she
was. Axis BattleAxe would most certainly have seduced her.

And Axisnow?

“Tel meabout Maximilian,” Axissad. “Heintriguesme. | have never met him, athough | do know
something of him. The daughter of adear friend was once in negotiations to marry him, but the
negotiationsfdl through.”

Ishbel made a helpless gesture. “He flummoxes me. He overwhelms me. Sometimes| fed | can hardly
breathe around him. He terrifiesme.”

Y ou love him, thought Axis, remembering how she had called out to Maximilian during the long rideto
Torinox, but because you have no ideawnhat loveis, you don’t recognizeit.

“Maximilian will have been glad to havelost me,” 1shbel said.

“BroadwWing, one of the Icarii who tried to rescue you, was sent by Maximilian. BroadWing said that
Maximilian would tear the earth gpart to get you back again.”

Ishbel laughed bitterly. “That | cannot believe. This child, maybe, but not me.”

“If that istrue,” Axissaid, “then Maximilian isaterriblefool. And that | cannot bdieve of aman who won
through the terrors of the Veins.”

“Heisamog strange man, Axis,” Ishbd said. “ Sometimes | think that he did not leave the terror in the
Veins. Sometimes| think he may have brought it out with him.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

Palace of the First, Yoyette, Coroleas
W hereisthe Weeper?’

StarDrifter did not even glance at Ba d’ uz as he closed the door to his chamber, then threw himsdlf
full-length on the bed. “Stars...l1 am exhausted.”

“Whereisthe Weeper?”’
“In Salome s chamber.”
[1] But—”

StarDrifter rolled over, lacing his hands behind his head. “ She wastoo dert, Ba'a’ uz. Too nervy. | need
to wait anight or two more, | think. Allow her to relax. It matters not a night or two more. Be assured. |
will tekeit eventudly.”

Ba a’ uz took a deep bresth, caming himsdf down. StarDrifter wasright. A night or two would not



meatter.

“You did degp with her.”

A sdlacious grin on StarDrifter’ sfacewas al the answer Ba d’ uz needed.
“And you think she'll want you back?’

StarDrifter laughed softly. “Oh, she'll want me back.”

Sadomelay curled up in her bed, damp sheets twisted about her body. Her servant had comein earlier
with her usua morning glass of tea, but Salome had snarled so vicioudy at her that the servant had
dropped the glass and run.

All Sdome wanted wasto lie, and think.
Dear gods, what she' d done last night had been so dangerous. Taking an Icarii lover.
Therisk was...incaculable.

No matter what she' d said to StarDrifter (and he had known, curse him), Salome had never taken an
Icarii to her bed before. Many had made their interest known. One had even used the same gesture of
Seduction to her that StarDrifter had used.

But Sdome had ressted easlly.

An Icarii lover had murdered her grandmother.

An [carii lover had caused her mother to die of grief.
No cursed I carii lover was going to cause her degth.

Y et, last night, she had been unable to resist StarDrifter. Sdome had no ideawhy. She didn’t particularly
like him and thought his beauty overstated. Sheloathed his arrogance and his discernible contempt of her.
She had heard all the stories about the SunSoars and the women they destroyed.

She was strong enough to resist him, surely?

Y et she hadn’t. He' d teased her, tempted her, danced before her, and then flung out his hand in that
damned imperious gesture.

And Sdome had smply capitulated.

No. She had not just “simply capitulated”; that made it sound far too innocent. Salome had cast aside her
entireworld for him. If she' d been given a choice a that moment between succeeding in placing Ezraon
the throne and ruling through him, or having StarDrifter for one night, she would have cast asde every
oneof her carefully nurtured ambitionsfor that one night with StarDrifter.

Why? Why? Gods, he threatened her entire world. Even aslost in the throes of lust as she had been,
Sdome had remembered, throughout their protracted, swesty, exhausting coupling, not to alow himto
view her back. She hadn’t even dlowed him to caressit.

She hoped he hadn’t noticed.



Sdomelay in her bed for hours, the day warming outside, lost in her thoughts, terrified of the
consequences, but knowing that she would alow him back.

Just for one more night, perhaps.
She' d be careful.

He d never know.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The Royal Palace, Ruen, Escator

M aximilian had come back to Ruen because he had no ideawhat else to do. He couldn’t find Ishbel on
his own, and he knew he couldn’t afford the time to scurry helplesdy about southern Kyrosin the hope
of finding aclue. Somewhere. Star\WWeb and BroadWing and their companions were searching.
Mala—after some persuasion—was searching for her via his network of agents and spiesand
guardsmen.

With that Maximilian had to be content.

He' d been away from Escator for dmost seven months, and Maximilian couldn’t ignore the fact he d | eft
his kingdom aonefor dl that time. Y es, the Privy Council had authority to do whatever they needed to
keep life running smoothly, but Maximilian had his respongbilitiesto his kingdom even before hiswife,
and he'd smply had to return.

Hefet keenly the embarrassment of returning without 1shbel. Escator had been preparing agrand
welcome for the new queen, and ingtead their king had dunk home in the middle of the night, minus his
wife, and with no ideawhere she was.

Maximilian had hardly been able to hold court, yet he' d had to, and had to bear the curious looks and
whispers and muttered sympathies. He' d hated himself for feding the embarrassment, knowing that
Ishbel, wherever shewas, was likely suffering far more than “embarrassment.”

But mogt of dl Maximilian hated himsdlf for not being able to save her, or find her.
He prayed to al godsthat BroadWing and StarWeb would have better luck.

At least he was home, and Maximilian took some comfort in that.

One of thefirgt things he did, once he' d rested, wasto talk with VVorstus.

“Elcho Falingisgtirring,” Maximilian said without preamble when Vorstus walked into the chamber.
“Truly?’ said Vordus, stting down in achair and folding his hands.

“How long have you known?” Maximilian said.

“A very longtime” Vorstus said softly, holding Maximilian' s gaze.

Maximilian turned on his hedl, walked to awindow, and leaned his hands on the sil| to stare out.

A very long time? Had V orstus—and perhaps Light and Water—been manipulating hislifefor dl his



forty years?
“Y ou are the perfect man for it,” Vorstus said.

Maximilian till said nothing. Hewas angry, so angry hewas afraid that if he let go of the windowsill then
he would physicdly attack the abbot. He didn’t know what to do, about Ishbe or about Elcho Faling,
but he did not trust VVorstus, and could not trust asingle thing the man said to him.

All Maximilian wanted to do wasto take control of hislife, but he had no idea how.
“Thereis something you should know,” he said finaly, gill staring out the window.
“Yes? Vordussad.

“Areyou aware of something called the Twisted Tower?’

“Y es. The Peramius kings passed down the knowledge of Elcho Faling viaamemory paace, astorage
place for everything they needed to know. Y ou would have been taught how to accessthe Twisted
Tower at an early age.”

“I was nine when my father first began to teach me.” Maximilian turned about, looking a Vorstus
Steadily. “But did you know, Vorgtus, that the Twisted Tower isal but empty? That | can do little more
than raise Elcho Falling when it is needed, but that | no longer have access to the knowledge to enable
meto widd it fully? Did you not ever consider the possihility that the Twisted Tower would have
deteriorated over the centuries, and that knowledge would be forgotten?’

Vorgdusroseto hisfeet. Hisface wastightly controlled, his eyesflinty. “ Then what has been lost needsto
be regained, my Lord of Elcho Faling. That shdl be your responsbility.”

With that Vorgtus left the room, leaving Maximilian staring after him in slent, impotent rage.

Five days after Maximilian had arrived home, he was interrupted during ameeting with Egalion by the
ariva of one of the Emerad Guard burgting into Maximilian’s private chamber without even knocking.

“My lord, forgive me,” the man said, sinking briefly to one knee, “but thereis urgent news.”
Maximilian had stood as soon as the man entered. “Y es?’

“BroadWing EvenBeat ishome. Just now arrived. My lord, he—"

The man got no further, for Maximilian was now staring over his shoulder.

BroadWing was dumped in the doorway, barely able to maintain hisfest.

“Dear gods,” Maximilian muttered, knowing instinctively that Broad-Wing brought disastrous news.
Egaion and the Emerdd Guardsman helped him to achair.

“Send for Garth Baxtor,” Maximilian said to the guardsman, and he nodded, and | ft.

“BroadwWing,” Maximilian said, sinking to his haunches beside the I carii birdman’ s chair, “you need
attention, and food and drink. Perhaps—"

“What | need,” said Broadwing, “isto tell you what has happened. Everything else can wait.”



Maximilian felt sck to the somach.

“Wefound Ishbel,” BroadWing went on without preamble. “ She was being taken through the FarReach
Mountains down to the Tyranny of Isembaard. Escorted by eight men. She was drugged, helpless. | amn
sorry, Maximilian, shedid not look well.”

“Gods...” Maximilian muttered.
“We decided—oh, stars, | decided, to try to rescue her. Shelooked soiill...so helpless...”
“BroadWing,” said Maximilian, “don’'t blame yoursdlf.”

“Shit,” BroadWing muttered. “I thought | had a brilliant plan. But it was shit, Maximilian. Shit. It killed
StarWeb and the others.”

Maximilian looked away.

“The men who had her commanded afrightful power. Dark and shadowy. None of us could withstand it.
StarWeb and the others....exploded. There was nothing left of them.”

Kanubai, thought Maximilian. It must have been Kanubai’ s power. Shit! Kanuba had |shbel? Had he
risen aready?

Maximilian felt amoment of complete panic. What should he do?
“But you escaped,” Egdion said.

“I would have died, too,” said BroadWing, “ save that just as these men turned toward me, a band of
armed men arrived. They attacked the eight who had murdered my companions, and drove them away.
They saved my life”

“A mercy,” said Maximilian, “and one | am most profoundly grateful for. BroadWing, do not blame
yoursdlf. Y ou did more than | could ever have expected of—"

“There smore,” said BroadWing. “ The leader of the armed men was Axis SunSoar.”
For amoment there was complete sllence as Maximilian and Egdion stared at BroadWing.
“No,” said Maximilian, “that cannot be. Y ou must be mistaken.”

“I am not mistaken,” BroadWing whispered. “Y our wife, | shbel—should she il be dive—is now
secreted within the Tyranny of 1sembaard, and sheisin the hands of the StarMan himself, Axis SunSoar,
returned from death.”

“Oh, my gods” Maximilian muttered. “What € se can go wrong?’

Garth Baxtor had arrived just after that, and had seen BroadWing taken to aroom and given medication

and food. Then he hurried back to Maximilian’s chamber, where Maximilian sat with Egalion. A moment

later Vorstus joined them, earning himself adark look from Maximilian, who had avoided al contact with
Vorgtus sincetheir conversation on Maximilian' sreturn to Ruen.

They dl looked stunned, unable to beieve BroadWing' s news. Maximilian looked particularly pale, and
Garth thought that he' d taken the news of Star\Web badly.



“How could Axis SunSoar be dive, and in Isembaard, of al places?’ Egdion said, and by the manner of
his tone, Garth knew that question had been asked many times over the past half hour or so.

Maximilian shrugged. “From the legends of Tencendor that | have heard, Axis has escaped from death
on anumber of occasons. What isone moretime?’

“But Issmbaard?’ Vorstus said.
“Has he been involved in the murders, do you think?” Garth said.

Maximilian gave adow shake of hishead. “Not if he fought for Broad-Wing' s life against those who had
gtolen Ishbel, no. But what he is doing down there...who can tell?”

“What will you do?’ Vorstus said.

For thefirgt timein weeks, alook of determination and resolve lit Maximilian’ seyes. “1 am going to find
my wife,” hesad.

“No,” said Vorgtus. “Nol”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
The Royal Palace, Ruen, Escator

| t wasamassverisk, leaving Escator so soon after he' d arrived home, but Maximilian knew he had to
do it. He couldn’t abandon Ishbe or their child. He needed to rescue her for purely persona reasons—he
loved her and wanted both her and their child safe—and for darker reasons, as Ishbel had been sent to
him for a purpose: she was somehow intimately connected with Elcho Falling and she could not be
dlowed to fal into the hands of Kanubai.

Kanuba wanted her. More than anything ese, that fact reinforced in Maximilian’ s mind that shewas
somehow integrd to Elcho Fdling.

Widl might Kanubal want her, but at least for the moment shewasin the hands of Axis...and Maximilian
thought Axiswas the better bet than Kanubai.

Jugt dightly.

Maximilian lay awake a night, thinking of Ishbel, ill and aone, dragged through the FarReach Mountains.
Helay awake, racked with guilt that the face he' d shown her in their |ast days together had been one of
anger and accusation.

Maximilian grieved for StarWeb and carried aburden of guilt for her death, aswell asthe other three
Icarii who had died trying to rescue Ishbdl, but for the most part histhoughts were for Ishbel and her
plight. Thistime hewould not send othersto do what perhaps he should have donein thefirst instance.
Thistime he' d find her himsdlf.

No one was happy with Maximilian’ s decision, whether the Privy Council of Preferred Nobles, or
Egalion representing the Emerald Guard, or Garth Baxtor, or most particularly Vorstus. The abbot of the
Order of Peramius spent hours arguing with Maximilian, saying it was pointlessto risk hisown lifewhen
there were many others who could go. Others who were trained for thiskind of thing, damnit!
Maximilian wasrisking both his own life and Escator’ swell-being unnecessarily—not to mention Elcho
Fdling.



“Ishbel isintimately connected with Elcho Faling,” Maximilian said to Vorstus as the abbot tried yet again
to persuade him against mounting his own rescue effort.

“Y ou are more important than Ishbd,” Vorsus said. “Elcho Falling is more important than Ishbel!”
“Not to me,” Maximilian responded quietly.
Vorstus was not the only oneto try to persuade Maximilian againgt his plan.

“Wecan't afford to lose you,” Baron Lixel said to Maximilian on aday that he, Egalion, Vorstus, and
Garth met once more with the king to persuade him againgt this venture. “Y ou are needed here. Only this
morning we received word that the Outlands have declared forma war on Pelemere and Berfardi. Sire, |
beg you, reconsider. Our world is disintegrating into war. We cannot afford to have you chase off
after—’

He stopped, seeing Maximilian’ seyes dide hisway.
“Ishbe can berescued as easily, more easily and with lessrisk, by someonedlse,” Lixd finished.

“I'msorry,” Garth said, “but | don't like any of this. IsIshbel worth risking your life, and Escator’s
peace, over?’

“I do not like you going after her persondly,” said Lixdl. “1 fear for you, and for Escator. | would prefer
you sent Egdion, and the Emerald Guard. And what do any of us know about thisland of |sembaard?
Nothing! It ishuge, and you have no ideawhere to search, and—"

“I will find her, Lixd,” Maximiliansaid. “1 am sure | know where sheisgoing.”
Lixel made agesture of helplessness. “If you must, then go, Maximilian. But, please, gods, returnto usl”

“| and the Emerdld Guard will ensurethat he—" Egalion began, before Maximilian raised ahand and
stopped him.

“I'm sorry, Egdion, | do thiswith only avery small party. Two of the best of the Emerad Guard. No
more. Three of usdl told. We can travel light and fast and undetected. My friends; if | could survive
seventeen yearsinthe Veins, | can survive ajourney into |sembaard.”

He shot Vorstus adark look then, daring him to say something, but the abbot remained silent.
“Maxd,” said Egdion. “I ing< that you take with you—"

“Two of your very best men,” said Maximilian. “But just two. Choose for me.”

Egdion gave atight nod, unhappy, but accepting Maximilian’sdecision.

“And 1?7’ Garth said softly.

“I think it is better you stay, Garth. | am sorry.”

Garth' sface tightened, then he jerked hiseyes avay.

Maximilian watched him for amoment, then looked to Baron Lixd. “Baron, | hesitate to burden you with
this, but I would that you act on my behaf while | am gone. | am meeting with the Privy Council inthe
morning, if youwill joinme.”



Lixel nodded. “And to think I’ d thought to enjoy my ‘retirement’ in Escator.”

Maximilian managed asmile. “1 have just made you aking, Lixd. Do not look so glum.”

Vorstus remained behind when the others left. “ Thisis madness, Maximilian,” hesaid. “It istoo
dangerous. Elcho Faling needs you. Y ou must not dash off on some foolhardy mission into utter danger.
Maximilian, if your bloodline ends here, then our world dies”

“I need her, Vorgtus, and | am certain that Elcho Falling needs her aswell. | am going. Do not try to
persuade me aganst—"’

“Do you not know what awaits you down in Isembaard?’

“Kanubai? Isherisen dready? If so, then we may aswell lay down and die now, Vorstus, for a the
moment | have not the heart, or the ability, to shoulder al the aches and pains of Elcho Faling.”

“Then promise me onething,” Vorstus said, moving forward with a speed and litheness that belied his
years. “ Promise you will not go near DarkGlass Mountain. Stay in the north if you possibly can, but do
not go near DarkGlass Mountain!”

“1 will dowhat is needed to retrieve Ishbd,” Maximilian said, “and then | will come hometo Escator,
Vorgus. | promiseyou that.”

Then heturned on hishedl and was gone.
Vorstus stood and looked at the door through which Maximilian had vanished.

“Wrong,” Vorstus whispered, hiseyesglittering asif with madness. Y ou will never come hometo
Escator at dl. Y our time hereis done, and Escator was doomed from the moment you rose from the
Vans”

Then, closing hiseyes and tipping his head back dightly, Vorstus sent an urgent message north to Ligter.
Ligter, disaster upon disaster. Maximilian now thinksto travel into Isembaard after Ishbdl.

Vorstus thought about telling Lister what Maximilian had told him about the Twisted Tower, but decided
agang it. The Twisted Tower could wait—what everyone needed to do now wasto ensure Maximilian's
urvivd.

“Foal,” Vorstus muttered one moretime.

The day after Maximilian had |eft, accompanied only by two Emerald Guardsmen called Serge and
Doyle, Vorstus went to Maximilian's bedchamber |ate one night.

Hewas dressed in traveling clothes, and he carried aleather satchd that hung loose and empty.

Vorstuswent directly to that particular section of floor and made the same gesture with his hand that
Maximilian had used to open the trapdoor.

Then he descended into the Persmius Chamber.



The column that had once held the queen’ sring was empty save for its cushion.

Good. Maximilian had taken the ring with him.

Vorgusturned his eye to the crown.

It seethed with a darkness so profound that its three entwined bands of gold were al but hidden.

“| wonder if Maximilian came down hereto seethisbefore heleft?’ Vorstus muttered to himsdlf,
knowing that Maximilian probably hadn’t—that he' d wanted no reason to abandon hisfoolish quest for
[shbd.

Vorstus walked over to the crown and, without any hesitation, seized it in both hands.

The crown hissed a him, the darkness writhing in agitation, but V orstus took no notice. He thrust the
crown into the leather satchdl, secured it firmly, then left the chamber.

Within the hour he was on ahorse and riding east.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Palace of the First, Yoyette, Coroleas

| t was very dark, not alamp lit anywhere in the apartment, and for that reason Salome was very relaxed.
StarDrifter could not see her back.

His hands were very soft and very sure on her body, and Sdlome dlowed hersdf to drift into a state of
sheer bliss

She' d never had alover like this. No wonder her mother and grandmother had succumbed.
But she would be careful. Y es, shewould.

But no need to be careful now. He couldn’t see. He wouldn't know. He didn’t suspect.
Hedidn't talk, and Salome appreciated that.

Heran hishand down her flank, each individua finger touching her differently, each sending separate
trails of ecstasy down her body.

Why had she denied herself an Icarii lover for so long? Who would want to deny themsalvesthis?
He kissed her shoulder, and shefelt hismouth smile againgt her flesh.

“Y ou may say the night,” she murmured.

“I had no intention of leaving,” StarDrifter whispered.

A moment’ sirritation engulfed her. StarDrifter refused to defer to her, laughed at her commands, ignored
her demands.

Then hishand did even lower, and her irritation vanished on her gasp, and was forgotten even before
StarDrifter mounted her again.



She dozed. Shewas vagudly aware that StarDrifter had |eft the bed and used the washroom. She smiled
as shefdt hisweight settle back on the bed, and stretched catlike as his arms wrapped about her once
more.

Heturned her face to his, and kissed her, dow and deep, making Salome rouse fully from her dumber
and arch her body into his.

Hishands were diding dowly over her again, moving teasingly down her body. One did over her sex,
and she parted her legsfor him, moaning with pleasure as hisfingers did deep within her, stroking and
caressing.

Hewas murmuring in her ear. Not talk, just soft nothingness. His hand was now diding up her body,
stroking, stroking, and Salome redlized hisintent had changed. No longer was he arousing, but
comforting, dmost likeamoather trying to lull her child to deep.

And she did fed deepy. Salome stretched once more, then yawned, and alowed StarDrifter to snuggle
her in closeto hisbody.

Within moments she was deeply adeep.

StarDrifter waited dmost haf an hour for the drug to haveitsfull effect, then he rose from the bed and
walked back to the washroom. He washed the smell of her from his body, then dressed, patting the
pocket in his breeches where earlier had rested the pessary, now working its stupor deep within
Salome' s body.

StarDrifter lit alamp when he came back into the bedchamber, partly so he could see what he was
doing, partly to seeif thelight caused Salometo dir.

She dept on, her mouth now very dightly and unbecomingly agape. StarDrifter walked over to the bed,
the lamp in his hand, and stood watching her for some minutes.

He might loathe her, but he could still manage to admire her beauty. Then, curious, he put ahand on her
shoulder and rolled her over onto her belly.

Shedidn't tir.

StarDrifter sat down on the bed and brought the lamp closer. . .then muttered a soft oath of surprise. He
lifted hisfree hand and lightly traced his fingers down the very faint outline of ascar down her spine.

Stars! She' d had wings taken out!

StarDrifter drew in adeep breath, thinking. She had far more Icarii blood in her than he'd origindly
thought. At least ahdf blood and possibly far more.

Hisfingerstraced the scar again. It was very old, and StarDrifter suspected she’ d had not wings taken
out, but wing buds. Icarii didn’'t grow their wings until they were five or six, when the wings devel oped
from nascent budsin their backs. Someone, her parents, had known she was likely to develop wings,
and so had the buds removed when she would have been three or four.

Once more hisfingers stroked down her back, this time more caressing than exploratory.



Her cruety—wasthat I carii arrogance more than anything else?
StarDrifter shuddered, findly drawing his hand away from her. Stars, he thought, anything but that.

Herose, stood for along moment looking down at her, reflecting that by morning her entire world would
have collapsed, and persuading himsalf that it was worth it; she had denied her Icarii heritege, refused to
accept it, she deserved whatever ill came her way ...

Giving himsdf alittle shake, irritated that he' d falen into such reflection, StarDrifter walked away from
the bed and toward the shelf where stood the Weeper.

He stood beforeit, the lamp raised in his hand.

Then, very dowly, StarDrifter bowed beforeit. “I greet you well, Weeper,” he said asherose. “My
nameis StarDrifter SunSoar, aprince of the Icarii and a once-powerful Enchanter. | have cometo take
you to the Lord of Elcho Fdling—"

He stopped there, horrified, for the bronze statue began to weep. Although there were dwaystrails of
moisture down its cheeks, now the bronze eyes began to flood with tears, so much so that the moisture
ran down the deity’ s bronze body in rivulets, dripped off itstoes, and puddied on the floor.

“Please” StarDrifter whispered, dmost overcome himsdf by the Weeper’ s show of emotion, “dlow me
to takeyou inmy arms, that |—"

The statue was weeping even harder now, and making soft, heartrending noises.

StarDrifter swallowed, “—that | may carry you to the Lord of Elcho Faling, so that he may release your
tortured soul.”

Stars! He didn't know what to do. The deity was now sobbing, StarDrifter could virtualy seeits
shoulders shaking, although he knew that was not possible,

“Please” he whispered, risking resting his hand on the deity’ s shoulder.

What hefelt from it was extraordinary: aloneliness so deep it broke StarDrifter’ s heart; asadness so
consuming it amost drove StarDrifter mad; a desperation for this man, this Lord of Elcho Faling, that
wasinconsolable.

StarDrifter did the only thing he could. He put the lamp down, then reached forward and took the deity
fromitsshef, cuddlingitinhisams.

The deity was bronze, it was not capable of moving, but nonetheless StarDrifter thought he felt—or
intuited—it snuggling againg his body, dmaost asasmal child would.

“I'll take you to he who waits for you,” he whispered, * but for the moment you must be quiet.”

Then, wrapping the deity in abundle of Sllome' s clothesthat she' d discarded by the bed, he left the
bedchamber.

There were guards outside, but they were so used to Salome and her lovers that the sight of aman
emerging from her chamber late at night was of no fussto them.

Nonethel ess, one stopped StarDrifter, asking what it was he held in hisarms.



StarDrifter grimaced. “Her soiled linens,” he said. “ She demanded | hand them to the laundress.”

The guards both laughed, waving him on hisway. “ At least she did not require you to wash them
yoursdf!”

Ba a’ uz leapt up from the bed as StarDrifter entered, his eyesriveted on the bundle that StarDrifter
caried. “You haveit!”

“Aye, and it was easier than I’ d thought,” StarDrifter said. He made asif to hand the bundieto Ba a’ uz,
but the Weeper shrieked theinstant he lifted it away from his body.

StarDrifter reflexively hugged it back to him, and the Weeper fell slent.

Ba a’ uz and StarDrifter looked &t each other, and StarDrifter thought he could seeflat hatred in
Bad'uz eyes.

“Lookslikel’ll needto carry it,” said StarDrifter.

“At least until the ship iswell embarked,” Ba d’ uz muttered. “ Tell me, how long do we have? When did
you give Salomethe pessary?’

“About an hour ago,” StarDrifter said, then stopped awvkwardly, asif he'd wanted to say something else
but thought better of it.

“But?’ said Bad’uz, hiseyes narrowed.

“I had acloselook a Salome' sback,” StarDrifter said dowly, wondering if he should tell Ba d’ uz this,
but wanting to distract him from any thought of taking the Weeper.

“Yes? And?’
“She hasalong scar down her spine. Very old. Asachild she had wing nubs cut out of her back.”
“Sdomeisan Icaii?”’

“Yes. At least, she hasIcarii blood in her. One of her parents, and probably one or more of her
grandparents.”

Ba d’uz stared at StarDrifter, then gave asmal nod and asmile. “Very well, then. Now, we must leave.
The ship embarks at dawn.”

An hour later, asthey |eft the palace to hurry to the wharves, the Weeper still securely wrapped in
StarDrifter’ sarms, Ba d’ uz took a moment to whisper to one of the men standing guard at the gatesto
the Palace of the First.

[ Part Six |
CHAPTER ONE

Northern Plains of | sembaard




T hey left the next morning, Zeboath confident that 1shbel waswell enough to travel. She was very quiet,

and Axiswondered if it was because she dtill felt unwell, or if she feared what lay ahead. It was probably
acombination, Axis thought, as he settled 1shbel on the quietest horse he could find for her. She could Sit
the horse well enough, but she had little confidence on it, and Axis thought he' d need to keep close by in
case she experienced any troubles.

Axisnodded at Zeboath, who had brought his own horse, aswell as a packhorse |oaded with panniers
and bundles. Zeboath had been prepared to leave Torinox in any case, and had needed only to load the
packhorse to be ready to depart with Axis.

Axis men had been up since dawn, readying for departure. He greeted Insharah and spent afew minutes
quietly conferring with him about their plans and the route for the day. Asthey spoke, Axis noted one of
the other men pausing as he saddled his horse, then resting his head momentarily against the horse's

neck, asif hefdt unwell.

“IsMadarinill?’ Axisasked Insharah.

Insharah looked over and grunted. “He hasabellyache,” he said. “ Ate too much of the landlord’ sedl pie
lat night.”

“Ah,” said Axis, “then ahard day’ sride should iron out those knots, en?’

They rode out of Torinox by midmorning. It was later than Axis had redly wanted to leave (and if
Zeboath had had hisway then they would have been gone by dawn), but he hadn’t wanted to push
Ishbel. The most immediate route to Aghat was directly south, but Axisthought it might be better if they
rode southeast toward the Lhyl. He didn't think 1shbel should be made to ride the entire distance to
Aghat—it would be better by far to hireriver craft for the mgority of the journey.

Nonetheless, Ishbel managed fairly well. Axisdid not force the pace, going only asfast as he judged was
comfortable for her. The going was good. Even though it was high summer in Isembaard, this closeto the
FarReach Mountains the sun was mild, the breezes cool, and the ground soft undernegath the horses
hooves. Axis enjoyed the day. | shbel rode mostly in silence—Axis did not push her for
conversation—but he, Zeboath, and Insharah rode together, just to one side of 1shbel, and laughed and
chatted the day away. Zeboath was agood companion. He had a mischievous sense of humor and a
witty turn of phrase, and was so papably glad to have escaped Torinox that his zest infected both Axis
and Insharah.

They stopped for abrief meal just after noon, then rode another four hours. By that time Ishbel was
visbly wearying, and Axisknew they’ d haveto stop for the night. He' d hoped to find avillage or small
town, but there was nothing within three or four hours' ride.

For stars sakes, Axisthought, irritated by the lack of anywhere comfortable to deep, | cannot
understand Isaiah’ swish to depopul ate this region further!

They would need to camp for the night, and as Ishbel had made it thisfar over the FarReach Mountains,
Axisthought she would manage another night in the open.

It was close to evening by the time they’ d unsaddled the horses and established a camp. Insharah had
seen to the lighting of two campfires, onefor the soldiers, and onefor Axis, 1shbel, and Zeboath. Axis
noted wryly that while he and the soldiers had shared the one campfire on the trip north, assoon asa
woman (and a queen at that) and a physician had joined the troop, socia distinctions had come silently



into play, and Axis had been relegated to entertain the visitors while the soldiers maintained their own
ribald campfire.

They settled down, eating a cold medl of bread and cheese and pickles. As Axis chewed hisfood, he
reflected on dl thejourneys he’ d taken in hislife, and al the people with whom he' d shared acampfire.

Zeboath saw Axiswatching Ishbel speculatively, and asked him what he was thinking.

Axis gave asoft laugh, brushing hisfingerstogether to rid himsdlf of bread crumbs. “I wasthinking of al
the beautiful women I’ ve shared acampfirewith in my life,” he said, “and of dl the strange adventures
and mysteries of which wewerein pursuit. All the dangers, the terrors, and the ecstasies that we
encountered.”

“And dl themagics,” Ishbe said. “Y ou were born for thiskind of adventure, Axis. Not |.”
Axisgaveasmdl shrug of hisshoulders.

“What did you mean yesterday,” he said, “when you said Maximilian had brought the terror of the Veins
out withhim?’

Ishbel glanced at Zeboath.
“| am sure that Zeboath knows how to hold his tongue when needed,” Axissaid. “Eh, Zeboath?’

Zeboath nodded, his eyesround, and Axis repressed agrin. He d never seen anyone enjoy an adventure
as much as Zeboath.

“Maximilian has an affinity for the darkness,” 1shbel said. She had a piece of bread and cheesein her
hands, and she stared at it as she spoke, turning it over and over.

“In what manner?’ Axissaid.

“He becomes one with the darkness,” Ishbd said, finaly looking up and meeting Axis' eyes. “Hecan
blend withit.”

As Axisfrowned dightly, she continued. “When firs we met...” She gave ashort, soft laugh. “When first
we met he used the darknessto spy on me. It wasin Pelemere. | had achamber in ahouse belonging to
King Sirus, and it was not especidly large. | returned to it one evening, and bathed and ate, and for an
hour or more | did not redlize that Maximilian wasin that chamber with me, until he drew abreath, and |
heard him.”

“Hewas not just lurking behind awardrobe, or the shadow of the door?” Axis asked.

Ishbel shook her head. “ Hewas standing against awall, but | had clear sight of it. And yet, inal thetime,
| did not see him. And then, when we escaped the city—"

Axis made amental note to ask her sometime why they’ d needed to “escape’ Pelemere.

“—nhe cloaked me in the same manner, and we crept past guards within touching distance, and they never
saw us.”

“That sounds an admirable skill,” said Zeboath. “ Imagine the ladies on whom | could spy.”

Ishbel gaveasmall amile, but there was no amusement behind it. “Maximilian is very disconcerting.”



Axiswas becoming more intrigued with the man the more he heard about him, and wondered, somewhat
idly, if Ba d’ uz had stolen the wrong person.

Ishbel looked at Axisdirectly. “Asareyou.”
Axisjerked out of hisreverie. “What?’

“I woke, the other night, and saw you holding amost strange object in your hand. It glowed...and, oh,
the expression on your face. | have seen that expression before only ever on the faces of priestslocked in
god-power. So, Axis, what darkness are you carrying about in your pack and in your heart?’

Axis congdered amoment, then decided to be frank. “Bear with me,” hesaid. “I’'ll need to explain first
some of my background, especidly for Zeboath.”

Helooked to Zeboath. “1 told you that | came from the lost land of Tencendor. My full nameis Axis
SunSoar, and once | was StarMan of Tencendor, and later one of the seven Star Gods of that land. Then
cameinvasion and disaster, and | lost contact with the source of al my power, the Star Dance, and my
son, DragonStar SunSoar, saved the land only by destroying it. Perhaps you have heard something of my
life”

Zeboath managed to close his mouth and collect himsdlf. “Ah, yes. Yes, | have”

“Wdl,” said Axis, “when | was afar greaster man than | am now, | drew power from the Star
Dance—the music that the stars make in their dance through the heavens. It filtered through to Tencendor
viathe Star Gate, amagica gateway into the universe. From the Star Danceitsdlf | could manipulate the
dance and create enchantments out of it. When the Timekeeper Demons destroyed the Star Gate, they
also cut off the flow of the Star Dance and |, supreme Star God, became once again amere mortd.”

His mouth twisted in deprecating humor. “I1t was a devastating blow. Not just to me, but to al | carii
Enchanters, al of whom drew strength and beauty and power from the Star Dance. It wasn't only the
loss of power, but it was more the loss of the beauty that had underpinned our every breath and our

every thought. That beauty...”

Axis sghed, rose, and fetched his pack. From it he withdrew acloth bundle, which he unwrapped to
reved the glass pyramid, now adull gray. He passed it firgt to Ishbel, who held it only amoment before
passing it to Zeboath.

“One of my men found thisin the packs of Bad’uz' men,” Axissaid, taking it back from Zeboath. “It
belonged to Ba d’ uz himsdlf, and | know what it is because |saiah has one, asdoes...well, | know what
it does. It isacommunication device. | have seen Isaiah use his, but have never touched it myself. The
first night | brought Ishbel to Torinox, while shedept, | pulled thisfrom my pack and sudied it.” He
paused, turning the pyramid over and over in hishand. “1t did not look this gray then.”

“It wasalovey rosy color, | think,” Ishbel said. “I am sure | remember arosy glow coming fromiit.”

“Yes” Axissad, “normdly it isan opaque rose color, and as soon as | touched it | felt the Star Dance.
Just faintly, but, oh, sars, it wasthere.”

Helooked at the other two, willing them to understand the depth of hisemotion at this discovery. “I—all
Icarii Enchanters—thought the Star Dance lost forever. We were certain that the only meanswe' d had to
access it was viathe Star Gate, which wasiirretrievably destroyed by the Timekeeper Demons. We had
thought...wehad noidea...”

Axis had to stop. “ Y ou can have no ideawhat this discovery meansto me.”



“I think somehow | do,” said Ishbd, very gently. She gave him amoment, then said, “But this pyramid s
now gray and lifeless. What has happened?’

Axisamiled alittle. “ Ah. These are communication devices, dthough they may very wel do other things.
When | toyed with it, when | touched oh-so-briefly the Star Dance through it, someone el sewhere knew
what | did. And they closed off al power toit, or shut this pyramid down. They did not want me
examining it too closdy. That was disgppointing, yes, but this” he hefted the pyramid in hishand, “gives
me so much hope. Partly because | know that if | can ‘reopen’ it, then | may be able to touch the Star
Dance again, but aso because thisis not anatural object. Somewhere, someone has made it, and that
someone knows how to touch the Star Dance.”

“Anlcarii?’ sadlshbd. “Thisisan Icarii object?

“I am not sure. It ginks of Icarii, and | can’'t imagine who or what € se could have made it, but yet there
is something foreign about that sense. An Icarii...but not quite...Ah, | don’t know. It isamystery, and
onel shal look forward to solving.”

He gave alopsided grin and packed the pyramid away again.

“You said it was acommunication device,” said Zeboath, “and you said that you knew of three. Isaiah
has one, Bad’uz' one you now have, but who has the third?’

Axisglanced a Ishbdl. “Thethird isin the hands of the Lord of the Skraglings, aman cdlled Ligter.”

Axis had thought 1shbel might react to mention of the Skradlings and might have jumped to aconcluson
about why |saiah was communicating with the creatures’ lord, but her reaction wasfar different to what
he expected.

“Liger?’ shesad.
“You know him, Ishbel?” Axissad.
Ishbel hesitated, then opened her mouth to speak, but just then Insharah walked over to their campfire.

“Sir,” Insharah murmured to Axis. “Madarin, the man you noted before we rode out, issick nigh to
degth, | think. Can Zeboath the physician examine him?’

CHAPTER TWO

Palace of the Fir<t, Y oyette, Coroleas

S aome could not wake up. She was vaguely aware that the night had passed, and that she had dept
right through the day, but, oh, she could not move, could barely bresthe, could only lie, lost in amaze of
dreams.

Icarii, tens of thousands of them, spiraling over an ice-clad peak so high it dwarfed an entire continent.
A woman, black-haired and beautiful, screaming in agony as wings were torn from her back.

StarDrifter, sanding not in the topiary garden, but in amysterious dark forest, holding out hishand in
Seduction.

Her own mother, sanding a awindow in the Paace of the First, waiting in the night for a shapeto spird
down from the heavens.



StarDrifter again, screaming himself asterrifying creatures tore out hiswings, and murdered alovely
birdwoman before him.

A woman that StarDrifter had loved before dl others.

Sdome' s own back burned, and she moaned, remembering—even though she knew she should not be
able to—that day when she was three and her mother had taken her down the back streets of Y oyette,
to aman who specidizedin...

Removing wing buds.

It must have hurt, even though the tiny child Salome had been given strong drugs to render her
unconscious. In her dreams Salome imagined the pain she must have endured, imagined the days and
nights spent twisting in agony as her mother applied soothing poulticesto her back.

Imagined her screams and whimpers, and her mother begging her to remain silent in case her husband,
and the man Salome had always caled “father,” came to inquire the reason he’ d not seen his daughter for
dayson end.

The pain in her back increased, and Salome drifted closer to consciousness. She was fighting to wake
now, hating the sense of being out of control, not being able to move...

Oh, gods, shewaslying on her belly, exposing her back to full sight!

Shetried to roll over, but now the pain in her back was coupled with agreat weight, asif someone
leaned down on her.

“No need to struggle so, you contemptuous bitch. Y our secret isout.”
She recognized the voice. It was the emperor.
No, this must be adream aso. This could not be happening.

Someone hit her on the side of her head, hard and cruel, and Salome gave agreat cry, and managed to
open her eyes.

Someone—the emperor—was leaning over her.

Another man, no, two men, were holding her down at shoulders and hips so the emperor could trace his
fingers down her back.

Down her scar.

“No!” Salome screamed, trying desperately to struggle, but was unable to move under the men’ s hands
and the remaining effects of the drug.

She had been drugged. The Icarii bastard had drugged her!
Then thefull import of her plight struck Sdlome.

Her outside blood had been discovered. She would be thrown out of the First. Her son would become a
dave. Gods...godd Everything was over.

Sadome thought of al the people who loathed her, and quickly realized she would be very lucky to
surviveinto the next day.



Her panic wasindescribable. She had no anger, not at the moment, only an al-consuming desperation to
survive, somehow.

“To think what we ve been hiding in our midst dl thistime,” the emperor said, and Salome could hear the
sheer joy underscoring hiswords.

His greatest enemy. Undone.

And undone so badly ...

The emperor stood back, and Salome did not try to speak. There was nothing to say.
But, oh, where was Ezra? What had they done with her son?

“Toss her out on the midden heap,” said the emperor, “and tie her to a stake, so that any who wish
revengefor dl her dights over the years may tekeit a their leisure.”

The grip of the men holding her changed, and they hauled Salome naked from the bed.
Just asthey dragged her toward the door, Salome managed to say something.

“Fools,” shewhispered hoarsdly, “you have been distracted from the true crime enacted here. Look, he
has taken the Weeper. StarDrifter has taken the Weeper.”

CHAPTER THREE
Northern Plains of | sembaard

A xisand Zeboath rose at the sametime.

“Madarin?’ said Axisto Insharah. “I thought you said he had a bellyache from esting too much ed pie.”

“Thatisdl I thought it was” said Insharah, “and al Madarin thought it was. But he grew very quiet
during the day’ sride, and didn’t eat anything at camp. Over the past hour his pain has become
immeasurably worse, and heisgray and swesting.”

“I'll look & him,” said Zeboath, hurrying off to rummagein his pack for his physician’s bag.

Axisfollowed him. He hated it when men under his command fell ill. He could dedl with horrific battle
wounds, but somehow the silent attack of disease and illness unsettled him far more. Evenin hisfull
power as Star-Man, Axis had been unable to do anything for interna illnesses or raging fevers. He d
aways had to leave it to women and physicians.

Madarin lay wrapped in blankets, curled about hisbelly. Even in thefirdight Axis could see clearly that
the skin of hisface was gray and dick with swest, and that hisbody trembled. He was biting hislip, trying
not to moan.

Madarin was clearly very, very ill.
“Stars,” Axis muttered, “1 hope Zeboath can do something.”

The physician arrived at that moment, bag in hand, shooing Insharah and Axis back, and asking one of
the other soldiersto build up thefire.

“He' sin shock,” Zeboath said. “Hewill need thewarmth.”



“Shock? said Axis. “Why?"

Zeboath held up ahand, silently asking for time. He knelt at Madarin’s side, and very gently persuaded
him to uncurl so that Zeboath might examine him.

For long, tense minutes, Zeboath probed at Madarin’s chest and belly. At times, when Zeboath’ sfingers
dug too deep, Madarin let out a shriek and Zeboath muttered an apology. Findly, Zeboath patted
Madarin on the shoulder, told him he would mix him a pain remedy, and stood and motioned Axisand
Insharah to one side.

Thetight, anxious faces of the troop followed them.

“Itisnot good news,” Zeboath said. “He has an obstruction within hisbowel, and his bowel has gone
into spasm and twisted about itsdlf. Now Madarin's entire abdomina cavity isinflamed and, as you have
seen, he has goneinto shock. | need to give him some pain relief, fast.”

“But you can fix it,” sid Axis

Zeboath looked him directly in the eye. 1t may resolveitsalf, Axis, but, no, | cannot ‘fix it.” Morelikely
hewill develop such amassive infection within his belly from the inflammation and obstruction that he will
diewithin days. | can relieve the pain and the spasms, but that isal | can do.”

Axis stared at him, then gave asmall shake of hishead. So beit.
“There must be something ds2!” said Insharah.

“I’'msorry,” Zeboath said. “1 just can’t—"

“Perhaps| can,” said Ishbel, and al three men turned about in surprise.
She stood just a pace away.

“How?’ said Axis.

“I have some skill in the, um, unraveling of intestines.”

“Sill?’ said Zeboath.

“Please” Ishbel sad, “will you trust me?1 can help thisman, and even if not, what harm in dlowing meto

try?’
Axis and Zeboath exchanged aglance, then Axis nodded. “Very well.”
Ishbel nodded and stepped over to Madarin.

Like Zeboath, she sank down on her knees next to the man. She put ahand on his shoulder—AXis
thought she might smilein reassurance, but her face remained grave—and rolled the man fully onto his
back.

“I need you to stay straight, and till,” she said. “Can you do that?’
Madarin's eyes were glassy with pain and shock, but he managed atiny nod.

“Good,” said Ishbel, then she pulled back the blankets covering the man, unlaced his breeches, pulling
them down to his hips, and ran ahand gently over his abdomen.



Asshedid so, the man’s abdomen roiled, and he cried out in pain.
There were gagps from about the circle, and many shifted uneasily.

Ishbel’ s hand continued to move dowly over Madarin’s abdomen. She closed her eyes, bowing her
head, concentrating, and her hand stilled.

No one moved. Every eye wasfixated on Ishbdl.
“Y ou have not respected the Coil,” 1shbel muttered, her head still down, her eyes still closed. “It rebels”
“The ed pie—" Madarin began, hisvoice rasping.

“Bequiet!” Ishbel said. Then, suddenly, her hand dug deep into Madarin’s belly, and he screamed in
pain, hisback arching so far off the ground hisweight was supported only by his shouldersand hips.

Everyone moved then, stepping forward, but 1shbel’ s head jerked up and her eyes blazed. * Stay back!”

Axisraised ahand, stilling everyone' s forward movement. “ Stay back,” he said, “for the moment. Gods,
Ishbel, | hope you know what you are doing...”

She ignored him. Her hand continued to pressinto Madarin’s flesh, so deeply it appeared dmost to
disgppear from view.

Then sherdleased itstight grip and, very gently, very quietly, began to rub her hand in acomplex pattern
over Madarin'sbelly.

Hewas il shrieking, but his body had relaxed back to the ground.

Ishbel’ s hand continued to move, dowly, gently, and now her own body swayed back and forth, dowly,
gently, following the movement of her hand.

Axiswas fixated. He could not drag his eyes away from Ishbel, now weaving back and forth dmost asif
shewere cradling achild, her eyes closed once more, her face peaceful, her hand moving, ever more
dowly, ever more gently.

She was using apower he' d never seen before.

Madarin’s shrieks eased back to moans.

“That isamazing,” Zeboath whispered & Axis sde. “ Asounding!”
Ishbel drew in adeep breath, and opened her eyes.

Her hand paused, then moved up to the bottom of Madarin’srib cage.

Then, very dowly, very ddiberatdly, Ishbel traced out a serpentine path with her forefinger from the
man’'srib cage down to hisgroin.

“Y ou are the servant of the Great Serpent now,” Ishbel said to Madarin, who was completely quiet and
garing at her with wide, shocked eyes. “Reverehim.”

Then she stood, dow and graceful, and walked back to the campfire she shared with Zeboath and Axis.



Far to the north, in Escator, Maximilian rode through the night. He' d led his party out of Ruen a noon,
having convened a hasty meeting of the Privy Council of Preferred Nobles. He d I eft his crown and his
authority with the Council, Lixd asits head, and vowed to them that he would return.

As herode, Maximilian often glanced to the east where the Outlands warred with Pelemere and Hosea,
and imagined he could hear the opening clash of stedl in battle and the screams of dying men.

With him rode two Emerald Guardsmen, Serge and Doyle. Egalion had recommended them highly,
saying they were men of particular resource and skill.

At that, Maximilian’s mouth had twisted wryly. In their lives before they’ d been condemned to the Veins,
Serge and Doyle had been nsfor hire.

But Serge and Doyle did not quite make up Maximilian's entire party. During the midafternoon Serge had
gestured into the sky, and Maximilian looked up to see BroadWing and three other I carii descending.

“Wewill comewith you,” BroadWing had said, refusing to listen to Maximilian's protestations. “Y ou are
not our king, so your commands have no force with us. We can help you, Maximilian. Do not refuse us.”

Maximilian hadn’t. The Icarii would be useful—more than ussful—and he liked their company.

So now they rode through the night, their horses' pounding hooves egting up the miles, while the | carii
wheeled overhead. Thetraveing eased Maximilian’ smind. He was doing something, he was taking
control rather than being battered by circumstance, and he was traveling to snatch back the woman he
loved.

Elcho Fdling could wait until he had Ishbel again.

“Just award of the Cail, Ishbel,” Axis said as he sat down. “ Redlly? Perhaps you may now liketo
explain that alittle morefully.”

Ishbdl sighed as Zeboath dso sat. Shefelt drained from the energy expended in healing Madarin, but
aso, conversaly, energized. She had always worried that the baby within her would disrupt her Coil and
separate her from her powers as archpriestess.

But tonight had proved otherwise. Her Coil was as strong as it had aways been.
“Y ou are amember of the Cail?’ Zeboath said, hiseyeswide. “1 have heard of them!”
“Wadl,” said Axis, “according to Ishbd sheisonly—"

“Peace,” said Ishbdl, sighing again. She hesitated, reluctant to speak the truth even though it must now be
blindingly obvious she was far more than just award of the Coil. But what would Axis and Zeboath say
when they knew the truth? She liked both of them, and enjoyed their company, and wouldn’t want to—

“Ishbd,” said Axis, very gently, “I don’t want to judge you. | am intrigued by you, and by what you said
to me last night about the ancient evil. Tell me of Serpent’s Ne<t, and of your life there. If you have heard
anything of my life, then you must know some of my stupidities” Axisgaveasmdl depreceting amile. “I
amthelast person to judge you, and | think that after tonight’ slittle display Zeboath admiresyou far too
much to even congder it. Trust us, Ishbd.”

“Y et you were willing enough to taunt me the other night with your ‘rather vile band of psychic



murderers.’”

“| waswrong to say that, Ishbel, and | gpologizeto you for it. Tell usabout Serpent’sNest. Tell us about
yw.”

Ishbd studied her hands for along time. Then, when she finally raised her head, she spoke calmly, and
Axishad aglimpse of her inner strength and dignity.

“Asyou know, Serpent’s Nest is home to the Cail, an order that worships and tends to the Great

“The Great Serpentisagod?’ said Axis.

“Yes. Weonly ever see him in visons during Readings, or on other very rare occasions when he reveals
himsdlf to us”

“Y ou are amember of thisorder,” Axissaid.
“Yes” Ishbe tilted her chin dightly. “1 am itsarchpriestess”

Axis drew asoft breath between histeeth, and heard Zeboath do the same. He glanced at him, and saw
that the physician’ s eyeswere now almost popping out of his head.

“The knowledge of anatomy that you must have!” Zeboath said. “Would you mind, later, when you have
the time and are strong enough, sharing some of that knowledge with me?’

Ishbel looked at him with some surprise, and Axis thought she must have been expecting judgment.
Instead, she received bresthless admiration.

Ishbel smiled, just very dightly. “Well, yes, Zeboath, | will gladly do that. | am sure thereis much we can
teach each other.”

Axiswas now alittleirritated, as obvioudy Zeboath knew more about the Coil than did he. “Ishbd, tdl
me of the Cail, and what you do within it.”

“We tend to the Great Serpent, and protect and honor him as best we may. We aso conduct Readings,
inwhich the Great Serpent speaksto us, and revedls...” She hesitated. “ The Great Serpent isan oracle,
Axis, of great mystery. He can reved thefuture to us, or for any who desire to know it.”

“What are these * Readings 7’

“Wetakealiving man, Axis, and we disembowe him to reved the Coil within—hisbowd. His coil spills
to the floor, then rises, taking on the form of the Great Serpent, who then speaksto usand reveals
glimpses of the future or impartsinformation that we need to know.”

“Y our knowledge of anatomy must be superb,” Zeboath muttered to one side.

Axis stared at 1shbel, wondering that so few words could describe such horror. * And the person you
disembowd...?’

“Dia”
“Sweet gods, Ishbdl...”

“Wetake criminals destined for execution, and very rarely aman who offersushislife. In the latter



instance, the Great Serpent blesses the man’ sfamily with good fortune, and we render him insensible
during the Reading, so that hefedsno pain.”

Axisswalowed, dragging his eyes awvay from Ishbd to stare out the window. “You don’t ‘read’
women?’

“No. Their cail within istoo often disturbed by childbearing, or by the waxing and waning of the womb
with itsmonthly cycle”

“Yet you, afemae, rank a the top of the Cail?’

“When | wasinducted into the Cail | relinquished al reproductive rights and workings.”
Axisnodded at her bdly. “And that?’

“I cannot explain this pregnancy. | should not have been able to conceive.”

“Maximilian isaman to be reckoned with, then,” muttered Axis. “ Tdl me, does Maximilian know that
you are the archpriestess of this order?’

“He suspects.”

Axislooked back & her. “Then you cannot blame him for thinking you might be involved with the
murders Ba d’ uz committed across the Central Kingdoms. Dear gods, Ishbel, you cannot blame anyone
for reacting with horror a what you do.”

“Areyou repulsed, Axis?’

He sghed. “1 have done many terrible thingsin my life, 1shbel. No. | am not repulsed, but | am
saddened.” He gave asmdl smile. “ Zeboath, on the other hand, 1ooks as though he shall be your student
for life”

Ishbel amiled.
“Wasit the Great Serpent who told you about the ancient evil 7’ Axis asked.

“Y es. He showed us Skraglings swarming over Serpent’s Nest, and aterrible darknessrising from the
south.”

Whatever rests benesth DarkGlass M ountain, thought Axis. Or perhaps even the cursed pyramid itself.
“Itiswhy | was sent to marry Maximilian,” 1shbel offered.

“What? Why should marriage to Maximilian help?’

Ishbel shrugged. “I don’t know.” She paused. “I didn’t want to marry him.”

“And now?’ Zeboath said.

“It mattersno longer,” she said, her tone bitter. “Thismarriageisover.”

“Ishbel,” Axissad eventudly, very gently, “what isit about Maximilian that the Great Serpent felt was
worth this?’

“I don’'t know. And now...now | have ruined everything. I havelost Maximilian. | have failed the Great
Serpent. Oh, gods...”



“Ishbel, you were stolen. Y ou couldn’t help it that—"

“The Great Serpent wanted me to stay with Maximilian. He said | could come home eventudly. | could
leave Maximilian eventudly. | told Maxel, we talked about this, he knew | was unhappy. He said to give
itayear, and | thought | could give him that year, hand him this baby, then leave. Go home.”

“Y ou don’t want the baby.”

“No. Maxd wantsit. | don't.” Again, apauseto collect hersdf. “ And now...now | worry that the baby
has died, it doesn’'t move, and Maxd...”

What a complex woman, thought Axis. Shefedsguilt for everyone. The Great Serpent. Maximilian. She
may have been a brilliant archpriestess, but the god she served thought it better for her to be awoman, a
wife, and aqueen, dl rolesthat Ishbel had no experiencein and that terrified her.

“Earlier,” Axissad, “when | mentioned the name Ligter, you reacted strongly. What do you know of
him?’

“I have never met him,” said Ishbel, “but | know of him. He was once the archpriest of the Cail, serving
at Serpent’s Nest well before my time.”

“Ligter was an archpriest of the Coil 7" Axissaid. “Well, well. Go on, please.”

“He vanished one day,” Ishbd said. “Perhaps ayear or two before | cameto Serpent’ s Nest. Axis, why
are Liser—whom you now style L ord of the Skraglings—and Isaiah in contact?’

“They arein an dliance to invade the Outlands and the Central Kingdoms,” said Axis. “Isaiah from the
south, Lister from the north.”

“Oh, no,” shewhispered. “No...”

“Ligter and Isaiah use the pyramids,” Axissaid, “to communicate. Lister either made these, or he has
access to those who can. | admit myself highly curious about Lister, Lord of the Skraglings, and once
archpriest of the Cail.”

“Please, Axis,” Ishbd said, “please—the I carii are in the north, | have seen them, and you have talked to
one of them. Let us, you and |, flee north. Dear gods, you cannot be involved in thisinvasion of innocent
peoples! Have not enough I carii died?’

Axisgave her asharp look at that last. “1 do not agree with Isaiah’ s plansfor invason,” hesaid, “but |
will do better here. With Isaiah. Heisnot abad man.” Heisaman full of mysterieshimsdf. “I like him.
Besides, there are great puzzles to be solved here. DarkGlass Mountain, for one.”

“DarkGlassMountain?’ Ishbel said, wanting to argue more with Axis about the invasion, but unable to
resst the question.

“I think it isyour ancient evil,” Axissaid, “or something associated with it. DarkGlassMountainisa
massive sone-and-glass pyramid far to the south, on the opposite riverbank from Aghat. Zeboath, what
do you know of it?’

Zeboath gave asmdl shrug. “1sembaardians know of it only as agreat mystery to which only the tyrant
has access.”

Axislaughed. “Wdll, | shdl disabuse you of that rumor here and now. The tyrants have no ideawhat it is,



dather”
CHAPTER FOUR
The Courtyard of the People, Y oyette, Coroleas

S alome supposed that there was an outcry over the loss of the Weeper, but it did not save her. The
guardsmen who held her continued to drag her out of her bedchamber, out of her [uxurious apartment,
out of her privileged life, and down into amisery so extreme Salome wished beyond anything else for
death.

They took her first to the guardroom, where they raped her, then handed her over to their fellows. A day
or so later, when the entire guardroom had finished their fun, they dragged her bleeding body through the
streets of Y oyette to the Courtyard of the People, where she was chained to a stake in one corner.

If Sdome had thought she' d endured hell over the past day, it was nothing to what occurred now. Men
and boys continued to rape her—at least while her body remained vaguely intact. The rapes stopped,
however, once the countless rocks and pieces of wood thrown at her broke and tore her flesh to such an
extent that not even rape became attractive.

The Coroleans did not stint themselves. The Duchess of Sidon was hated so violently that people from dll
the castes traveled in from the country to have their turn at her. They tried ever new and inventive ways
of humiliating and abusing her. One man tried to persuade his dog to mount her, another the boar he'd
brought in from hisfarm.

The dog refused, the boar was not so choosy.

Women spat at Salome and emptied chamber pots over her. Small boys poked at her flesh with hot
codshddiniron pincers.

Salome wished for death, she begged for death, but it did not come.
Even death tormented her.

All this abuse wasterrible enough, but it paled into insggnificance when they dragged her son, Ezra,
before her. Salome had hoped he' d escaped, or had at |east been spared the emperor’ s vindictiveness.

But, no.

Ezrawas too good an opportunity to torment Sllome into hell itself to beignored.

Guardsmen dragged him before Salome, tossing a bucket of icy water over her to rouse her.

Then they raped him, asvidlently and as vicioudy asthey had raped Sdome.

At one point, when she could no longer bear the screaming of her beloved son, Salome turned her head.

And saw to one side, through eyes bleary with agony, the emperor and half the court, hands laced over
fat bellies, watching with satisfaction.

Shetried to shriek to them to stop it, to save her son, but nothing came from her mouth save afaint
croak.

When Ezrd s rape became less amusing, the emperor gestured with his hand, and one of the guardsmen



pulled forth aknife.

With long, dow strokes, he castrated the boy, tossing the severed genitals onto Salome' s naked,
battered breasts.

Then they dragged Ezraclose to his mother, close enough that they could stare helplesdy at each other as
he dowly bled to death.

The last thing he whispered to her was, “Y ou said | wasto be emperor.”

At that point Salome hated StarDrifter so greatly she thought her hate would become aliving thing and
rise from her body and hunt the birdman down on her behalf.

On thethird night that Salome had been chained to the stake in the Courtyard of the People, she was
findly left aone. She was close to death, and people had becometired of taunting her. Better for them to
go hometo bed, and resume in the morning, on their way to market.

Sdomewaslargely incapable of coherent thought. All she wanted was to dide into death, and follow
Ezrainto whatever relief he' d managed to discover. As much as she was capable, shetried to
concentrate on not breathing, and on making her heart stop.

But her body wastoo strong, and it did not want to give up on life just yet.

At some point when it had become very cold, S ome thought she heard a movement behind her.
Shedidn’t carewho it was, just so long asthey had come to dide amerciful blade deep into her heart.
More footsteps, and murmured words.

Then ahand on her shoulder.

Salome amost screamed in shock. Then, before whoever had touched her could speak, she
convulsed—caused by a combination of despair, shock, fright, and the sheer degree of physical damage
doneto her body.

“Stars,” someone muttered, and the hands now moved faster and with more determination, cutting
Saome free from her chains, and wrapping her in ablanket.

“No,” shewhispered. “No.”

“We can't leave you here” said the voice, and then, horribly, terrifyingly, Sdome felt hersdlf lifted into the
ar and knew shewas being carried by an I carii.

Shetried to struggle, tried to wrest hersdlf free of the hated creature’ s grip so that she might fal mercifully
to the ground and dash hersdlf to death againgt its kindness.

But he was too strong, and she too wesk, and so findly, gratefully, Salome dipped into unconsciousness,
and knew no more.

Sdome woke an indeterminate amount of time later. Shewaslying in abed, inaplain, ill-lit chamber, and
shewasin agony.



She could fed every hurt and every injury doneto her over the past few days asif it had been committed
only moments earlier. She moaned, twisted allittle on the bed, then cried out in pain as her body

Spasmed.
“Here” said avoice, “drink this”
A none-too-gentle hand gripped her hair and pulled her head up, and a cup was pressed againgt her lips.

A hitter liquid splashed into her mouth, and Salome choked on it. She tried to twist her head away, but
the hands kept the cup to her mouth until she had gulped down dl theliquid.

“That will keep you divealittlelonger,” the voice said, and Salome blinked, trying to bring the man into
focus

She could see by his silhouette againgt the lamp that he was an I carii, and so shetried to spit at him and
pinch him with her fingers.

But Salome was too weak to do more than purse her lips, and flutter her hand helplesdy, and the | carii
gave ashort, dry laugh.

“A little gratitude would be appreciated,” he said.
“Who areyou?’ she managed. “Why...”

“Our names you are never likely to hear,” said the I carii, and Salome redlized there must be more than
oneintheroom. “Why reved oursavesto such asyou, when you would sell our soulsto the highest
bidder, even though we have saved your life?’

“And astowhy,” said another voice from somewhere to Sdlome’ sleft. “We saved you because we
could not let afellow Icarii continue to suffer in that manner. Not at the hands of the Coroleans.”

A felow Icarii? thought Sdome. Gods, they called me an I carii!
Loathing for them rushed through her.

“But do not think we sympathize with you, or likeyou,” said thefirst spegker. “Y ou arefoul in our eyes.
Whét you have doneinyour life...”

“Me?’ she managed, feding stronger now that the painkilling drink was taking hold. “Me? What about
StarDrifter? He did thisto me. And my son...my son.”

“Ezrawedo regret,” said the Icarii to her left. “We would have saved him had we the opportunity. But
wedidn’'t. Only your heart had the strength to hold fast.”

“Strong I carii blood,” muttered thefirst I carii.

“Asfor StarDrifter,” said the other. “Well, we do not agree with what he has done, but we do not
wonder at it. He would have hated you amost as much aswe do.”

Shetried to move, but her body was so painful and stiff she could only wince. “What do you want from
me?’ Sdome sad. “Why save meif you loathe methis greetly?’

“For you to get strong enough that we can get you away from us,” said thefirst. “Wewill make you
stronger, then we will ensure you get out of this country. We will give you some clothes and some money,
and after that your lifeisyoursto rebuild as you will.”



“After dl,” said the other, “if our Icarii blood is good enough to see you survive the brutaity meted out to
you over so many days, then you will surely livealong, long life. Five hundred years, a the very least.”

Salome moaned. Nothing had hurt her so much asthat. A life five hundred yearslong? No, no, she could
not beer it.

Sdome dipped back into unconsciousness.

Thetwo Icarii malestended her over the next week. Salome never saw their faces clearly, nor learned
their names. They stayed with her day in, day out. They washed her, rubbed salve over her wounds, and
fed her food and herbal medicines.

After their first conversation they rarely talked to her, which suited Salome. She hated talkers, whether
loversor any others. She closed her eyesto them whenever they were near, asif in pretense that she
dept, even though her mouth readily accepted any food they spooned in, or drank of any refreshment
they offered.

Salome discovered that she wanted to live, after dl. If she could not die, then she would do the next best
thing.

Find SarDrifter.

Then ruin hislife ashe had ruined hers.

CHAPTER FIVE
The Widowmaker Sea, to the West of Escator

B a d’ uz wished he' d thought to leave StarDrifter behind. He had come to loathe the birdman in the very
few short days they’ d been together on this cursed fishing vessd.

At night they lay in their tiny cramped cabin (and that they had acabin at dl was due entirdy to Bad’ uz
initiative in the use of someinventive and quite frightening threets), and in their narrow, uncomfortable,
damp bunks, and pretended the other did not exist.

Neither was very good at it.
The trouble had started amost the instant they’ d boarded the boat in Y oyette harbor.

StarDrifter had not liked the rank stink of the fish. Neither did Ba d’ uz, but under the circumstances (this
wasthe only boat available and it was leaving immediately) he was prepared to put up with the fish stink
in order to make a quick escape from Coroless.

Then StarDrifter had objected to the way Ba d’ uz had made threats against the captain’ swifein order
that the captain evacuate his cabin for StarDrifter and Ba d’ uz.

Those objections had so irritated Ba d’ uz that the moment they were belowdecks and the boat had cast
off from the wharf, he' d informed StarDrifter that he' d cast Salome to the wolves of the Corolean court.

“Youdidwhat?' StarDrifter said.

“What care you?’ Ba d’uz said, holding on to an overhead bulkhead in order to steady himsdlf against



the increasing motion of the vessdl. “Y ou have said yoursalf, countlesstimes, what acrud and sdfish
creature sheis. Now sheisreaping the rewards of alifelived a everyone el se's expense. It would
surprise me, frankly, if shewas not already dead.”

“It would have been enough that she will need to face the consequences of losing the Weseper,”
StarDrifter snapped, keeping his balance with an unconscioudy graceful ease that did nothing for
Bad’uz' irritation with the man. “Y ou did not need to ensure her degth!”

“I had not realized you' d devel oped an affection for her,” Ba'a’ uz said.
“I had not realized you were so fucking vindictive.”

Ba d’ uz sneered, then looked at the Weeper. “Giveit to me.”
StarDrifter hesitated, then held the Weeper out for Ba d’ uz.
Theingant it left the warmth of his arms, the Weeper shrieked.

It did more than shriek. It wept and wailed and sobbed until the cabin literaly throbbed with sound and
sadness.

Before Ba a’ uz could touch the Weeper, StarDrifter wrapped it in hisarms again.
The noise ceased abruptly.

Now Ba d’ uz had areason to not be merdly irritated with StarDrifter, but to develop aconsiderable
loathing for him.

“What have you doneto it?’ Ba d’uz said. “Why won't it leave you?’

“I have done nothing toit,” said StarDrifter, “and | can’t even begin to imagine areason why it might not
want to go to you.”

They’ d stood there and stared at each other for along moment, then StarDrifter turned aside and sat
down on hisbunk. He wrapped himself in ablanket, the Weeper beside him, and affected to go to deep.

Ba d’uz stood for along time, watching StarDrifter’ s back, then he, too, lay down on his bunk.

Sleep did not come.

Over the next two days conditions on the fishing vessel grew ever worse. The ship’s crew fed StarDrifter
only the very worst of scrapsfrom their gdley (afact that hardly surprised StarDrifter, given Bad’uz
earlier threats), athough he often found a better gruel in his bowl than that which appearedinBa a’ uz',
and a piece of good toasted bread secreted within anapkin.

While Ba d’ uz and StarDrifter wanted to go directly to the southern coast of Escator, the fishing boat
was going on acircuitous route to get there. It did, after al, need to collect fish, and the best fish was
alwaysto be found in the Widowmaker Seafar to the north of Coroleas. Both thisfact, and that the boat
appeared to be heading into rough westher, did not improve Ba d’ uz' temper in the dightest.

To cap off al hiswoes, Ba d’ uz suffered badly from seasickness.

StarDrifter didn’t get atwinge.



StarDrifter discovered that one of life' sgreater pleasures was stlanding over Ba d’ uz in his bunk, looking
down at his green face while chewing voracioudy on a piece of bread and fish, and asking, through his
enthusiastic chewing, if there was anything he could get Ba d’ uz from the gdley. It invariably drove

Ba d’uz into ahissing, spiteful fury, and gave StarDrifter an excuse to spend many hours on deck, the
Weeper tucked comfortably under one arm, chatting to the crew as they went about their chores.

The crew had been wary of StarDrifter at first, but asBa a’uz' antagonism toward him grew ever more
noticesble, so did his popularity with the fishermen.

They knew what the Weeper was, and they were intrigued by StarDrifter’ sacquisition of it, while at the
same moment growing ever more anxious about whatever repercussons its theft might have for them
back in Coroless.

“Frankly,” StarDrifter said one afternoon, as the crew paused for a break after spending hours cleaning
their nets, “I’ d advise you to seek sanctuary with King Maximilian in Escator. He has agood reputation
for protecting hisfishing fleets, and I’ ve heard the harbor at Narbon has excellent facilities.”

“But our familiesareback in Y oyette,” the captain said, obvioudy still smarting over Ba d’ uz' thrests.

StarDrifter was about to say something, but just then the Weeper, tucked under StarDrifter’ sarm, went
cold.

It did more than go cold—it became completely icy.
StarDrifter pulled it onto hislap and, along with the crew, looked at it in surprise.
Its contours were outlined in frost.

A sense of incredible peace pervaded StarDrifter. He looked up at the crew, and saw that they, too, had
expressions of wonder on their faces.

StarDrifter, asdid the crew (and none of them knew how they knew this, but know it they did), redized
that the crew’ sfamilies were safe...and no longer in Coroless.

After that, StarDrifter began to eat and deep with the crew, and left Ba d’ uz to the cabin.

Three nights after leaving Coroleas, while the fishing vessel was some two |leagues from the Escatorian
coast, astorm began to build.

CHAPTER S X
The River Lhyl, the Tyranny of | sembaard

| shbel opened the curtain that gave her tiny cabin on the riverboat some privacy, then moved toward the
foredeck, where Axis and Zeboath were Stting in the twilight.

Ishbel had felt much more relaxed and at peace since the night she had healed Madarin. She now
traveled with agroup who knew precisaly what she was—the archpriestess of the dreaded Coil—and
who not only did not condemn her, but either regarded her with intrigued fascination or varying degrees
of adulation (severa of Madarin’s comrades had asked her, hesitantly, if perhaps she might talk to them
about the Great Serpent and enlighten them).



She was accepted and to some degree respected.

She no longer had to keep secrets, or listen to a husband who asked her to hide her origins and pretend
to be something she was not.

And she il had the power of the Cail within her.

Ishbel had been so unsure of herself from the moment the Great Serpent had revedled he wanted her to
leave Serpent’s Nest and marry Maximilian. The realization of her pregnancy had distressed her, for
she' d believed that it would disrupt the Coil within her, and separate her till further from the protection
and the love of the Great Serpent.

She should have listened to the Great Serpent.
Wash with thetide.

He had not been upset by her pregnancy, and indeed had appeared pleased by it, while the experience
with Madarin had demonstrated to al, and most particularly to Ishbe, that her connection with the power
of the Great Serpent had not been lost at all.

Aboveal, having relaxed away from her fears and the draining need to congtantly hide her true identity,
Ishbel was beginning to enjoy hersdf. She found hersdf intrigued by the company with whom she
traveled, and fascinated by the land and culture through which she moved.

It was dl so different from her life within the Coil at Serpent’s Nest. Ishbel knew she'd clung to her
isolation, and to the enveloping, if suffocating, protection that the mountain and the Coil afforded her,
because of the childhood terrorsthat continued, even now, to torment her.

But she was discovering that she might learn to deal with the terrors, that she was capable of dedling with
most things, and that she had more courage and fortitude than she had thought.

She aso trusted Axis and Zeboath to an extent she’ d trusted few peoplein her life.

Maximilian’slack still managed to cause her some degpless hours a night. She could hardly forget him,
not with his baby growing insde her, but 1shbel wondered if Maximilian ever thought of her. She thought
that he' d probably accepted her kidnapping with profound relief. No longer was he saddled with awife
who was not merely an embarrassment to him, but one who threatened to saddle him with the guilt of
every murder and injustice committed throughout the Central Kingdoms over the last half yesr.
Maximilian would likely annul the marriage and forget her.

Widl might Axis have said that BroadwWing had told him Maximilian would tear gpart the earth for her,
but 1shbel thought she knew the truth of her relationship with Maximilian far better than did BroadWing.

Maximilian would not care overmuch, she was sure.

Ishbel climbed the short steps to the top deck, lifted her head, and walked out to join Zeboath and Axis.

Ishbel decided sheliked thishot, vast country. It was so different from anything she' d ever known
previoudy. She appreciated the warmth of the evening wind, and the scent of distant spicesit carried on
its back. She enjoyed being able to wear l0ose, |ess redtrictive clothes. She was fascinated by the vast
aridnessthat sporead beyond the fertile swathes of agricultura land that ran either sde of theriver. But of
everything, Ishbel loved the River Lhyl the most. It was o peaceful and so beautiful, so cam and yet so



strong, lined with deep reed banks that, at dusk and dawn, throbbed with the glorious song of the frogs
and during the day erupted great clouds of brightly plumed river birdsinto the air.

Theriver wasaworld to itsdf. To Ishbel, it sometimes gppeared to be so full of promise and sweetness
that her eyesfilled with tears.

Shefelt awonderful serenity within hersdf every time she stepped from the lower decks of the riverboat
and once again was envel oped by the sights and scents of |sembaard.

It felt amost asif she was coming back to along-forgotten home.
It fdt right.
“My lady,” she heard Axis say, and she blinked.

He was standing before her, agentle smile on hisface at the expression on hers. He had hishand out,
and shetook it, and dlowed him to lead her to where Zeboath waited among a group of chairsand low
tables at the very prow of the boat.

With the authority of Isaiah, which he commanded, Axis had been able to requigition for them the most
luxuriousriverboat available.

Zeboath smiled and gave adight bow as Ishbel and Axis approached, then sat down once Ishbel had
made hersalf comfortable.

They chatted for an hour or more, often lapsing into comfortable slence as dusk settled about them.
Servants came with lamps, and with food and drinks, and they busied themselves with their medl.

Asthemeal drew to aclose, Zeboath patted at his mouth with his napkin, and addressed Ishbel.
“Y ou look very content, my lady, for someone who has been kidnapped away from her home.”

Ishbel gave asmdl smile, and decided to speak the truth. “ Sometimes| fed asif Maximilian did the
kidnapping, and you two the rescuing.” She paused. “I have never felt so relaxed with anyone, save for
Azid, archpriest of the Coil and adear friend, as| do here, in this company.”

Shelooked over therailing at the twilight vistabefore her. “ And thisland—it isso....intriguing. Listen to
thefrogs Arethey not beautiful ? And the scent onthewind...”

Axis and Zeboath exchanged amused glances.
“Maximilian has somework to do, | think,” said Axis, “if heisto win you back to hissde.”
“If hecan,” 1shbel said, il looking out &t the view.

Then sheturned her eyes back to her two companions. “ Sometimes space—distance—can give you
such perspective.”

“And sometimesit can be very distorting,” Axissaid. “Y ou and Maximilian met and married under
pressure, and the start to your married life was not easy.”

“Certainly not when he kept asking meto pretend to be something | was not,” 1shbel said.

“Y ou can understand his reasons, surely,” Axissaid.



“Neither you nor Zeboath have condemned mefor who | am,” said Ishbd, “nor any of the men who
accompany us. Why did Maximilian?’

“Don't talk yourself out of thismarriage,” Axissaid. “Not yet.”
Shegaveasmdl shrug.

Axisfrowned, leaning forward asif to say something more, but just then Ishbel gasped, and put her hand
on her belly.

“The baby moved!” shesaid. “I am sure of it.”
She looked at Zeboath. “ Can you fed? Am | right? Oh, it moved again!”

Zeboath moved his chair closer to her, resting his hand on her belly. He felt in one place, then another,
then grinned at her. “Y es, Ishbd, the baby ismoving.”

“Oh,” Ishbel said on along breath, “it is not deed, after al. I’ d been so worried after the poisons
Bad’ uzgaveme”

“Wel,” said Zeboath, gtting back in hischair, “1 think that baby ismaking up for lost time now.”

Ishbel sat for amoment, her face awelter of different emotions. Then she leaned over to Axis, took one
of hishands, and put it on her belly.

“Axis?Fed?’

He said nothing, and Ishbel looked into hisface and saw there, for the first time since she'd met him, the
unmistakable darkness of desire.

It was acomplete revelation, and Ishbel sat back dowly as Axis hand did away from her body, and
allowed the world to open up abouit her.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The Widowmaker Sea, tothe West of Escator
T he captain of thefishing boat had set course for Narbon.

No one argued with him over the matter.

Fishing had become impossible the night previous as the ssorm had gathered and the seaarose in huge,
rolling waves that made work impossible,

Even the crew began to fed queasy asthe deck undulated back and forth, back and forth, rolling ever
closer to the black, glassy surface of the sea.

Ba d’ uz suffered as he had never thought possible. He lay in the cabin, twisted among sweet-stained
shests, his head resting on the wooden sides of the bed, the deck benesth dippery with the thin fluid he
vomited forth every few minutes.

No one came near him. Everyone had too much respect for their own lifeto risk hisfoul temper.

StarDrifter was unaffected, his sscomach tranquil.



He sat on the deck, his back pressed againgt the timbers of thetiny bridge, knees drawn up, trying to
make himsealf as small as possible so he would not trip any of the crew who ventured forth, the Weeper
tucked in securdly a his sde, watching the rolling seas with distant eyes. He could not merely seethe
storm building—the dark, heavy clouds milling close to the seaithen piling higher and higher until they
completely obscured the sun—but fed it. The air was heavy, dmost thick, uncomfortably humid.

Oppressive.

It was not just the storm. StarDrifter thought he could fedl a sense of expectation dowly accumulating as
the cloud mass thickened and darkened. A sense of power. Magic.

Something was happening.
Something was building.
StarDrifter did not know whether to anticipate or to fear.

S0 he sat through the morning and the early afternoon, his eyes fixed on some distant unknowable point
far out to sea, watching the storm gather in strength and in power.

By midafternoon the wind had strengthened to dmost gale force. It was not yet raining, but the sheer
force of thewind blew spray over the ship’sdeck, dicking itstimbers, and soaking StarDrifter. The
captain, Prata, made hisway out of the sheltered tiny bridge, grabbing handholds as he came, cursing
once as he dipped to his knees and grabbed at StarDrifter’ s shoul der—as much for support asto get the
man’ s atention.

“My friend, get belowdecks This storm will hit uswithin the hour, and no oneis going to survive out here
then!”

StarDrifter looked up at Prata’ s concerned face, an amused glint in his eyes. “Then perhaps we should
persuade Ba d’ uz that some open air would be good for him.”

The captain chuckled. “ StarDrifter, get below. Please. | can’t be wasting energy worrying about you out
here while trying to save the boat.”

“Leave me be, Prata. | will go below soon. Do not worry about me.”
Pratalooked at him searchingly. “ Then make sureit is soon, StarDrifter. Please.”
StarDrifter nodded, and Prata struggled back aong the deck into the dightly safer confines of the bridge.

StarDrifter returned his eyesto the sea, wrapping his cloak about him alittle more tightly in afutile effort
to keep some of the spray from hisflesh.

He was fascinated by what was happening. Something, something other than the storm, was about to
happen. Stars, the power gathering out to seawas sending e ectricity thrumming along his skin and
meaking the hair on hishead rise dightly.

Something was coming, and StarDrifter knew he would go insane if he were trapped belowdecks.

Even the Weeper fet different. It was growing colder, much likeit had the day before when StarDrifter
had felt the sudden explosion of power from the deity. But its current coldness could just as easily have
been due to the increasing amounts of spray that soaked it, or to the fact that it may be expending small



amounts of power merdly in anticipation of the sorm...

StarDrifter didn’t really know. He knew he should heed Prata s warning to go bel owdecks, but the storm
looked alittle way off yet, and surely he could St here for afew more minutes.

Maximilian, Serge, and Doyle rode for Narbon. They were some two or three hours distant from the port
city, and they wanted to get there asfast as they could.

To the west amassive storm was building over the Widowmaker Sea.

The atmosphere was heavy and oppressive, their horses skittish, too ready to shy at every gust of wind
and every leaf blown across the road.

The road itself was deserted. Everyone had taken themsalves inside and shut and bolted the doors, and
Maximilian thought that he, too, should get himsdlf and the two Emerald Guardsmen behind shelter.

Above them, treetops whipped to and fro, and leaves burst from shrubsin smdl, violent explosions.
How had the storm become this violent, so fast?
Maximilian pulled his horse to a hdt, sgnding the other two to stop aswell.

The horses milled about on the road, unnerved by the violence carried on the wind, their heads tossing,
their haunches bunched close to the ground, ready to bolt.

“We can't say out inthis” Maximilian said, having to dmost shout to make himsdf audible above the
howling wind. His hair whipped about hisface, but it wasn't worth taking ahand away from the reinsand
risking what little control of the horse he had lft to try to tuck it away.

Serge and Doyle nodded.
“We need shdlter,” shouted Doyle.
Maximilian looked up to the sky, squinting.

BroadWing and histhree companions were gill there, black dots high in the sky, riding awild current that
buffeted them about like leaves that tumbled across the roadway.

Maximilian momentarily waved an arm at them, hoping BroadWing would somehow intuit his meaning.
Find shelter.

His horse plunged to the left, and Maximilian grabbed &t hisreins again, pulling the horse up barely an
ingtant before hetotdly lost contral.

“Anywhere,” said Maximilian between clenched teeth. “We need to find shelter now.”

StarDrifter thought that he needed to get bel owdecks very soon. The storm front was now only afew
minutes away. The clouds hung like athick vell before the ship, lightning forking through themin angry
flashes of white and gold.

The sense of power was not only growing stronger, but far more unsettling.



Deciding he' d waited too long, StarDrifter began to move, dowly, trying to get to hisfeet without tangling
hislegsin the sodden cloak and dipping on the soaked deck, or being blown away by the increasingly
violent gusts of wind.

A few drops of rain splattered across his face—adifferent fedl to the spray: harder, more aggressive.
Icy. Sharp.

Thewind threatened to unfoot him with every move he made, but StarDrifter finaly managed to stand,
clinging with one hand to the overhanging eaves of the bridge.

The Weeper whimpered.

“I’ve not forgotten you!” StarDrifter muttered, wondering how he was going to hold on to the bronze
deity and still manage to reach the safety of belowdecks.

Perhgpsif he could fashion ading from hiscloak. ..

The boat suddenly tilted down the side of a huge wave, and the Weeper did toward the edge of the
deck.

StarDrifter made agrab for it.
The Weeper shrieked.

StarDrifter managed to get one hand on it, then two, then cried out himsdlf ashefelt ice burn through his
hands.

The boat tilted back the other way, and both the Weeper and StarDrifter dammed back against the
bridge.

Prata partly opened the door, yelling something indecipherable.
StarDrifter tried to release the Weeper, but was unable to remove his hands from the frozen deity.

The boat, as suddenly asit had just moved, tilted the other way once more, just as amassive wave
crashed over the deck.

StarDrifter and the Weeper were washed overboard.

Maximilian, Serge, and Doyle had given up trying to ride. It was amost impossiblein thiswind, and the
horses were so frantic they were unridegble.

Thelast glimpse Maximilian had of the lcarii was of them tipping their wings, diding through the air
toward the ground, and Maximilian hoped they were ableto find a safe harbor.

For himself and the two guardsmen, there seemed little likelihood of anything save ashdlow and
somewhat damp gully to the seaward side of the road. They’ d been caught out on a particularly isolated
stretch of the road into Narbon, one that led through the vast marshlands bordering the northern aspects
of the city. There were no houses here. No villages, and the marshlands that stretched afew leagues
inland were too risky for Maximilian and his men to venture, even in this storm.

The marshlands were known for their treacherous sands, and many were the tales of travelers who had



sought shelter in them never to be heard from again.

“Comeon,” Maximilian ydled, pulling his reluctant and terrified horse down the dopeinto the gully. “We
canwait it out here.”

“So long asthere’ sno storm surge,” Serge said.

StarDrifter turned over and over in the turbulent water, eyes and mouth tightly closed, trying to fight his
way to the surface.

The Weeper was gone, torn from his hands as they were dashed into the sea.

StarDrifter had no doubt at dl that the Weeper had pulled them overboard. He was aware that the deity
had expended amassive surge of power just before the fishing vessel had tilted that find, terribletime,
and he d felt both himself and the deity being pulled toward the sea.

StarDrifter had no ideawhy the Weeper might want him to drown in the Widowmaker Sea, and right
now trying to drum up areason was the last thing on hismind.

All StarDrifter wanted to do was survive.

His clothes—the cloak, his boots, his heavy jerkin and trousers—were pulling him ever downward, no
matter his attemptsto fight hisway to the surface, and hetried to pull them off.

The cloak floated freefairly easly, dthough it tangled in hislegs asit went, causng StarDrifter amoment
of sheer panicky terror. Hisjerkin, athick leather affair, and trousers, of Smilar materia, were harder to
didodge, however, particularly when hislungsfdt asif they were about to burst.

He started to sink, and he stopped struggling with his clothes and tried to work hisway to the surface.
He sank farther.

It beganto fed amost likeflying.

StarDrifter stopped fighting altogether, overwhelmed by the sensation.

He' d missed flight so desperately. To re-create the sensation, even for amoment, would surely be worth
desth.

Wouldn't it?

Suddenly apowerful light blazed in the water before him, searing through his closed eydids, and
StarDrifter’ s eyesflew open. Something gripped his upper ams, and StarDrifter felt himself being drawn
toward the surface.

Maximilian, Serge, and Doyle crouched in the lee of aboulder, trying to shelter themselves as best they
could from thedriving wind and rain.

Ther best waspitiful little,

The horses had bolted amost as soon asthey’ d been tied to a strong hewen bush. So great was their



fright, nothing could have held them, and Maximilian had signaed to the two guardsmen to | et them go.

Trying to catch them in this storm was not an option, and all they could do wastrust that their horses
might find some degree of shelter rather than dash themselvesto death in terror.

The three men huddled behind their boulder, faces turned away from the storm front, bodies crouched
into assmall aball as possible, crowding themsaves together for what little shelter and warmth they could
provide each other. They did not talk—there was no point.

Maximilian hoped that BroadWing and his companions had managed to find shdlter, and that he and his
two companions would manage to survive,

He thought they could. They were in no danger so long as Serge had not managed to curse them with a
storm surge through his pessmism. The night would be wild, and very wet and cold, but they were
strong, and even though the boulder offered little comfort, it did shelter them from the worst of the
westher.

Just as he' d managed to make himsdlf fed alittle eeser, something twigged at Maximilian's
CONSCIOUSNESS.

Almogt like adistant shout.

And then his Peramius ring screamed—so loudly that Maximilian himsalf shouted in shock, rolling away
from Serge and Doyleinto the full fury of the storm.

Maximilian heard one of them cal out, the sound athin and diminishing wail in the tempest, and then he
was gone, thewind so vicious, so powerful, it rolled him over thelip of the gully toward the pounding surf
on the beach.

Toward the beach? But that was againgt the windl!

Maximilian tried to grab at bushes, rocks, the occasiond thin trunk of a stumped tree, but he was being
pulled so fast toward the surf that hisfingers did not manage to maintain agrip on asinglething.

Hefelt something tear in his shoulder, and he gave ahoarse cry of pain that wasinstantly lost within the
mae strom.

The blazing light—the Weeper, StarDrifter knew that somehow, impossibly, it was the Weeper—had
somehow managed to drag him to the surface.

Here the danger felt even closer, for the waves loomed huge above them before crashing down on his
head, and every so often he was dragged into the wrath bel ow.

But now StarDrifter was dmost entirely encased within the light, and whenever arogue wave dashed him
down, he bobbed back to the surface just at that moment when he thought his lungs would explode.

Hewas covered in scratches and bruises from debrisin the water.
StarDrifter hoped it was not the wreckage of Prata s boat.
The coast! the Weeper said in hismind. StarDrifter, look, the coast.

StarDrifter blinked, but his eyes were blinded by the sea and spray and the mountainous waves, and he



had no idea how the Weeper expected him to see any farther than his nose.

Maximilian will bethere, the Weeper said. Maximilian will be therefor us.

Maximilian managed somehow to hook the fingers of hisleft hand into the thickness of the damp sand at
the surf’ s edge, then get his right hand wedged behind a boulder.

Thank the gods he hadn’t dammed into that!

With his good arm he managed to pull himsdlf farther and farther away from the sea, desperate to get
himsdf asfar away aspossible.

Then, impossbly, he heard afaint shout coming from behind him.
From within the sea.

“No,” Maximilian whispered, too tired, too cold, too desperate for shelter to even contemplate the idea
that someone might be calling out to him for rescue from the raging waters.

Hisring screamed again, flared asif in agony, and Maximilian cried and rolled to one Sde, the cry
intengfying as hisinjured shoulder hit the boulder.

The shout came again, closer, and somehow Maximilian struggled to one elbow, and looked over his
shoulder.

Therewas aman, struggling out from the surf, directly behind him. He was dragging something in his
hand.

Another man, perhaps, or alog.

Then everything went black for an instant, and when he regained hisvison, al Maximilian could seewas
abody being rolled over and over in the surf.

Almogt crying with the effort, Maximilian managed to get to his knees, shuffled into the waves, then
pushed forward with hisfeet as the water got deeper.

Waves crashed into him, blinding him, and hefelt hisfeet give way.
The next ingtant the body collided into him, and Maximilian felt something very hard hit hishead.

He blacked out for amoment, then something picked him up and thrust him forward. He found himself on
sand, out of the water, a heavy body draped over him, dmost suffocating him, and he felt theicy
heaviness of metd againgt hisinjured shoulder.

Herolled away from it, onto hisbelly, raising his head alittle to peer into the rain-swept gloom.
Then blinked, not believing what he saw.

A woman stood on the crest of the smdll hill that the wind had blown Maximilian over, her cloak
wrapped about her, long dark hair streaming in the wind, but otherwise apparently unaffected by the
storm.

CHAPTER EIGHT




The Mar shlands Outside Nar bon, Escator

M aximilian blinked, and she was gone.

He blinked again, and the driving wind and rain blocked any sight he may have had of the crest of the hill.

He blinked yet again, and the woman was standing before him, bending down to him, squatting at his
sde, her hand lifting back the sodden hair from his brow.

“Hello, Maxdl,” she said softly.

He stared at her, till too shocked by the events of the past half hour to comprehend what now was
happening.

“It hasbeen along time,” she said. “Perhapstoo long. Don't you recognize me?’
Her hand continued to stroke back hishair, her fingers combing it into some order.

Maximilian still stared at her, trying to take her in. The one thing that ingtantly struck him, most
overwhelmed him, wasthat she waswaking magic.

The second was that she was lovely—uvery long, thick, dark hair that, somewhat remarkably given the
storm, appeared only dightly damp; an exquisitely structured face, pale skin, the lightest gray eyeshe'd
ever seen, ringed with thick, luxuriant dark lashes...

It was the eyesthat were so different, Maximilian realized. They werefar lighter than he remembered.
And her face was much stronger, and far more mature.

“Ravenna,” he whispered.

Ravenna, the marsh girl who had helped Garth rescue him from the Veins.

Ravenna, the girl who rescued him from his madness, but then left him, and Garth—with whom shewas
close—to run with the Manteceros and Lord of Dreams, Drava, whose likeness Maximilian wore carved

into his upper right biceps.
“Y ou do remember,” Ravennasaid, and smiled. “What are you doing here, Maximilian?’

“Pulled here by magic,” Maximilian said, managing to get to hisfeet with Ravenna said, and suppressing
awince a thepainin hisshoulder. “You?’

Ravennashook her head, looking at the man gtill lying half in the water behind Maximilian. The storm had
abated now. It dill blew about them, and it till rained, but it was agentle and mild thing compared to
what had envel oped both seaand land only afew minutes earlier.

“It was magic that brought me here, too,” she said. She stepped past Maximilian and bent to the man
lying at the edge of thetide. “Who isthisman, Maxel ?’

“I don’'t know.”
Ravennarolled him over. “He has astrange aspect.”

Maximilian stepped to her Sde, looking down. “Heislcarii,” he said, *“ but with no wings.”



“| have heard of the lcarii,” Ravennasaid.
“No doubt from Drava,” said Maximilian.

Shelooked a him at that. “1 heard about them while | waswith Drava, yes,” she said. “Our livestogether
werefilled with the pursuit of mysteries”

“And now?’
“Now the dreamworld iswaking, Maxdl. The barriers between it and thisworld are cracking.”
“So Drava sent you back?’

“I wandered back of my own accord. | am amarsh woman, Maxel. | belong to no man, whether he be
flesh and blood, or dream.”

Thiswas, Maximilian thought, abizarre place and time to be having this conversation.

He looked back to the Icarii man, now softly moaning as he regained consciousness. “Power dragged me
here, to thisman. | have no ideawhy.”

“Maxd?’
Helooked at Ravenna.

She nodded at an object lying in the water afew feet behind the I carii, almost obscured by the darkness
and ralling waves. “What’ sthat?’

Maximilian walked over, leaning down and grabbing &t the object with his uninjured arm.
Almost immediately he swore softly, and jumped back.
“Maxd?’ Ravennasaid again, now at hissde.

“You'll haveto pick it up,” Maxd said. Heindicated hisleft shoulder. “I injured my shoulder. Can’t use
my left arm very well. Don't worry,” he added. “It isn't dangerous.”

She gave him aleve look, then bent down and lifted the object gently from the water—it was an
exquidtey worked bronze figurine of ayoung man.

It reeked with magic, which Ravennaknew Maximilian must have felt aswell, but which, ashe had, she
ingtinctively knew was't dangerousto her.

Not dangerous, but Ravennareceived the faint impression that the object didn’t like her very much.
“Itisvery sad,” she sad, softly.

“Heisthe Weeper,” said aweary voice from behind Ravennaand Maximilian, and they turned about.
“And heisindeed very sad.”

The Icarii man had lifted himsdlf onto one elbow. “My nameis StarDrifter SunSoar,” he said, “and | beg
your aid in finding me adry and warm spot.”

“StarDrifter SunSoar,” murmured Maximilian. “Dear gods. ..are they al coming back?’

Ravennalooked at him, an eyebrow raised in query.



“Hisson, Axis,” Maximilian said, his voice infused with weeks-old fatigue,  has a so returned from the
land of the dead, and now has my wife, Ishbel. | wastraveling to rescue her when this,” hewaved his
hand about, encompassing the ssorm and al it had wrought, “intervened.”

“Wadl,” said Ravenna, with abright smile, “now you have Axis father. | am sure, with your undoubted
royd diplomatic skills, we can arrange a prisoner exchange.”

“Axis hasyour wife?” StarDrifter said, having now struggled into a Sitting position.
“You knew Axiswas back?’ Maximilian said.

“Look,” said StarDrifter, “I have no ideawho either of you are, and | don’t redlly want to go through
explanations and introductions Sitting in thisfrigid water. Isit possible, do you think, that we can find
some shdlter, some dry shdlter, and talk all this out there?’

“I have no ideawhere—" Maximilian began, but then Ravenna caught a his arm with her hand, and
nodded at the crest of the hill.

Silhouetted againgt the night sky were the figures of Serge and Doyle, holding the reins of three horses.

“1 know of somewhere,” Ravennasaid.

Venetia paced back and forth by the wooden table in her small ramshackle home deep within the
marshlands.

Something was happening.
Something was coming.

She had fdlt thisfor many weeks...the sense of something happening. Over the past few daysthe sense
had intensified, and had been infused with the pain and terror of awoman far distant.

A woman wasin pain, and was being brutaized, and Venetia felt some tenuous connection with her,
athough she could not identify it.

Venetiainhabited the marshes beyond Narbon, a witch-woman, one who lived partly in the morta world
and partly in the Land of Dreams, aguardian of the borderlands between the dream world and the
morta. Generdly Venetiawas happy with her solitariness, but, as the sense of impending events crowded
her, she’ d become nervy, congtantly on the dert.

Waiting for whatever it wasto srike.

When the knock came at the door, Venetia gave a startled gasp, her body tensing, her eyes widening,
one hand at her throat.

She should have detected someone approaching.
That she had not told Venetiathat whatever waited outside for her was a power-wielder themselves.

Taking adeep breath, summoning her not inconsiderable courage, Venetiawalked to the door and flung
it open.

And then immediately enveloped the woman standing outside in afierce embrace.



“Ravennal”
Ravenna, her daughter, lost years ago to the seductive wiles of the Lord of Dreams.

Not logt, not totdly, for Ravennaand Venetia still remained aware of each other, and on very rare
occasions spent brief moments together within the Land of Dreams. But thiswasthefirg timein five
yearsthat Venetia had held aflesh-and-blood daughter in her arms, and she was not about to let her go
too quickly.

Ravennalaughed, hugging her mother back.

Eventudly Venetia stood back, her eyes shining. “How you've grown!” she said. “Y our power, aswell
asyour beauty. How could | have produced such a daughter?’

“I will never bethe woman you are, Venetia,” Ravennasaid. “Look, | have brought people with mewho
need aid. Can you—"

“Of course” Venetiasaid, slanding back dightly so she could see who was with her daughter.

Shetensed. “Maximilian Peramius,” she said softly. Venetiahad never met Maximilian, but she knew him
indinctively.

Venetialooked at her daughter, her eyesfull of questions.

“There are many questionsto be answered,” Ravennasaid, “and many talesto betold thisnight, | think.
But they need to be spoken in some comfort and warmth. Maximilian isinjured, and at |east one other
member of our group has been through extremity over the past few hours. May we comein?’

StarDrifter had been through many experiencesin hisvadt lifetime, but he thought he' d never enjoyed
anything so much as the wonder of being able to strip off his sodden clothes, wrap himsdlf in ablanket, St
before afire, and sip some of the wonderful ae the marsh witch-woman, Venetia, handed him.

Everything that had happened to him from the moment he’ d been tossed overboard seemed dreamlike:
the experience in the sea with the Weeper; meeting with a man who appeared to be the King of Escator,
Maximilian Peramius (StarDrifter had heard of him, yes, but he' d never paid the story much attention);
discovering Axis had gpparently made off with Maximilian’ swife (StarDrifter had to suppressagrin
every time he thought about that. Axis had not changed, it appeared); and, findly, being escorted by one
witch-woman to the home of another, deep in the marshlands.

From the beach Ravennaand Maximilian had helped StarDrifter (who had been given the Weeper to
carry) up ahill to where two men waited with horses, and then Ravennaand Serge had led the others,
riding the horses, deep into the marshes to Ravenna s mother’ s house.

Then there was gpparently much discussion and catching up to be done, but all StarDrifter could think
about was the wonderful warmth of thefire, the deicious de, the food that V enetiawas spreading over
the table, and the promise later of abed...if bed this ramshackle establishment could provide.

The Weeper lay under his stoal. It had been remarkably quiet ever since they’ d been washed ashore.

Venetiakept casting him uncertain, and decidedly cool, glances, but StarDrifter had no ideawhy, nor did
he particularly care. He could worry tomorrow about where he might go, and what he might do.



Tonight hewaswarm, and, he smiled around his mug of de, he was free of the damned Ba d’ uz.

Eventualy Venetia handed out the food as well—thick sausage encased in warm, fresh bread, and, as
people ate, Maximilian Peramius began to tdll histade in between mouthfuls.

It entranced even StarDrifter. Taes of indifferent love and of wives|ost were commonplace enough, but
who thiswife was (a priestess, perhaps, of an order that intrigued even someone as world-weary as
StarDrifter) and the powers that Maximilian hinted she may possess, made thisfar more interesting.

“And you say my son, Axis, sole her from you?’ StarDrifter eventudly said, unable to keep quiet any
longer.

Maximilian turned from his seet at the table to regard StarDrifter coolly. “He has possession of her now,”
Maximilian said, “but Ishbel was stolen by aband of men led by aman called Ba d’ uz—"

“Ah,” said StarDrifter.

“Ah, indeed,” said Maximilian, now regarding StarDrifter very keenly indeed. “1 think perhaps we have
heard enough of my sad tale. StarDrifter, perhaps you might enlighten us asto why you are here, washed
up on the shores of Escator with that bronze statue.”

Maximilian's eyes dipped to where the Weeper lay dmost hidden beneath StarDrifter’ s stoal.

“The Weeper isabronze deity,” said StarDrifter, “infused with the soul of aman | am trying to release.
Let meexplan...”

Asclearly and succinctly as he could, StarDrifter related what had happened to him over the past few
weeks. hismeeting with Ba d’ uz, his seduction of Salome, the theft of the Weeper, and the adventures
thet led him to thishut this night.

He mentioned Salome only briefly, and only as the woman he’ d needed to seduce in order to win the
Weeper, but as soon as he’ d stopped, Venetialeaned forward, interrupting Maximilian, who had begun
to ask StarDrifter aquestion.

“Thiswoman, Sdome” Vendliasaid. “Sheisintrouble, | know it.”

StarDrifter looked uncomfortable. “The Coroleans will be greatly angered at the loss of the Weeper,” he
said. “No doubt they have imprisoned Sdlome and—"

“She has been raped and brutaized,” said Venetiaflatly. “ Treated with acontempt that is unimaginable. |
havefelt this, intimated it, over the past few days. It has unsettled me greatly. Now, as you have spoken,
what has happened has clarified in my mind. Why, StarDrifter? Why has she been so cruelly treated? It is
connected with you, somehow.”

StarDrifter looked down at his hands, twiddling the empty mug of ae between them.

“Salomeisamost purelcarii,” he said. “I have no ideafrom where she got the blood, but she has spent
her life trying to hide her origins. She was a powerful member of the Forty-four Hundred First Families,
and asacaste they alow no ‘new’ blood. Everyone must trace their ancestry back to an ancient group of
familiesin pure and untainted line, or be cast from the First. Sdome held the most powerful position
within Coroleas, savefor thethroneitsdf...and she held it by lie and deceit. Once that lie and deceit was
discovered. . .then Salome would have suffered for it.”

“How wasit discovered, StarDrifter?’ Venetia asked.



StarDrifter raised hiseyesto hers. “| told Ba d’ uz of her Icarii blood, and once we had |eft Corolesas he
told me he’ d informed amember of the emperor’ s court of the fact. Salome would have been seized
within hours”

Venetiagave adight nod. “ Y ou're speaking the truth. | can senseit, but even so...”

“I did not like thewoman,” StarDrifter said. “ She had donethingsin her lifethat | abhor. But | would not
have wished thison her. Her Icarii blood was no fault of hers”

“Shemay not seeit 0,” Venetiasaid softly. Then she straightened, and looked around the table. “There
isso much we need to discuss, but it islate. | need to ook at Maximilian's shoulder, and we dl need to
get somerest. Perhaps—"

The Weeper sighed, stopping V enetia midsentence.

Then it gave asoft whimper.

StarDrifter put hismug on the floor, and lifted the Weeper into hislap.

“It seemsto likeme,” StarDrifter said. “I1t would never go to Ba d’ uz, and when—"

The Weeper whimpered again, thistime with such longing that tears sprang into StarDrifter’ s eyes.

“Hewantsto go to you now,” StarDrifter said, and lifted the Weeper into Maximilian’sarms. “Now you
must carry him on hisjourney.”

CHAPTER NINE
Crowhur <, the Far North

C rowhurst was a stunning castle, particularly given its position in the frozen northern wastes. Fashioned
out of apaleturquoise rock, its battlements and edges coated in a dazzling white, it stood out from the
snow-covered tundralike ajewd.

Lister had created it twenty years ago, using powerful magic that had |eft him tired for many months
afterward, but even so, even given its stunning beauty, Lister knew it was but apae imitation of the
memory he had used to fashioniit.

It was not Elcho Falling, as desperately asit tried.

For months now Skradlings had been gathering &t its base. They drifted in from even farther north in small
groups, their gray, wraithlike forms buffeted by the winds that cut across the tundra day and night, their
huge slver eyes mournful, their tooth-ridden mouths hanging agape in longing and hunger.

They gathered at Crowhurst because it formed a convenient beacon for them—even the Skraelings
thought it very pretty—and because the man insde was kind to them, and spoke soft words to them, and
(far moreimportant) fed them. He was aso dlied with the Ledlfast, with whom the Skradlings had a
love-hate relationship.

The Skradlings listened to what Lister had to say, and in return for the food and the kind words, they
occasiondly helped out in the castle (as much as Skraglings were capable of “helping out” anyone, but
they did their best), but they owed him no particular loyalty.

Lister was not their master.



The Ledlfast, as much asthey tried to lord it over the Skraglings, were not their masters.
Their truelord lay far south, and every day his siren song grew stronger and stronger in their minds.
One day the Skradlingswould go to him.

One day, when they were strong, they would swvarm.

Highin Crowhurgt, Lister stood at awindow |ooking down at the Skraglings. He was never too sure
whether to be sorry for the creatures, or to be completely repulsed. For the moment he supposed he
should betolerant of them, for they tolerated him and gave him a stage on which to act.

“They’'regrowing restless,” said Inardle, standing a his Sde. She had ahand resting intimately on his
lower back, caressing him through the soft fabric of hisclothing.

“They will swarm thiswinter,” said Eleanon, from where he stood farther back in the room.

Another of the Lealfast, aman called Bingaleal, who was older, more experienced, and somewhat harder
in nature than the other two, moved up to Lister’ s shoulder. “They scare me to death,” he said, earning
himself asurprised look from Lister.

“They scareyou to deeth?” Ligter said. “But | would have thought you to betheir friend.”

Hereceived no reply from Bingaled saveadightly cynica twist of the man’smouth, and so Ligter turned
to Eleanon.

“Your brothers and ssters, your cousins and neighbors, your friends and comrades?’ Lister asked the
man, athough he meant the question for dl the Ledfast in the room. “ Are you ready to swvarm?”

“Weareready, Liger,” said Eleanon. “All of us. Wewill do anything to ensure that Elcho Falling rises

again.
Lister looked at Bingaleal, who held seniority over Eleanon and Inardle.
“Anything for the Lord of Elcho Falling,” Bingaled said in aquiet tone, and Lister nodded, satisfied.

“Then |, and he, are blessed indeed by the Ledfast,” said Lister, giving Inardle akiss on her forehead
and smiling at Eleanon. “Now, to business, en? Ba'd’ uz. | have heard or felt nothing from him, and |
worry.”

“Ishenotin Coroleas?’ sad Inardle.

“Thelast | heard, yes” said Ligter. “But now? | don't know. Until he makes himsdlf known to us, we just
won't know where heis”

“Hemust till bein Coroless,” said Inardle.

“I hope s0,” Lister muttered.

CHAPTER TEN

Venetia’'s Hut in the M ar shlands, Escator




T el mewhat you know, Ravenna,” Venetiasaid. “Tell mewhy you haveleft Lord Dravaand returned to
thisworld.”

They were gitting at the table, converaing in quiet tones.

Everyone e'se was wrapped in blankets, and lying in various spots about the fire, but neither Ravennanor
her mother would be able to rest until they had spoken with each other.

“Thereis something coming,” said Ravenna. “ Something about to move between thisworld
and...another. Not from the Land of Dreams, but from afar darker world. Drava spoke often of it, and |
fdtit, too. | think you have aswell, Venetia”

Venetianodded. “My dreams have been greatly disturbed these past months, and not just with my sense
of the woman, Sdome, who StarDrifter abandoned.”

She paused, one hand rubbing at her forehead, asif to worry awvay her memories. “| fed asif theworld
is about to pull apart, Ravenna. Like dough that has been rolled and stretched too far on the pastry
board. Something is stretching redity too thin in order that it might cross over. A terrifying, raging beest. |
fed asif...”

Ravennasmiled, alittle sadly. “1 think it has cometimefor usto say good-bye, for the time being, to
these comforting marshes.”

They sat in slencefor alittle while, each lost in her own thoughts, then Venetiaroused, and smiled alittle.
“Tell me, Ravenna. Do | have agrandchild yet? | have often wondered. Did you give Dravaachild?’

“No,” Ravennasaid, “1 wanted no child. Not of his. Hewas not what | wanted.” She gave asmall shrug.
“I had been thinking of leaving for avery long time. The darkness that now bessts usfinaly gave methe
courageto actudly leave”

Venetiagtretched her hand across the table, resting it on Ravenna sarm. “And | for one am glad to have
your company again. It has been alonely time here without you.”

She gave her daughter’ sarm apat. “And what a coincidence, my darling, that you should reappear just
asMaximilian haslogt hiswife. Be careful, Ravenna. | sense deep sorrow about this, such abiding
sadness, such loss, that | worry for you.”

“Venetia, do not worry. Maxd ismy friend. He cannot hurt me.”

Maximilian lay wrapped in hisblanket in aquiet corner of the hut, listening to Venetiaand Ravenna' s
muted conversation. His shoulder till throbbed, but VVenetia had rubbed an ointment into it earlier that
had reduced both the pain and swelling, and Maximilian thought it would be well enough within aday or
two.

Hewastired, but for the moment he did not deep.
Strangely, he felt content for thefirgt timein many months.

The sudden appearance of Ravenna, a girl—now woman—to whom he’ d once entrusted hislife, he took
asan omen of very good fortune. Maximilian had felt a distance between him and Garth, but
Ravenna...hewas glad to see her again, and he thought she would be aboon on hisjourney into



|sembaard.

Maximilian knew without a shadow of a doubt that she, as her mother, would be accompanying him
farther south.

More important, the Weeper accounted for his strange state of contentment. He' d known the instant
he' d touched it on the beach that the bronze statue was somehow intimately connected with Elcho Falling
and with himsdf.

That moment on the beach had been a shock, and he' d legpt back, asking Ravennato pick up the statue.

But now...when StarDrifter had laid the Weeper into hisarms earlier, Maximilian felt asif anintimate
part of him had been returned. He had no ideawheat, or even how, but the Weeper suddenly made him
fed...vindicated. Doing something positive and riding after 1shbe had been theright thing, after all.

The Weeper was near his bedroll, not quite touching one of Maxd’ shands asit lay outside the blankets.
Maximilian knew his Peramius ring and the queen’ sring, secreted away in apocket of hisjerkin, were
communicating with the Weeper. Not in words, and not in any manner that Maximilian could understand,
but communicating they were.

Somehow, they were old friends.

For the moment Maximilian felt contented, and he felt safe, and he felt optimistic, and none of these things
had been close companions for many, many months.

Maximilian finaly succumbed to hiswearinessand dept.

Therings and the Weeper chatted throughout most of the night.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Road Between Narbon and Deepend

B a a’ uz had no idea how he' d managed to survive the storm. He' d crouched in acorner of that cursed
cabin, holding on to anything he thought might give him purchase, screwed his eyes closed, and waited
for that fina, crashing wave that would send the fishing boat to the bottom of the sea.

It hadn’'t come.

The storm had grown immeasurably worse by the moment, the cabin had pitched and rolled until Ba d’ uz
was covered in bruises and contusions from being tossed against chests and bunks, but the boat had not
unk.

Instead, incredibly, the storm camed, the sea became unruffled, and everyone, apparently, was going to
liveat least another day.

Ba d’uz had struggled on deck—only to discover that during the height of the storm, the captain had
managed to lose StarDrifter overboard.

With the Weeper.

It had been amoment Ba d’ uz would never forget. Standing there on the now gently rolling deck, staring
at the captain, trying to comprehend the words.



StarDrifter was|ogt.
The Weeper was gone.

Then the incredulity and incomprehens on faded, and incandescent rage took their place. Ba'a’ uz
summoned every scrap of power that he could, meaning to strike the captain and the crew and even the
entire damned, cursed fishing boat from the face of the sea (the fact that he needed captain, crew, and
boat in order to reach safety himself just didn’t occur to Ba d’ uz in hisfury).

But something had quelled his power. Something about the captain, and the five crew standing ina
semicirdebehind him.

Something calm. Something. .. protective.

They’ d been encased by acharm. Ba a’ uz could not see the precise nature of it, but he could smell the
Weeper about it.

The Weeper had protected them.
Why it couldn’t bloody protect itself and StarDrifter at the sametime, Ba d’uz didn’t know.

So he had quelled his power, stamped back to the cabin, and sat there for the day it took to reach
Narbon.

There he had disembarked with nary aword to the captain or crew, and set himself on the road for
Deepend with no delay.

Ba d’uz wanted to get back to Aghat with the utmost dacrity.
The loss of the Weeper was astunning blow. What would he tell Kanubai? How could he explain it?
StarDrifter. If it hadn’t been for StarDrifter...

But he had time. It would take him weeks, at the very leadt, to get back to Aghat. He could think of
something to tell Kanubal.

But Ba d’uz didn’t get weeks.
Kanuba found him the night after he left Narbon.

Ba d’ uz had been riding the horse he’ d purchased in Narbon. It waslate, well after dusk, and he wanted
to find a nice sheltered spot—or, better, an inn—to spend the night. The horse was ambling dong and
Ba a’ uz was peering into the night and muttering about hisill luck in finding suitable accommodetion,
when suddenly the horse shied to one Side, tossing Ba d’ uz onto the road, before it galloped back the
way they’d come.

Curaing, Ba d’ uz managed to get to hisfeet. Then, just before he turned about and trudged after the
horse, amovement ahead caught hiseye.

He stopped, squinting as he endeavored to make out what it was.

Again, amovement, and then something frightful coalesced into ghostly form two or three paces avay
fromBad’ uz.



It was the spectral figure of ajacka-headed naked man, and Ba d’ uz knew ingtantly who it was.

“Great Kanubai!” he breathed, terror flooding his being as he abased himself full length, pressing hisface
into the grit of theroad’ s surface. “ Almighty One,” he muttered, raising hisface afinger’ s breadth from
thedirt in order to get the words out. “How blessed | am that—"

Y ou have lost the Weeper.
“Almighty One, | had acompanion who—"
Y ou have lost the Weeper.

“| shdl retrieveit.” Ba d’ uz dared a glance ahead, and saw that Kanubai, while frightening, was il only
very spectrd. The god' s power was gregt, but not yet at full strength. Perhaps Bal a’ uz would manage to
survivealittle longer, after dl.

Kanubai’ s head wove back and forth, back and forth, asif scenting this new land.
How you have disgppointed me, Kanubai said.

“I| shdl retrieveit!” said Bad’ uz.

It might betoo late.

“No, | will—"

| need to grow strong, Ba'a’ uz. | had hoped to do it with the Weeper.

Ba d’uz wept. He wished Kanuba would stop accusing him. He' d done dl he could, and how could he
have known the Weeper would prefer StarDrifter to such an extent that it wouldn't dlow Ba d’ uz to
touch it?

Maybe it had known why Ba a’ uz wanted it.

“Ishbel travelsto you,” Ba d’ uz said, hoping to divert Kanubai.
It appeared to work.

Ishbdl...she must reach me.

“Shewill, shewill. Isaiah is desperate for her. He said he would dispatch men to fetch her safely to
Aghat.”

| hopefor your lifethat isthe case.
“It will happen,” said Ba d’ uz, knowing that if it did not, then he was adead man.

Andif it didn’t happen, Ba d’ uz slently sworeto himself that he'd murder Isaiah before Kanubai thought
to murder Ba'd’ uz.

| need the sacrifice, Kanubal said. So badly.
“You shdl haveit,” said Ba d’ uz with as much confidence as he could muster.

“If I don't,” Kanubal said, thistime using aphysical voicethat grated through Ba d’uz' entire being, “then
| shdl crushyou.” He paused, and Ba d’ uz could fed the weight of the god’ s eyeson him. *Y ou need to



resch me, Bad’uz. Fadt. | shdl giveyou agift, | think.”

For an ingtant indescribable pain flared through Ba a’ uz' body, and then both pain and Kanubai were
gone, and Ba d’ uz wasleft weeping in frustration and anger in the dirt of the roadway.

The horse was gone, but asit transpired, itsloss did not worry Ba a’ uz overmuch. Kanubai had given
Bad’uz agift, anew parce of power that Ba d’ uz redized he could draw on to travel more quickly than
otherwise physicdly possible. It would not dlow him to fly, but it would shorten the journey by at least
half.

B& a’ uz made as much haste as he could. He knew he had been indescribably lucky in his encounter
with Kanubai. The jacka god had been angry, and with every reason.

The Weeper had been so important.
There was a possihility it could be retrieved—perhaps StarDrifter was till close.

For now, however, the most important thing was to get back to Isembaard and make damn sure Ishbel
had managed to get to Isaiah safely.

Ba d’ uz knew hewouldn’t survive her lossaswell.

So hetraveled on foot, moving south to Deepend, aided by the extra power Kanubai had infused into his
being so that he moved swiftly and remarkably effortlesdy.

He could fed Kanubai’ s added power sivarming about his mind, twisting memories and thoughts, blurring
them very dightly at the edges. There were moments when hefdt but mildly disoriented, and moments
when hefelt utterly logt within the shadows that swirled through hismind.

There were memories there that shouldn’t have been.

Stray thoughts that were not entirely his, but not Kanubai’ s, either. Reflections, amogt, of other people
about him, and possibly other people who had traveled this road.

Ba d’ uz began to chatter to himself far too much, and other travelers who encountered him on the road
gave him wide berth.

CHAPTER TWELVE
Narbon, Escator

M aximilian gaveit two days before he left Venetia s hut. Partly this was because his shoulder ached
more than he' d thought, and he smply didn’t want to ride. Partly it was because the horses themselves
weretired and needed the rest (one had mildly injured afetlock during its panic in the ssorm and needed
timefor it to strengthen). Partly it was because the weather had turned poor: the storm itself may have
passed, but low cloudsand icy rain set in, which made travel particularly unappealing. Partly it was
because Maximilian wanted to reestablish contact with Broadwing and the other I carii before they
recommenced their journey—he had not heard from them since the day of the storm and he didn’t want
to leave without knowing their fate.

And partly it was because he had to arrange for three additional horses.



As he had thought the first night, Venetia, Ravenna, and StarDrifter would bejoining his troupe.
Venetiaand Ravenna he was glad of, and StarDrifter had brought the Weeper to him.
StarDrifter was aso Axis father, and Ishbel was now with Axis.

Maximilian fet very strongly that somehow they were being pulled together. He dso believed this
somehow necessary. The threads were being gathered: Elcho Falling was being rewoven, and for the
moment Maximilian had no intention of trying to fight it. He could not stop what was about to happen.

He could, inthe end, only do his best.

On the morning of thethird day after the storm, Venetiatold Maximilian she d had word at dawn that
four Icarii awaited him in Narbon.

Maximilian did not ask how she' d known, but just nodded his heed.

“Then we ride within the hour,” he said, and he picked up the Weeper, and settled it into the pack he
dung on his back.

StarDrifter was happy to be on hisway. Additionally, he was relieved to be out of Coroleas once and for
al, hewas happy to berid of Ba a’ uz, and he was ecstatic at the idea of finaly seeing Axisagain.

Hewasfar less enchanted with having to ride ahorse. For hisentire life, at least until five years ago,
StarDrifter had never ridden a horse—why, when he could fly and soar into the heavens?

Now the necessity of depending on ahorse for transport emphasized the loss of hiswings. StarDrifter
was actualy avery good rider. His natural grace and strength, as well as an empathy with the animd,
meant that thefirgt time he’ d had to ride a horse he' d done so with the gpparent ease of one with forty
years horsemanship behind him, but that did nothing to quell his resentment.

Venetiahad acquired the three extra horses, and the one she' d given StarDrifter wasalovely animal. A
big horse, fully seventeen hands, with the strong build that suggested he' d been bred for hunting; he had a
huge white blaze down hisface and one sartlingly blue eye that, surrounded by the blaze, gavehima
perpetualy crazed |ook.

StarDrifter mounted the horse and gave its neck a soothing pat asit skittered alittle under hisweight.

Narbon was amere two hours ride south of Venetia s hut, and StarDrifter had assumed that the I carii
whom Maximilian had talked of would remain in the city for the king to arrive. He was somewhat taken
aback when, afew miles out of the city, one of Maximilian’s guardsmen, Doyle, gave a soft exclamation
and pointed into the sky.

StarDrifter looked up.
Four Icarii were spiraling down from the clearing sky.

StarDrifter felt his ssomach clench. He wasn't looking forward to meeting these I carii. He' d avoided
other Icarii assduoudy whileliving in Coroless, hating to be reminded of theloss not only of hiswings,
but of everything and everyone who had perished aong with Tencendor.



He hoped it wasn't anyone he knew personally.

Unfortunately, within afew hundred feet of their gpproach (StarDrifter still had his excdlent birdman’s
vison) he knew he was out of luck.

BroadWing EvenBesat had once been amember of the Strike Force under Axis command, and
subsequently had been aregular member of Caelum’ s court. StarDrifter did not know him well, but he
knew him nonetheless, and he saw startled recognition in BroadWing's eyes as well.

The Icarii landed, and BroadWing greeted Maximilian. They spoke briefly, reassuring themselvesthat no
one had been badly injured in the storm, then Maximilian turned dightly in his saddle and indicated
StarDrifter and the two marsh women.

“We have new company,” he said. Heintroduced Venetia and Ravenna, then looked to StarDrifter.

“Y ou might remember—" Maximilian began, then stopped in amazement as BroadWing stepped near to
StarDrifter’ s horse and dropped on one knee, his head bowed deeply, hiswings spread out behind him
on the ground in the traditional Icarii gesture of deep respect.

“Taon,” BroadWing sad, giving StarDrifter thetitle of theking of the Icarii. “1 greet you well. | am yours,
asared| under my command.”

Maximilian’s mouth dropped open, then he turned to StarDrrifter.

The birdman looked asif he' d been hit with an ax. Hisface was bloodless, his eyes wide with shock, and
his mouth opened, then closed, as he fought to find something to say.

“No,” StarDrifter managed, findly. “I am not your Tdon.”

“Yes” BroadWing said, “you are. Y ou aretherightful her.”

Everyone was now staring at StarDrifter.

“Axisisdive” StarDrifter said, hisvoice still hoarse with shock. “He should be the—"

“Axiswas never Talon, and has never clamed thetitle,” said BroadwWing. “His bloodline was that of the
StarSon over dl Tencendor, not Talon over the I carii. Fregall isdead. Y ou are his closest living male
relative, hisuncle”

Thethree other Icarii knelt behind BroadwWing, offering StarDrifter their respect and loyalty aswell.
“I don't want it,” StarDrifter said, hisvoicetight.

“Nonetheless” BroadWing said, now rising to hisfeet, “the Icarii survive, and weneed aTdon.” His
voicefirmed. “You.”

“l can't...”
BroadWing said nothing, holding StarDrifter’ seyesin his cool, steady gaze.
“I am not worthy,” said StarDrifter. “Not at all.”

BroadWing smiled, very dightly. “Then you shdl need to develop worthiness, StarDrifter. You area
SunSoar. | have no doubt you will manageit.”



Therewas along silence, broken eventualy by Serge.

“Widl, fancy,” hesaid. “Now | find mysdlf riding in the company of two kings.”

Three days after Maximilian and his company had passed through Narbon, awoman dighted from a
Corolean trading vessd at the city’ swharves.

Shewas particularly striking, if alittle gaunt and pale, but the expression on her face and the hardnessin
her eyestold anyone who looked upon her that she’ d endured much adversity, and that recently.

The woman wasted no timein hiring asmall escort and fast horses, and within two hours of her arriva in
Narbon she had |&ft the city, traveling west toward Deepend.

[ Part Seven |
CHAPTER ONE

Palace of Aghat, | sembaard

| shbel stood on the deck of the riverboat under agently undulating canvas canopy, using al of her
sef-control to present acam, confident exterior, yet horribly aware that her congtantly shifting eyes
revealed her anxiety.

Thelong, dow, comfortable river journey had reached its conclusion. In the early hours of the morning
the boat had docked at the wharf of the palace of the Tyrant of Isembaard, and now, midmorning, she
was to disembark and meet, findly, her captor and the man who planned to destroy al the kingdoms
north of the FarReach Mountains. She had dreamed the previous night of the Lord of Elcho Falling again,
the dream more vivid and terrifying than ever, and she thought it boded ill for today.

She was dressed in the I sembaardian fashion for the day. She’ d been wearing only her nightclothes when
Ba d’uz had snatched her, and for the terrible journey through the FarReach Mountains she' d been given
only rough and functiona garments. Once she’ d falen into the care of Axis, Ishbd’swardrobe improved,
but had Htill been largdly functiond.

At breskfast, aservant had gppeared, carrying over hisarms athick swathe of soft linen, saying that it
was a gift from the tyrant, and he would be pleased if she wereto wear it on thisday.

Ishbel dressed hesitantly, unwilling to accept the gift, yet at the same moment glad of the opportunity to
wear something elegant, comfortable, and flattering to her ever expanding figure. She did not know if
|saiah was aware of her pregnancy (had Axis sent word? Had he left the boat secretly, and met with
Isaiah?), but the robe of heavy white linen, draping softly from awide collar of multicolored glass beads
that covered her shoulders and upper chest and back, flattered both her coloring and pregnancy, and in
the warm humid air was far more comfortable than something more closdly fitted.

Thetyrant, Isaiah, was clearly determined to make agrand showing for her.

The riverboat was the only vessel docked at the expansive stone wharf. The wharf was empty of dl the
parapherndialshbd would have expected: crates, ropes, casks, bundles of sails, fishing nets. Instead, the
vast area of cream stone had been swept and scrubbed free of any stain so that it reflected an dmost
blinding white light in the strong sunshine. Spear-widding soldiers, dressed only in white linen hipwraps,
sandals and glittering copper hemets, lined the wharf in three rows, creeting an avenue that stretched



back at least two hundred pacesto the gatesin the palace walls.
Further rows of armed men lined the tops of the pdace wdlls.
Aghat glittered with the fire of copper and the lightning flashes of sted!.

Ishbel was not sureif this display was meant to impress her or to intimidate her, but she had to confessto
hersdf that if Isaiah had amed for intimidation, then he' d managed it very well. The only thing that spoiled
the perfect tillness of the men, and the symmetry of their display, was an ugly brindle dog that trotted
dowly behind one of thelines.

The day was going to be hot. The air was very till, and, savefor the gentle lapping of water againgt the
riverboat’ shull, it was completely slent.

Nothing moved. Ishbel had been standing here now for at least half an hour and not once had any of the
armed men moved.

Therewasjust the glittering light and ever-increasing hest.
And Ishbel’sown ever-increasing apprehension.

“What isthis, Axis?’ shesad, very low, turning her face only dightly toward Axis, who stood to her left
and just behind her. “Why thisdisplay?’

Axiswas clothed in clean shirt and trousers, his boots finely polished, his hair freshly washed and his
beard trimmed close to hisjawline. Among al this exotic landscape and peoples, he at least reminded her
of theland of her birth.

He gaveasmdl shrug a her question. “Isaiah must be bored,” he said, “or perhaps, now that heis
gathering his men for an invasion, he needs some duty to occupy the ever-increasing forces. A spot of
ceremonia duty in the scorching sun will surdly keep them out of mischief for the day.”

“What does he want with me?” Ishbel hissed, unable to keep the anxiety from her voice.

“Not much, Ishbel,” Axissaid. “Remember that thiswas not hisidea, but Ba d’uz'. No doubt Isaiah
wishesto impressyou, but, the ingtant he seesthat belly, any vague interest he may have in theidea of
taking Maximilian’ swife as hisown bridewill vanish in arush of disagreegblerevulson. | amwillingto
wager that you will see him thismorning, and then you'll barely ever see him again. He |l be no danger to
you, Ishbel. Don't worry. Just enjoy the day. If nothing ese, the Isembaardians know how to put on a

display.”

“Areyouwell, Ishbd?’ said Zeboath softly from afew paces behind her. “Y ou have been standing here
for atime now, and the air ishot, even if we are shaded from the sun.”

“I amwdl enough, Zeboath,” 1shbel said, turning and smiling alittlefor him. “1 haven't been too—"
Distant trumpets sounded, and Ishbel jerked her face back toward the palace gates.
They had opened, and asingle figure emerged.

There was a sudden rush of sound as, in perfect harmony, every soldier lining wharf, avenue, and paace
wallsthrust his spear into the air.

The ugly brindle dog scampered off, histail between hislegs.



Ishbel drew in aquick bresth, holding it an uncomfortably long time until she remembered to breathe
agan.

The man waking down the center of the avenue was as yet too distant for 1shbel to make out features,
but amid dl this glittering array and bright light, he gppeared not only aman of considerable height and
strength, but singularly dark. There was amass of braided hair that swung over his shoulders and back,
and the braids shimmered with each movement, asif he had diamonds threaded through them. Hewore a
black hipwrap and sandals, and little else save for amassive golden collar that draped over his shoulders
and upper chest.

Golden bands shone a hiswrists and ankles.

He strode ever closer, every movement measured and confident, and Ishbel saw that he wore no
weapon.

All about him were wegponed, but |saiah was confident enough of his power that hefelt no need toarm
himsdf.

When he' d come to within fifty paces of the docked boat, the men lining avenue and walls began to
repeatedly thrust their spearsinto the air with extraordinary and dmost graceful coordination, shouting
their tyrant’ s name as he strode among them.

“Issiah! Isaiah! Isaiah!”

Ishbel had to use every ounce of her self-control to keep her hands relaxed at her sides and her head
hed high.

“Becdm, Ishbd,” Axismurmured. “Thisisagame, nothing dse”
Isaiah now cameto a hdt ten or fifteen paces from the walkway connecting boat to wharf.

Ishbel had never seen any man—or woman, come to that—who commanded so much authority. He
dazzled and intimidated with an easy command of that authority, and Ishbel thought that the Northern
Kingdoms had very little chance indeed, if this man had set hismind to them.

“Ishbd,” Axismurmured, holding out hisarm for her.

Shetook it and, with thankfully confident steps, proceeded down the walkway to meet the Tyrant of
Isembaard.

She noticed the instant he saw her belly. Something crossed his striking face, a shadow of disgust,
probably, and Ishbel relaxed very dightly.

Hewould not bother her. He would set her aside in achamber, and forget her.

Close up, Isaiah wastaller and stronger than Ishbdl had firgt thought. He was very handsome, and
radiated such confidence and power that, despite her relief, 1shbel remained completely intimidated.

He regarded her with the steady black gaze of a hawk, hisface now completely expressonless, his
thoughts utterly closed to Ishbdl.

Again asone, thetroopsfell silent, placing their spears back at their sdes.

“lsaiah,” Axissad, inwhat seemed to Ishbel to be afantasticdly relaxed voice. “| have the honor to
present to you Ishbel, Queen of Escator.” His voice thickened with humor. “Y our new bride.”



“A somewhat used bride,” Isaiah said, hisvoice devoid of any emotion, yet somehow managing to
convey the utmost contempt.

All 1shbd’ sfear, intimidation, and nervousness vanished in amoment of blinding, consuming anger.

She stepped forward before any could stop her, and dedlt the Tyrant of 1sembaard a stinging dap across
theface.

CHAPTER TWO
Palace of Aghat, | sembaard

A xis supposed he' d had worse momentsin hislong life, but right at that moment they paled completely
into insgnificance a Ishbe’ sactions.

Tohit Isaiah, in front of histroops; before so many witnesses, to so ridicule him.

“Stars, Isnbel!” Axis hissed, and grabbed at her elbow, wrenching her away from Isaiah. “Y ou fool!”
That last he said alittle louder, and more clearly, so that it would carry.

Axisglanced at Isaiah.

Isaiah had not moved.

His eyes had briefly shifted to Axis when he' d grabbed I shbel, but now were back, steady and
unflinching, on Ishbd.

Ishbel hersdlf was flush-cheeked and glittery-eyed, and Axisdid not know if it was due to remaining
temper, or sheer fright at what she' d just done.

He hoped it was sheer fright, asthat might, also, curb her tongue.

“I anassuming,” Isaiah said, hisvoice chilling, “that your former husband must have shackled you on
your wedding night, to get that childin you.”

Then helooked a Axis. “Should | have chainsand ironsinstalled in my bedchamber, Axis, or do you
think she can be tamed in time for our nuptials?” He paused. “Does she bite, do you think? Should | dare
to hopefor nalls, aswel?’

Therewas aripple of anusement among the troops, and Axis saw Isaiah’ s shouldersrelax fractiondly.
Pray to dl gods, he thought, that 1shbel keeps her mouth closed.

Just then he saw her open it to speak, and redized that the glitter in her eyeswas indeed rage, and not
fright.

“Ishbd,” he hissed, hisfingers closing alittle more tightly about her elbow, “now is not thetime!”

She whipped her faceto his, furious, but Axis stared her down, and after amoment she dropped her
eyes and looked to the ground.

Axis could fed her trembling with her anger. He looked to Isaiah, hoping that he, aso, would now hold
histongue.



The man had aglint of humor in hiseyes, which surprised Axis, but also relaxed him.

Ishbel had made her point, had then been suitably quelled, and I saiah had regained with his pointed
humor whatever he' d lost with her dap.

“Bring her indde,” Isaiah said, “and | will decide what to do with her later.”

“Forgive me, excdllency,” said Axis, now careful to be the essence of deference, “but the introductions
are not yet quite complete.”

|saiah sent him acold look.

“Ishbel, Queen of Escator,” said Axis, “and archpriestess of the Cail, an order of prophetswho reside
within Serpent’sNest.”

Axis had thought to have caused |saiah some surprise with that |ast, but to his complete amazement
Isaiah merely raised one eyebrow.

“Truly?’ Isaiah said, now looking from Axisto Ishbel. “1 had heard rumor she was priestessto the Lord
of Elcho Fdling.”

Ishbel made a sound, half gasp, haf moan, and went completely white. Axis, who had let her arm go,
now grabbed at it again.

Hefdt completely bewildered. Who wasthe Lord of Elcho Falling? And how did Isaiah know it would
upset Ishbdl so gresetly?

“Isaiah,” Axissaid, grating the words out, “we need to get inside.”

“Then bring her ingde,” said Isaiah, “for | have grown weary with this extravagance of conversation. We
shdl dinetonight, dl three of us, and share confidences over chilled wine.”

With that, Isaiah turned on his hed, diamond-encrusted braids swinging, and strode back toward the
paace.

Axis bathed, and dressed in fresh linens, then stood at the window of his chamber, head resting against
the cool marble of the window frame, thinking about the scene on the wharf.

It had not played out quite as he' d imagined.

It had begun very much as he' d thought it would—all greeat dignity and arrogance on Isaiah’s part,
followed by asarcastic comment regarding Ishbel’ s pregnancy, and then...

AXxis had not thought Ishbel to have such aquick temper, athough Isaiah had certainly earned that dap.

From that point on, though, something had been happening that Axis could not pinpoint. Isaiah’s
subsequent words, his sarcastic humor, had been vintage Isaiah. ..but 1saiah had been genuindy amused
and, if Axiswas not mistaken, very interested.

Perhaps Ishbel had ignited interest with that dap. Axis thought there could have been very few women
who would ever have dared to dap Isaiah, even when he d been just one prince among many competing
for the throne of Isembaard.



Of everything, though, it had been Isaiah’s comment about the Lord of Elcho Falling that had perplexed
and intrigued Axis. Had I saiah known Ishbel would react as she did?

Y es, Axisdecided, Isaiah probably had known.
But how...how?

Damn the man! Axis had afedling that anyone trying to plumb Isaiah’ s depths would drown within their
complexity before they ever reached bottom.

And they were to dine together tonight. Axis grinned. It would be an interesting evening.

A servant—if that was a suitable word to describe aman so gorgeoudy appareled and with such an air
of dignity—escorted Ishbel to Isaiah’ s private chambersjust after dusk. She had spent the afternoonina
charming suite of rooms, full of beauty and coolness, awonderful scent of spicesdrifting in the windows,
gradualy caming down after whet 1saiah had said to her on the wharf.

Everything he' d said about her pregnancy, everything he' d intimated about his own bedding of her, was
forgotten in that Sngle, devastating phrase.

| had heard rumor she was priestess to the Lord of Elcho Falling.

At those words, a great tide of sadness and loss had flooded Ishbel’ s being, and she was washed
momentarily back into the nightmare that had visited her the previous night.

Now shewasto dinewith Isaiah, and Ishbel was very, very tense and wished, yet once again, but with
more desperation than ever, that she was home, and safe, in Serpent’s Nest.

The chamber the servant led her to was not quite what she' d expected.

Anything but intimidating, the long room stretched from east to west with open floor-to-ceiling windows
in each of itsend walls. Soft lamps glowed on the walls, and gauzy drapes wafted gently in the open
windows. Low, cushioned seets, each with low tablesto either Sde of them, sat in acirclein the center of
the chamber. A small round table stood in the center of the circle of chairs. Food and wine had been set
out on yet another table, just behind the circle of chairs. The chamber was both intimate and airy, and
furnished for comfort and relaxation rather than to awe.

There appeared to be no one about. I1shbel walked dowly into the room, stopping just before the circle
of chairs.

Shelooked down at the table in the center of the chairs, and it seemed asif her heart silled in her breast.

A goblet stood there, stunning in its beauty. Frogs capered about its cup and over therim, and asingle
reed taper, lit and set just behind it, sent light glowing through its amber glass so that the frogs appeared
amog asif they were dive, and moving.

It was the goblet she had seen in her dream, the goblet she had presented to the Lord of Elcho Falling.
Ishbel took astep backward, one hand on her chest asif to ill her now wildly beating heart.

“It isknown as the Goblet of the Frogs,” said Isaiah, stepping out of the shadows, “and you have no



reason whatsoever to be afraid of it.”

Shelooked at him, il tense, dtill ready to run. He still wore the hipwrap and the diamondsin his braided
hair, but the golden collar and other jewelry had disappeared.

Then shelooked at his eyes, and her entire world changed.

His eyeswere vast pools of compassion, and Ishbe suddenly, devastatingly, realized who hewas.

The Great Serpent’ s companion, the god of the frogs and of theriver.

Shetrembled, and made asif to bow, but 1saiah waved ahand. “No need,” he said. “Not now.”

“My lord—"

“Isaiah will suffice” hesaid, smiling, “ athough you might like to apologize for thet little dap on the wharf.”
“I—" Ishbel smply could not get her mouth to work.

Isaiah walked very close. She did not, could not, move.

Ishbel was mesmerized by those eyes, by their compassion and understanding, and by an dmost ingtant
renewal of the bond she' d felt when he appeared to her on the balcony of Serpent’s Nest. Shefelt asif
she had known him al her life, asif hewere part of her life.

He leaned down, and kissed her briefly, and 1shbel closed her eyes and shuddered.

When she opened them I saiah was offering the goblet to her. “Thereisno reason to be afraid of this,” he
repeated, “just as you have no reason to be afraid of who you are and of where you are going. Here,
holdit.”

Ishbel stared at the goblet, and did not move.

“| swear to you, Ishbdl,” Isaiah said softly, but with such intendty that sheraised her eyesto his, “that if
what you fed from this goblet frightensyou then | will personaly escort you back to Serpent’s Net,
Setting out in the morning. My oath, 1shbd, believeit.”

Shedid.
She looked back at the outstretched goblet. “I might drop it,” she said.
He gave adight shrug. “Fate, then. Takeit, 1shbd.”

Very dowly she reached out a hand, clenching her fingers briefly as she redlized how badly they shook,
then did them about the stem of the goblet, over Isaiah’ sown fingers.

“Doyoufed?’ he murmured.

She dmost shook her head, because for amoment all she could fed, al she was aware of, wasthe
warmth and strength of Isaiah’ sfingers, but then something el se drifted through.

A soft whispering, but oh, so gentle, and oh, so soothing.
Hold me, soothe me, love me.

Ishbel drew in adeep, shaky breath.



Hold him, soothe him, love him.

Her eyesflew to Isaiah’s, and he smiled at her, with such warmth that her own eyes flooded with tears.
Gently, he did hisfingersfrom under hers, and Ishbd had to lift up her other hand to take the full weight
of the goblet in both.

The tears spilled down her cheeks and she sank into one of the chairs, absorbed for the moment in the
goblet and what it was saying to her.

Hold me, soothe me, love me.
Hold him, soothe him, love him.

Eventudly, 1saiah cameto her side, took the goblet from her, and placed it on ashelf on asidewall. Then
Isaiah looked to the door, smiled, and said, “Welcome, Axis. | had wondered when you would arrive.
We are both quite faint with hunger.”

Axiswas surprised to see Ishbel here before him. She was sitting with her back to him as he entered, and
he thought he saw her wipe a her eyes.

What had they been saying? More of Isaiah’ s sarcasm?

Axis put the small satchel he' d been carrying to one side and stepped forward to greet Isaiah, then
moved S0 he could see I1shbel, now looking up at him.

“Ishbd?” Axissaid. “Areyou wdl?’
“Yes” shesad. “Better, now.”
And shelooked, then smiled, at |saiah.

Axisfdt aflame of interest, and not alittle bit of jealousy. 1saiah waved him to a chair and both men sat
down.

Axiswanted to ask what the other two had been talking about before he arrived, but before he could find
the right words to phrase the question, servants came in aside door and began placing food and wine on
the tablesto the Sde of each diner’schair.

It was a pleasant way to eat, Axisthought, relaxing back in his chair, awhite napkin spread over hislap,
chewing adelightful concoction of rare meat minced with spiced nuts and dates. The conversation
centered on easy generdities, servants hovered always to hand to proffer bowls of scented water to
wash sticky fingers, or morefood, or drink, or aclean napkin.

Eventualy, when dl had eaten to sufficiency, the servants cleared the tables, then set out small bowls of
confectionery and ewers of iced wine. When they had done, | saiah waved them away, saying that he and
his guestswould serve themselves.

“Tell meabout your journey north, Axis,” Isaiah said. “Where did you find Ishbel ? In what manner?”

Axis briefly told Isaiah what had happened, leaving out nothing save hisacquisition of Ba'd’ uz' glass
pyramid. Isaiah listened dispassionately, lifting his eyebrows only when Axis mentioned the I carii, and



BroadWing.

“Ishbel was cruely treated by Ba d’ uz,” Axisfinished. “If it were not for the attention of Zeboath, the
physician we found in Torinox—you might have seen him, he was standing just behind us on the
riverboat—I fear we may have lost her. Asitis, Zeboath continuesto hold fearsfor the hedlth of 1shbel’s
child”

Isaiah’sgaze did briefly to Ishbd’ sbelly, then he shrugged. “ She appears well enough now. This
Zeboath, you like him? Heisagood physician?’

“Yes. Heis desperate for your patronage.”

“Then he shdl have due honor and regard in my court, and my goodwill besides. What other news,
AXis?’

“Well...Ishbd does have someinteresting newsregarding Lister.”
Isaiah raised hiseyebrows at Ishbel.

Inalow but steady voice Ishbel related what she'd told Axis and Zeboath. Lister had once been the
archpriest of the Cail, but had vanished some twenty years since. No one among the Coil had seen or
heard from him again.

“There had been uncertainty and lossin the year or two after he vanished,” said Ishbdl, “but with therise
of Azid into the archpriesthood, life settled down, and so far as| remember, members of the Coail only
rarely thought of Lister, or wondered where he was.”

“And you became the archpriestess,” 1saiah said, appearing completely uninterested in this news of
Lister’sorigins. “Tel methe secrets of Serpent’sNest, Ishbd, if you will.”

“Serpent’s Nest has no secrets,” Ishbel said, “but even if there were secrets, then | am not sure | should
tell them to a man who plansto invade my homeland and destroy it.”

Sheraised an eyebrow to Isaiah a this, asif asking aquestion.

“Ah,” said Isaiah, giving the faintest shake of hishead, asif he did not wish to answer Ishbel’ s unasked
question. “Axis hastold you al my secrets, then, and has got from you not aone.”

“Axis does not know the extent of Isaiah’s secrets,” Axis said dryly, wondering again at what had
happened between Isaiah and Ishbel before he arrived, “let done the nature of them. | had thought you to
be surprised at the news of Lister’sformer occupation, but no. | wonder what your interest in Serpent’s
Nestis, Isaiah. What has Ligter told you?’

I saiah made a vague gesture with his hand, asif to evade the question, but he was saved from any verbal
response by Ishbdl.

“Do not invade the north, Isaiah,” said Ishbel. “Please.” She paused. “I don't understand why you would
want to—"

“Doesyour Great Serpent tell you his secrets, Ishbel? No? Then why should 17
Ishbel dmost shrank back into her chair, and turned aside her face.

Therewas alengthy pause, Axislooking carefully between Ishbel and Isaiah.



“Ishbd,” Axissaid eventudly, “hasthe Great Serpent never mentioned Lister? If Lister had been the
god' s archpriest, and then vanished, and then took up with the Skraglings, would not the Great Serpent
have mentioned it a some point? After al, he warned you about the invasion of the Skraglings—"

And from the ancient evil from the south.

“He might not necessarily mentionit,” Ishbel said. “The Greet Serpent spesksto usdirectly very
infrequently, and then generaly only inriddles. It isahabit of gods, | believe.” There was aspot more
color in her cheeks now.

“Still...” sad Axis, wishing he knew what the hell was going on between Ishbel and Isaiah. “ It isstrange,
nonethel ess. He warned you about the Skraglings, but not about Lister. Very odd.”

“And your Great Serpent did not mention me?’ said Isaiah, refilling hiswine goblet and lifting it to his
mouth.

“Perhaps he referred to you when he spoke of the great and ancient evil rising from the south,” 1shbel
said, her tone somewheét tart.

Isaiah’s mouth curved about the rim of hiswine goblet, but he said nothing.

“Thereis something | have not yet mentioned,” Axis said, having had enough of thisbizarre conversation.
He rose and fetched the smal satchel hel' d brought into the chamber with him.

He opened it, and lifted out the glass pyramid.

“Why, Axis,” Isaiah said as Axis sat back down, “Ba’d’ uz' pyramid. How strange you did not refer to it
when earlier you related the adventure of Ishbd’ srescue.”

Axissat down in hischair again, idly moving the pyramid from hand to hand.

“It reglly doesn’t look very hedthy, Axis,” Isaiah continued. “1 presume it was like that when you
obtained it fromBa d’uz men?’

“No,” Axissaid. “It was perfectly hedlthy then, alovely rose color, just like yours. | held it, Isaiah, and
do you know what | felt?’

Another raised eyebrow from Isaiah.

“The Star Dance, Isaiah. | felt the Star Dance. Y ou can have no idea how that felt to me...or perhaps
youdo...”

“| do not fed this Star Dance when | hold my pyramid, Axis,” Isaiah said. “1t fedlswarm, but nothing
ds”

“They are of Icarii magic, Isaiah.”

“I do not know from where Lister obtained them,” Isaiah said. “ Perhapsthey floated over the
Widowmaker Seaafter Tencendor’ s destruction. Maybe the Skraelings discovered them when they
swarmed through Tencendor so many years ago, and the survivors of their army returned north with
them. Perhaps—"

“And perhaps no more ‘perhaps,’ Isaiah,” Axissaid. “They are powerful Icarii magic. And now inthe
hands of the Skraglings, and Lister? | wonder how this could be possible.”



“Wll, two of them are no longer in the hands of the Skradlingsor Ligter,” said Isaiah. “ Two of them rest
here now, in the palace of Aghat. But explain, how did the pyramid loseitslovely tranducence and dull
to that inggnificant gray?’

“Whoever held Lister’ s pyramid closed the link between it and this one the moment they felt my presence
throughit,” said Axis. “Moreover, whoever it was closed itslink with the Star Dance completdly, so it
turned gray and lifeless. Maybe Lister. Maybe someone else.”

“Then we have another mystery to solve when findly we meet up with Lister,” Isaiah said. “1 know
nothing of it, Axis”

Axisknew hewaslying, but he could dso tell Isaiah wasn't worried about Axis keeping the glass
pyramid, either.

How many secrets was the man hiding?

Axis remembered WolfStar, who had masqueraded as so many different people during hislife as
StarMan of Tencendor. He remembered the secrets that man had kept, and remembered the harm and
untold sadnesses he had wrought.

Y et every ingtinct in Axistold him Isaiah was not another WolfStar. He kept secrets, yes, and hewas
aso manipulative (if not as much as WolfStar), but there was not the darkness or harm underpinning him
as there had been with the renegade Enchanter-Ta on.

“Perhgps,” Isaiah said inadow voice, “if these pyramids are such powerful Icarii magic, then this
BroadwWing you mentioned cameto stedl this pyramid, not Ishbel.”

“They had cometo rescue Ishbd,” Axis said, starting to lose his patience with Isaiah. Hefet asif he
were being drawn along along and pointlessroad just for Isaiah’ s amusement. “ Sent by Maximilian
Persmius, Ishbel’s husband.”

Something glinted then very deep in Isaiah’ seyes, but it was gonein an ingtant.

“Her former husband,” said Isaiah. “Maximilian haslost her now.”

“Y ou cannot discount him, Isaiah. BroadWing said he would tear gpart the very earth for Ishbel.”
Again, that srangeglint in Isaiah’ seyes.

“I, for one,” continued Axis, “do not believe heisjust going to shrug his shoulders and forget that once he
had such awoman to wife.”

“Perhaps,” murmured Isaiah, and Axis amost threw the damned glass pyramid at him.

Toward midnight, when Ishbel and Axis had goneto their own gpartments, Isaiah waved away his
servants, called for ahorse, and rode to DarkGlass Mountain, where he sat in the Infinity Chamber for an
hour, thinking.

Trying to sense Kanubai—and whatever € se accompanied him—crawling up the deep rent far below
him. How far below? How far below? How much timeleft? How much?

The ugly brindle dog sat on the far bank of the river, looking at Dark-Glass Mountain, and seeing straight
through the glass and the stone to where Isaiah sat motionless.



Kanubai did not spesk to Isaiah that night.
CHAPTER THREE
Palace of Aghat, | sembaard

| shbel had dept for afew hours, mostly from sheer exhaustion, but then her turbulent thoughts woke her.
Knowing she would not be able to get back to deep, she rose, donned an outer gown over her
nightdress, and sat in the open window looking out over the vast inner courtyard of the palace.

In order to keep her thoughts at bay for afew minutes, she concentrated on the view. Aghat—indeed,
Isembaard itsalf—was so beautiful. Ishbel had spent her entirelife until this past year in the cold,
windswept north, and most of that in the even colder and more windswept Serpent’ s Nest. Shewas used
to landscapes of blunted trees and tough grasses, cragged mountains and tired, rolling hills, gray mornings
and dull days, underpinned by the constant pounding of the surf at the foundations of the mountain.

Here all was swest, spiced warm winds and soft color, and aclarity and richness of the air which, Ishbel
thought, could uplift the most jaded of spirits.

She leaned againgt the window, looking out into awide courtyard. The courtyard was dotted here and
therewith tall pam trees and stands of thick broad-leaved lilies, which wound about the serpentine edges
of areflecting pool. Beyond the courtyard a broad path led down through lawnsto the Lhyl. Ishbel could
just make out theriver’ sthick reed banks, and hear, very softly, the song of the frogs.

Her hand rested on her belly. The baby was moving, not much, just sweetly and gently, asif it weretoo
languid to be bothered turning over completely in her womb.

She wondered where Maximilian was, and if he were thinking of her, or of the child. He seemed very far
away, dmost adream. If it wasn't for the child inside her, 1shbel thought it might be easy to forget him
entirely, to let him go, let her memory of the marriage fade, just drift into the air...

She dghed, rousing hersdlf dightly, thinking over the day, and findly dlowing hersdf to think about Isaiah.
He was the god who had spoken to her atop Serpent’s Nest. A companion god to the Great Serpent.
Hewas dso atyrant who planned an invasion of her homeland.

What was happening? Was he the great evil from the south that the Great Serpent had warned her
about? But if he was, then why were the Serpent and | saiah—agod of the waters as represented by the
frog—s0 obvioudy close?

And what did he know about the Lord of Elcho Falling? Why refer to her asthisblegk lord' s priestess?

Ishbel did not know what to think. What she felt from Isaiah, once she got past that cold, arrogant
exterior, was genuine warmth and incredible compassion, yet she could not reconcile that with the Isaiah
who planned amassive invasion of the north, onewhich dready, viaBa d’ uz, promulgated misery and
death.

Ishbel’ s mind drifted as she sat, and she remembered the warmth of his fingers, and the sweet whispers
of the goblet.

Hold me, soothe me, love me.

Hold him, soothe him, love him.



At that very moment |saiah strode into view from the far Sde of the courtyard. It was late, dmost dawn,
and Ishbel wondered where he had been.

Sheleaned alittle farther from the window, holding to its frame for safety, to watch his progress.

She was not surprised, nor particularly perturbed, when helifted his eyes and saw her.

A few minutes later Ishbel heard the door to her chamber softly open and close.
Shewas il Stting in the window, and did not ook at him as he walked over to her.

“Where have you been?’ she said, and then wished she could snatch those words back, for they could
be interpreted so many different ways.

“I have been gitting in DarkGlass Mountain,” he said, coming to stand close to her and looking out the
window. “ Do you know of it?”

“Zeboath mentioned it, and Axisthought it might be the ancient evil rising in the south about which the
Great Serpent warned me.”

Helaughed. “But you prefer to think the ancient evil isme.”
“Isaiah...oh, | don't know what to cal you...”
“Isaiahwill do.”

“Isaiah, what are you doing? Y ou are the god who spoke to me atop Serpent’ s Nest, who embraced me
with such compassion. Why thisguise?’ She gestured at his body, histtire. “Why theinvasion?| cannot
understand that of you...such crudty.”

“Trust me, Ishbdl. Please. All isnot asit seems.”
“ Axis does not know what you are?’

Isaiah gave a brief shake of hishead.

“Why not?’

“| want Axisto distrust me dightly. He knowsthat | am far more than just ‘tyrant,” and he knows| have
gresat power.”

“Why would you want him to distrust you? He could be a dangerous enemy to you, Isaiah.”

“I do not think he will be my enemy. Heismy friend, but | hope eventually that he will be agreat friend to
someone else. That iswhy | want him to distrust me, just thet little bit. Someone else needs his entire
friendship and trust far more than me. Someone elseis going to need his advice and support far, far more
than me”

“Who?’
Isaiah’smouth curved in adight smile. “1 cannot believe you dapped me on the wharf.”

Ishbel accepted the change of subject, and that Isaiah did not want to tell her everything. “Y ou were
supidly arrogant.”



“I have an army and ambitious generasto control, Ishbel, and this fleshed form makes me vulnerable.
Perhaps better to keep your ire a my arrogance for more private admonishments, eh?’

There was an edge of rebuke in hisvoice now, and Ishbel dropped her eyes.
“But you are very courageous,” Isaiah said, softly, the warmth back in hisvoice, “and that is good.”
“Courageous? No, | think not. | have spent most of my life trembling at one thing or another.”

“Like when people casudly drop the name of Elcho Faling into the conversation. Ah, there you go again,
tense enough to break should someone drop you.”

“His name causes me such pain, and loss, and terrible foreboding.”
“All emotions closdly dlied with the Lord of Elcho Faling.”
“Whoishe?’

“A legend, 1shbd. Buit...”

“But?

“But alegend for which many yearn.”

“Not I.”

“Your futureistied to him. | think you know that.”

“Isaiah, stop taking in riddles. Please, who isthe Lord of Elcho Falling? What is hislegend? And why
should | betied to him?’

Isaiah sat on the windowsil himself, facing her. “How brave are you, 1shbel? What if | said that to prove
yourself courageous enough to hear the legend of the Lord of Elcho Falling, you should need to passa
tet?’

“I am not aschoolgirl, Isaiah.”

“In thismatter you are very much the untutored schoolgirl,” he said softly, holding her gaze.
Again she dropped her eyesfrom his, and I saiah sighed, and changed the subject.

“Tel me about Maximilian. Tell me about your marriage.”

“Y ou want areport? | am not sure | am willing to give you one. Leave me my secrets, please, asyou
choose to keep yours.”

“Doesheloveyou, Ishbel?”’

She wondered what to say to that. She could have lied, but she wastoo tired. “He blames me for the
chaosin the Central Kingdoms. Ba d’ uz did not smply create the circumstances to favor your invasion,
Isaiah, he destroyed my marriage. Y ou and the Great Serpent sent me to marry Maximilian, but you dso
sent north the means by which our marriage has been destroyed. Maximilian hates me, 1saiah. For that
blame either Ba d’ uz or yoursdlf, | don’t carewhich.”

Isaiah Sghed. “1 gpologize for Ba d’ uz, Ishbd. It was never my intention that he should attack either you
or Maximilian, nor did | think Maximilian would blame you for the havoc Ba d’ uz wreaked. Maybe |



should have thought more carefully before | sent Ba d’ uz. Maybe even gods make mistakes
occasiondly. But you are here now, and | confess myself glad. Isaiahthemanisglad.”

“Go away and leave me be, Isaiah. | amtired.”

“And no wonder, for | must have caused you much disturbance on severd levelstoday, Ishbd. | shdl
leave you be now and for the next few days. Then, perhaps, we shall test your courage, yes? To seeif
you arefit to hear the legend of Elcho Fdling?’

CHAPTER FOUR

Deepend, and the Road from Degpend to the Far Reach
M ountains

Salome had traveled quickly from Narbon to Deepend, desperate to reach StarDrifter, who she knew
was only barely ahead of her. Sdome was not quite certain how she knew, but sometimes at night, when
shetossed and turned in deep, she dreamed of the Weeper and heard it call to her.

During the day, shefollowed thetrail of that call.

Just as shewas not entirely certain of the precise nature of her knowledge of StarDrifter’ slocation,
neither was Salome entirely sure what she would do when she found him. Retrieve the Weeper, yes.
Patently it wanted to return to her.

But StarDrifter. Sdlome blamed him for everything she'd lost. Her son, her life, her power. Everything.

And the degradation. The humiliation. They were what stayed with Salome the most during her long,
slent trek east and then south. She could dmost understand betrayal; after dl, she had dedlt enough of it
in her lifetime, but the humiliation of hersdf and her son, their torture, her son’ s disgusting manner of
death, and al accomplished to the laughter of the Corolean crowds. ..that she could not forgive.

Two guidestraveled with Salome. The I carii who' d rescued her had given her money enough for the
passage across the Widowmaker Sea and then to hire these guides for severa weeks, should she need
them. After that, when the money ran out, Salome did not know. It just meant she had to catch
StarDrifter sooner rather than later.

Then the Weeper would be hers again, and the world withiit.

They’ d traveled quickly from Narbon to Deepend, but on the day they arrived at the port town, Sdlome
began to fed so fatigued she needed to deep for over twelve hours.

The next day Sdomefdt alittle better, but only alittle. The day after that such grest fatigue, and a
gueasinessin her somach besides, encased her once again, and shefound it difficult to move from her
bed, let alone summon the energy to leave Degpend.

The guides kept watch over her, acquiring food and shelter for her, but they could do little else, and
Sdomerefused aphysician.

She knew what was wrong with her, and it only increased her determination to find StarDrifter.
She hated him more than ever.

Hewould pay. Hewould.



But, oh, it was s0 hard to find the motivation to get back on her horse and move onward.

Maximilian and his party, on the other hand, were making good time. Despite the disparate natures of the
different members, they traveled well enough together, and kept each other good enough company at
night that their spirits remained high. During the day Broadwing and his companions surveyed the route
ahead from the air, and Maximilian made good use of their eyes and subsequent reports to move forward
asfast aspossble.

The Stuation among the Centra Kingdomswas now critically grave. In Degpend, Maximilian had heard
news of the wars raging between the Outlands, Hosea, and Pelemere. Kyros was being attacked, too,
athough by whom Maximilian did not know. There had been severd mgjor battles, two outsde Hosea,
one outside Pelemere, and thousands of men had perished.

A nightmare was engulfing the Central Kingdoms, and Maximilian prayed it did not reach Escator.
He wished, suddenly, he had brought the crown of Elcho Faling with him.

What if someone elselaid hand toit? If Ruen was attacked, and fell to invaders, then the crown might
well belost.

On the day that the I carii had scouted the foothills of the FarReach Mountains, seeking a passage through
for those on horse, Venetiacame to speak quietly to Maximilian at the evening' s campfire.

“Maximilian,” shesad, “I know you havelittle cause to trust me, for you barely yet know me, but | have
something strange to ask of you.”

“What?' hesaid.

“That wewait here aweek,” she said. “ There is someone coming behind us, a sad woman, and ill, who
needs to catch us. We need her. | cannot say why.”

“Whoisshe?’

Venetia hestated. “ Sheisthis Sdome, who StarDrifter hasinjured so grestly.”
“Sheisbehind us?’

“A week awvay.”

Thisdid not surprise Maximilian. It reinforced his sense that somehow everyone was being drawn
together.

Saome was needed. Nonetheless...” A week isalong time, Venetia.”

“That ishow long it will take her to reach us. I’'m sorry. Maxd, it isimportant she reach us. | know how
badly you need to push ahead, buit. .. perhaps BroadWing and his companions can use the time to scout a
passage for us through the FarReach Mountains, and give them sometime also to rest, asthey have been
doing so much work on your behaf, and—"

“Very wel,” Maximilian sghed. “ Another mouth to feed, then.” He gave adight smile. “Look a what my
realm has been reduced to, Venetia. A motley gathering of marsh women, reformed ns, and
crippled Icarii. Who would want to be king of thislot, eh?’



CHAPTER FIVE
At the Foot of the Far Reach M ountains

W hat doyouthink itis, Maxd?’

Ravenna sat down by him as he sprawled on his deeping roll by thefire, the Weeper lying just before
him, one of hishandsregting lightly onit.

Maximilian gave adight shrug. “1 am not sure.” He trusted Ravenna, but he did not wish to speak to her
of Elcho Fdling. Not yet.

“Aha, an evadve ansver.”

He amiled alittle, and Ravennatook the opportunity to put ahand on his shoulder and lean over for a
closer look. “May | touch it, Maxd?’

He was very conscious of her touch and wondered what to make of it. “ Y es, of course.”

The pressure of her hand lifted as she moved it to the Weeper, gently stroking it severd times.

“What did you fed?’ said Maximilian.

“Nothing save cool metal. What do you fed fromit, Maxe?’

How to answer that?

“Contentment, mogtly.”

“Redly?’ shesad. “How drange. | fed adight irritation from it, asif it does not like me.”

Sheleaned back from him then, watching him carefully. 1 had imagined thiswait would chafe at you.”
“It does. Still..."

“Sill?”

“Stll, I would prefer thiswoman Salome to be among my party, and not haunting my back. She does not
sound like awoman to cross.” He sighed. “But | wish we could move. | spend theseidle hours
wondering about 1shbel, wondering if sheiswell, wondering where sheis...”

“Maxel, what can | doto help?’
Maximilian felt arush of affection for Ravenna. Hetook her hand, and kissed it softly.

“Thank you for asking, Ravenna. Tell me, if youwill, that | am not in the habit of ruining everyone's
lives”

“You have not intheleast ruined my life,” shesaid, very softly, “and | am sure everyone here would say
the same. None of uswereforced to join you. All of uswould lose our right arms rather than lose you.”

He gripped her hand tightly, then let it go. “I worry so much about 1shbel—this man who has taken
her...why?Ishetaking care of her, and the child? What if—"

“Maxd, stop. | have not met Ishbel but she sounds like a strong woman.”



“Sheislog, and very afraid.”

“Asyou arelogst, and very afraid.”

Maximilian gave adight shrug of hisshoulders.
“Maxd...would you like meto stay with you tonight?”

For amoment Maximilian did not quite understand what she was saying. Where would she go other than
daying in this miserable campste?

Then the meaning of her words hit home, and, gods help him, he reddened.

She gave a soft laugh, then briefly touched his cheek with onefinger. “1 do hope, Maxd, that 1shbd isas
true to you asyou areto her. | do hope she deservesyou.”

“Y ou should have offered when you rescued me from beyond the hanging wal, Ravenna. | would have
accepted gladly then.”

“Ah,” shesad, “but then | was young and foolish, and the Lord of Dreamsfilled my vison. | have come
to regret that decision very greatly, Maximilian Persmius.”

And with that sherose, and joined her mother Sitting at afire shared with Serge and Doyle.

Venetia had watched the exchange between her daughter and Maximilian from the moment Ravenna had
sat down with him. She' d seen the hand on the shoulder, the hair |eft to brush casudly againgt hisface,
the brief swell of breast against her robe as Ravenna adjusted her position now and again.

It disturbed Venetia, athough she could not for the moment pinpoint why. No marsh woman was
particularly monogamous, and they were not renowned for respecting it in others.

But Maximilian....therewas trouble there, Venetiacould senseit.

Still, when Ravennaregjoined her, Venetia said nothing, and the two women spent a companionable hour
combing out each other’ shair.

Her slence was something, much later, that VVenetiawould cometo regret.

CHAPTER S X
Palace of Aghat, | sembaard

A fter that firdt, extraordinary day, Ishbel saw little of Isaiah for the next four. She spent the time with
Axis and with Zeboath, and sometimes walking about the courtyard. She was escorted at al times by
severd of Isaiah’s spearmen who managed, remarkably, never to intimidate her or make her fed asif her
every step was being scrutinized, and the soldier Madarin often accompanied her aso, areassuring
presence in the background.

On one of her walksin the courtyard, Ishbel glimpsed Isaiah in a shaded arcade some thirty paces
distant, talking with two men. They appeared to be either arguing, or on the verge of it—the two men had
assumed such threatening stancesthat it astounded her.



Sheturned to Axis, who walked with her on this occasion, and asked him who the men were.
“They aretwo of hisgenerals,” Axissaid. “Kezia and Morfah. Very senior men.”

One of the generdsraised afinger and stabbed it severd times at Isaiah, making a point, and Ishbel and
Axis could hear the aggresson in hisraised voice.

“I'had not thought Isaiah would alow such disrespect from anyone,” Ishbel said. “Buit...hesad
something the other night, when we were done, that makes me think Isaiah isvulnerable to hisgenerds.”

“Indeed, and may | compliment you on squeezing information out of Isaiah faster than anyonedsel
know.”

Axis meant that as an invitation for Ishbel to spesk further, for hewas il curious about the underlying
communication between them on the night they’ d dined.

But Ishbel declined theinvitation. “Tell me about the generds, Axis.”

“| told you that the Tyrant of Isembaard relies on conquest to keep his generals—his entire tyranny—in
line?”

“Yes. Y ou mentioned it to me one evening on our journey down the Lhyl.”

“Thereisawaysagenerd lurking in atyrant’s shadow, waiting for that chance to strike. Theless
successful atyrant isat conquest, the more likely it isone of hisgeneralswill move againgt him. That man
talking now is Morfah, the second most senior of the generals”

“And the other, Kezid, isthe most senior?”’

Axis shook hishead. “No. Ezekid isthe senior general. Thusfar he has been loyd to Isaiah, and that has
helped to keep the younger generasin line. I saiah needs a successful invasion of the north and he needsiit
badly. Ishbel, however you plead with Isaiah, he will not stop an invasion, not on your account.”

“Heisastrange man,” Ishbel said softly.

Axisstudied Ishbel carefully, wondering a her tone, and wondering again what had been going on
between |saiah and Ishbel.

“Yes,” heresponded, “Isaiah isastrange man indeed.”

Later that day Zeboath spent some time with Ishbel. They chatted for awhile, then Zeboath asked if he
might examine her, to check the health of the baby. Ishbel did not mind, for she did not resent Zeboath as
she had Garth Baxtor, and she had hersalf become increasingly worried about the child.

Zeboath spent some minutes feding the child through the walls of 1shbel’ swomb, and sat back, hisface
clouded.

“Zeboath,” 1shbel said, “what iswrong?’
“Thebaby...” Zeboath fiddled with hisrobe, buying timeto think.
“What about the baby?’ 1shbel said, too sharply.



“The child has not grown as much as | would have expected in the past two weeks, and responded only
languidly to my probing. But perhapsthat isjust the heat, and perhaps the child will add more weight
closer to the time of birth. Each pregnancy is different, and each child grows at adightly different rate,
and | do not want you to worry too much.”

That was afoolish statement, Ishbel thought. No woman wants aphysician, hisface al wrapped in
anxiety, to say the baby is not growing asit should and then tell her not to fret. She could not pretend to
hersdlf that she wanted this baby, and that she did not resent itsintrusion into her life and the changesit
made to her body, but Ishbel did not wish the baby harm, particularly knowing how much Maximilian
wanted the child. She could not fail himinthis.

But then, everything associated with her and Maximilian seemed destined for failure, and so perhaps she
should not be surprised if this baby, too, failed.

Even that thought did nothing to ease Ishbel’ s concerns. When Zeboath had gone, she sat for hours by
the window, her hand on her belly, trying to will her baby into life.

On the fourth morning after her arrival, 1saiah sent word that 1shbel should prepare herself for ashort
excursion.

My test, she thought, to seeif | am fit to hear thelegend of the Lord of Elcho Faling, and felt both
nervousness at what Isaiah might have in store for her and awarm delight at the thought of spending
some moretimein hiscompany. She didn’t know what to make of him, and she did not like hisplansto
invade the north, but the bond she' d felt when she’ d looked into his eyes atop Serpent’s Nest was il
there, and it was too strong to ignore.

Isaiah arrived to collect her himsdf, walking her down to the courtyard, where waited hishorseand a
litter for her. His easy manner cdmed some of Ishbel’ s nerves.

“Where do we go?’ she asked as he aided her into the seat and bearers stepped forward to lift the litter
to their shoulders.

“To aplace called DarkGlass Mountain,” Isaiah replied, and turned away to mount his horse.
At that, al of 1shbe’snervesreturned. “ Axisisnot coming?’ shesaid.

“No. | have sent him out with apatrol to the east. There are bandits menacing avillage, and they need to
be dedlt with.”

They accomplished the journey to DarkGlass Mountain in silence. Isaiah led theway on hishorse,
Ishbel’ slitter following and, after that, a squad of armed soldierswho fél into convoy asthey I€eft the
courtyard. Ishbel’ s bearers carried her across the river without dampening her with asingle drop of
water, then aong theriver road and the processiona way approaching Dark-Glass Mountain, with
smooth, well-practiced movements.

Ishbel should have been distracted from her worry about her baby, for the scenery was lovely, and the
day warm rather than hot, cooled by a gentle, scented breeze. The closer her litter-bearers carried her to
DarkGlass Mountain, however, the more apprehensive she became. She knew that Axisdid not like the
place, thinking it the source of the ancient evil to which the Serpent God had referred, but Ishbel had not
yet had any cause to think too deeply on the pyramid.



There had been other things to occupy her mind.

But now, asthey drew close, and even semireclined in the litter as she was—she had to crane her neck
to gaze at the top of it—she felt agreat sense of dread.

Images began to flash intermittently in her mind, of men being turned to stone, of spears of blue-green
glassflying through the air to impaelovers, of loss so extremethat it became areason for dying al in
itsdlf.

Of an entity, vile beyond comprehension, who lusted for life and warmth and revenge. . .revenge above
anythingdse...

“Isaiah,” shewhispered asthey drew to within fifty paces of the pyramid. Remarkably, he heard her, and
turned his horse back.

“Thiswill not be pleasant,” he said, “but it will be good for you.”

Ishbel doubted that very, very much.

She found it difficult to command her legsto swing over the Sde of the litter so she could stand up. Isaiah
held out his hand, hesitated momentarily, then reached into the litter and helped her out.

“Dothisfor me, Ishbd, please,” he murmured, and Ishbel gave asingle, terse nod.
She wished she were anywhere else but here.

Isaiah led her to asmall doorway set into the northern face of the pyramid. They stopped just outside,
and Isaiah took her hand.

“Ishbd, listen to me. DarkGlass Mountain can do many thingsto you, but it cannot harm you. It cannot
do that. It may wish to, quite desperatdly, but it cannot harm you. | am here with you, and | will protect
you from any other dangersthat may lurk.”

Ishbel stared into the doorway, seeing what appeared to be a tunnel made of fused black glass stretching
away into darkness. “I’ ve changed my mind, Isaiah. | don't wantto goin.”

Hisgrip on her hand tightened—comfortingly, rather than in any effort to further persuade her. “Ishbd,
thereis something inside | need you to see. | think you might be able to understand it where| can't. I—"

“If you are not strong enough, then how can | be?’

“Ishbdl, you are so strong, and you have more understanding than | shal ever have.” He paused. “Ishbdl,
you say that whenever you think of the Lord of Elcho Faling you fed overwheming sadnessand loss.
What if | tell you that if you help mein this, then perhaps we can both avoid that sadness and loss.”

She dmogt hated him then. “Y ou have no ideawhat | have been through aready, asa child, when—"

“I know what happened to you when you were eight, Ishbel. | know exactly what happened to you,
whileyou live wrapped in fase memories that have warped your understanding and your very being.
Perhaps we will talk about thislater. For now, 1shbel, | am begging you to comeinto this pyramid with
m"

Ishbel stared at him. He knew what had happened to her when she was eight?



“Very well,” she said, agreeing not so much because of anything Isaiah had said, but for the pleading in
hiseyes.

He amiled dightly, and nodded & her, then led her insde DarkGlass Mountain.

She could fed its hatred of her the moment she set foot to glass.

DarkGlass Mountain loathed her; shefdt it running up her legs and her spine every time she moved
forward a pace.

Isaiah kept afirm grip on her hand, and she kept very close to him, walking in the shadow of hiswarmth,
and that gave her the fortitude to endure the visions that DarkGlass Mountain threw at her.

The visons she' d encountered on the way to the pyramid were as nothing compared to these,

She saw entire populations daughtered, and other populationsliving in thrall to DarkGlass Mountain. She
saw men and women and babies turned to stone, and then rise and walk, their soulsweeping inside their
shambling stone coffins.

Sheturned a corner, moving into another corridor within DarkGlass Mountain, and she saw her father,
gtanding ten or twelve paces away, holding out his hand imploringly and calling her name ashisflesh
marbled into stonein atide of deeth that swept up hislegs and through his body.

Ishbel cried out, sumbling closer to Isaiah.

“That isnot your father,” he murmured to her. “That was Tirzah' sfather. Come now, not much farther.”
| can do that to everyoneyou love, Ishbel. Everyone.

Ishbel moaned.

“Anidlethreat for the moment, Ishbd,” 1saiah murmured. “He has not the strength for it. Herelieson
nightmares rather than actions. Come now, you are stronger than this. Be brave for me, 1shbel.”

She nodded, straightened her back, and walked on.

He brought her, eventually, to achamber of exquisite beauty. The hatred here was muted, and I1shbel
alowed hersdf to rdax, just afraction, but enough to fed asif she could breathe again.

|saiah gave her asmile, and squeezed her hand.

“Thank you,” he said, and Ishbel was suddenly very glad she had managed to comethisfar.
“Wasthat the test?’ she said, looking at the caged golden glass.

It seemed familiar, somehow.

“Modly,” said Isaiah. “What do you think of this chamber?’

“Itisvery beautiful, but...oh, the sadnesshere.”

“This pyramid was once called Threshold, Ishbel—" He stopped as he saw her flinch.



So.

“This chamber was known as the Infinity Chamber,” Isaiah continued, “ because the men who built
Threshold used it to open adoorway into Infinity.”

Ishbel shuddered, and wrapped her arms about her shoulders. “ It was a bad thing to do,” she said.

“Yes” Isaiah said, “it wasindeed. Ishbel ...” Hetook one of her hands, and wrapped it in both of his.
“Ishbel, I want to take you on ajourney with me, share with you some of my sight. Will you trust me?’

She gave arductant nod of her head.

Hetook adeep breath. “It will be for amoment only, and when | pull you out of it | am going to ask you
what you saw, what you fdlt. Y our impressions are as gold to me. Will you do that?’

Another nod.
“Very wel. Ishbd, watch with me.”
Using his power, Isaiah opened up his sensesto Ishbel, showing her what he saw.

Kanubal, far below them, hislong, thin dark fingersinching ever upward, grasping hold of every crevice
inthewall of the abyssthat he could.

Ishbel gasped, and Isaiah increased the pressure about her hand, trying to reassure her.

Kanubai’ s eyes, shining red, maevolent, dl-seeing. Seeing them.

And the something el se that hovered about Kanubai, the something that 1saiah could not quite discern.
Ishbel took in a breath that was amost a shriek, and Isaiah broke the connection.

“Ishbed—"

We need to get out of here now!

| saiah was s0 astounded that 1shbel had used hitherto untouched power to communicate with him that for
an instant he did not react.

That ingant dmost cost them their lives.

The golden glass surrounding them turned black, then trand ucent, and then, unbdlievably, hundredsif not
thousands of faces and hands appeared behind the glass.

Anger and agony consumed every face.

Suddenly the glass walls began to rush toward Ishbel and Isaiah, converging on them asif the weight of
the faces and hands was too much for it to bear.

Then the glass exploded, and Ishbel and Isaiah felt ablast of heat from the suddenly freed flesh waiting
behindit.

Isaiah reacted instantly. He dragged Ishbel toward the door, fedling as they went through ahand grab at
Ishbel’ shair. He yanked at her with al his strength, pulling her through, and then they were running,
running, running through the black tunnels, fingers and teeth snapping behind them at every step, until they
tumbled forth into the sunlight beyond the pyramid, and peace once more returned to their world.



Satisfied that the danger was now past, |saiah gathered I1shbel and held her until her shaking stopped.
“l am sorry,” hesaid. “1 had no ideait was that powerful.”

Then, unable to help himsalf, he asked her what she had seen in the vision he! d shared with her.

“A being, darkness, crawling toward the surface,” 1shbel said, very low.

Isaiah nodded. Kanubai. “ There was something ese—"

Sheleaned in againgt him, amost burying her facein his chest so that he had to strain to hear her muffled
words.

“Heisbeing helped to the surface,” she said. “He does not rise on his own power aone.”
|saiah went very cold.

“The pyramidisaiding him, Isaiah. The pyramid isangry. Consumed with hate. It wants revenge for some
dightinitspast. It...it hascast down to...”

“HisnameisKanuba,” 1saiah said softly.

“The pyramid has cast down to Kanubai arope of knotted souls, souls of the pyramid’ svictims. That
being below, Kanubai, rises partly under his own power, but heisaded far more powerfully by the
pyramid. Isaiah, can we leave here now? Please.”

CHAPTER SEVEN
The Palace of Aghat, | sembaard

W hat have you done? Were you mad, to expose Ishbel like that?

Isaiah was not in the least surprised that Lister should contact him in such afury. Hewas glad only that
Lister had left it until Isaiah was back in his private quarters.

“Sheisthe only onewho can truly read the pyramid,” I1saiah said. “We needed to know what was
happening. We needed to, damniit! I1shbel was strong. In the end she survived.”

“In the end she survived.” Oh, what arrogance. Y ou put her at such risk!

“And you put usat risk by communicating in thismanner!” 1saiah sngpped. “Isthat not why we had the
pyramids, so that Kanubai would not know—"

Y ou berate me over such adetail when you have just returned from taking Ishbel into DarkGlass
Mountain? Besides, you' ve used this method before. Stop trying to distract the conversation from your
Supidity, Isaiah.

Therewasasdlence.
Tel mewhat you learned, then.

Isaiah gave asoft laugh. “Redlly, you want to hear? After al this posturing about what abad boy | have
been?”’



Tdl me, Isaah.

“The pyramid is as dangerous, probably more so, than Kanubai. It aids him to the surface. 1shbel said it
has cast down arope of lost soulsto Kanubal, who usesit to haul himself upward. | think it possible the
pyramid meansto use Kanubai. We are going to battle two enemies, my friend, and | think we may have
been concentrating on the wrong onedl thistime.”

Lister made aformless sound which Isaiah interpreted as part curse, part cry of frustration.
What can we do? Lister said eventudly.

“Nothing more than what we have been. The invasion must go ahead. Y ou cannot stop the Skraglings,
andl...well, | need to attain the north.”

How gtrong arethey?
“They,” Isaiah noted with agreat weariness. Until today there had been but “one.”

“Not s0 strong that they can strike yet. Kanubal needsto feed, and the pyramid...it is still waiting for
something. Possibly Kanubal himsdlf.”

WhereisBa d'uz?

“In Corolesas, | suppose. The man isnot here, and that isall that matters. | have men set to guard Ishbel.
Sheissafe”

We need to move soon, Isaiah. You arealaggard. | sense no great preparations for invasion.
“All isprogressng smoothly.”

Y ou will need to move within afew weeks.

“Don't pester me, Lister! We dance a dangerous game here. One misstep—"

Such astoday’ s adventure.

“—anddlislog.”

Isaiah, you need to mobilize soon. | have heard reports that Maximilian has|eft Escator for |sembaard.
He hunts hiswife. Isaiah, he cannot get too close to DarkGlass Mountain—

“I will mohilizewhen | am good and ready, Lister! Autumn has bardly set in, and surely the Skraglings
will not move before winter.”

| think today’ s adventure has shown that we need to move sooner than that. | saiah—

“Leave mein peace, Ligter. | amtired, and need to rest.”

Ishbel sat in her chamber, curioudy calm. After what she' d been through within DarkGlass Mountain she
assumed she would have been rendered agitated, scared, emotiond.

But, no.

What she had seen and intuited about the pyramid was terrifying. She shuddered every time she thought



about those desperate, angry, agonized faces pressed against the glass.
About how they had broken through, reached for her, chased her.

She knew she' d been exposed to amaignant power this day, apower that for some unknown reason
knew her and loathed her. But there was something else she’ d fdlt, heard, that she had not told Isaiah.

The golden glass had spoken to her. Just before it had turned black, just before the faces and hands had
appeared, the glass had said to her:

The strength of the maignancy’ s hatred of you isadirect reflection of your own strength, 1shbel. Useit.

Ligter strode around in circles. Snow blew about him, ice crystas flew up from theimpact of hisboots,
Skraglings drifted out of the mist to stare briefly a him, and then vanish.

Eleanon, Inardle, and Bingaed stood to one side. High above, several more of the Ledfast rodetheicy
ar currents, watching.

Lister wasangry.

More, hewas furious.

“I can’t believe he put Ishbel in such danger,” he said.

“Still,” said Eleanon. “Now you have discovered that the pyramid—"

Lister swore, and Eleanon stopped speaking, his face assuming amartyred expression.

“He s not moving, and he should be, he should!” Ligter said. “ Especialy now, especidly after what he
discovered today. Damn him, why doesn’'t he move?’

“Perhgps—" Inardle began, but Lister ignored her.

“I don't know what heisplaying at,” Lister continued. “What is he doing? What? Gods a one know
whereBa a’uzis, and | don't likethat. | need to get Isaiah moving, damnit. | need to get I1shbel out of
Aghat and further north!”

He stopped suddenly, turning on his hed and striding over to the group of Ledfas.

“And can you imagine what will happen if Maximilian arrives down there?” Lister said, hands flung wide
gpart in an extravagant gesture. “Gods...gods, what gameis|saiah playing?’

He paused. “My friends, | need one of you to go to Aghat for me. A small, but pleasurable task.”
“Any of us,” sad Inardle. “1 will go.”

“Not you,” Ligter, Eleanon, and Bingaleal said asone.

“I' will go,” said Bingded. “I am stronger and more experienced.”

Lister gaveanod. “I don’t want to lose you, Bingaed. Be careful ”

“Mogt certainly,” said Bingded. “What isit you wish meto do?’



“I need you to assassinate Isaiah.”

CHAPTEREIGHT
The Palace of Aghat, | sembaard

| shbel. Every evening | go to the River Lhyl to bathe. Will you join meon thisoccason?’ Isaiah gavea
sndl smile. “I have alegend to relate to you.”

Ishbel looked at Isaiah standing in the door of her chamber, abevy of servants and attendants standing
behind him carrying towels and unguents and perfumes and whatever e se it might be that atyrant needed
for hisevening ablutions. He looked so cam, so normal, it was strange to think that earlier today they’d
been standing amid the maevolent darkness of Dark-Glass Mountain.

Ishbel stood a moment, thinking, then decided that there was nothing to decide.
“Yes” shesad, “I'll just fetch—"
“I have everything you need,” Isaiah said very quietly.

Ishbel went very ill for amoment; then she smply nodded, and took Isaiah’s proffered arm.

Isaiah led her to a stone-paved area on the riverbank that was screened by reeds and a silken pavilion.
The areawas 0 enclosed that not only did it offer its occupants complete privacy, but aso screened
them from the outside world. Once Ishbel stepped into this areaand Isaiah waved away al the attendants
after they had deposited their loads, shefelt asif she were enclosed in an entireworld. She could see
nothing of Aghat, nor of DarkGlass Mountain (for which she was most grateful), and could hear only the
gentle murmuring of theriver, the breeze asiit filtered through the reed banks, and the opening notes of
the dusk chorus of the frogs. A lamp set to one side sent out muted scarves of light that wove their soft
way about the reeds and water.

The stone platform doped down to the water, where, just visible under the rippling water, it descended
further in aseries of broad steps.

“Thisisaspecid placetome,” Isaiah said, picking up some towels from a pile and scattering them on the
dry stone just abovetheriver'sedge. “ Theriver istheland' slifeblood, its very soul.”

“I know how special thismust beto you, Isaiah,” shesaid. “It is beautiful. So serene.”
He gave her asoft smile at that. “Y es. Now, come, bathe.”

He stripped off hislinen hipwrap, kicked off his sanda's, and stepped into the water, sitting down on one
of the submerged steps so that the water cameto hiswaist. He had afloating jar of sogp with him, and he
tipped some out and lathered up hisface, chest, and arms.

Ishbel hesitated, then discarded her own robe and sandals, shook out her long hair, and joined Isaiah on
the submerged step. She did not mind her nakedness with him, but hated her distended body—feding a
wash of guilt for that disike—and breasthed asigh of relief as she sank into the warm water. The stone
step was very smooth and, as the water took much of her weight, Ishbel relaxed, feeling more
comfortable than she had in many days.

|saiah pushed the floating dish of soap toward her. “Tell me what happened when you were achild,



Ishbdl.”

Ishbel had reached for the dish of soap, but stilled as Isaiah spoke. “Y ou said you knew what
happened.”

“Yes, but | would like to hear what you think happened. Somehow, | think that my understanding and
yoursdiffer markedly.”

Ishbel soaped up her hands, then rubbed them dowly up and down her upper arms—not so much
washing as forming a protective barrier between her and the outsde world.

“When | was eight a plague came suddenly to my parents house,” she said, not looking at Isaiah, who
had finished washing and was now leaning back on the steps, watching her. “ Everyone within the house,
the extended family and dl servants, died within aday and anight. Everyone save me. Does that marry
with your understanding, then?”

“Y es. That marrieswith my understanding. Go on.”

“The city folk would not allow meto escape, fearing that | might carry the plague out into their number,
so they blocked al doors and windows and remained outside, waiting for meto die so they could burn
down the house. Does that marry with your understanding, Isaiah of Isembaard?’

“Not quite. Hereiswhere | think our tales might begin to diverge. But continue, 1shbd, please.”

“I wanted to die. Y ou can hardly imagine what it was like in that house, Isaiah....or are you about to tell
methat you can—"

“No,” hesad, very quietly, “I cannot even begin to imagine what it waslike for you. | can only try to
understand. Ishbel, continue, plesse.”

Ishbel dashed atear from her eye, wincing alittle as the sogp stung.

“I tried to die. | rolled in the pus draining from my mother’ sbody. I...” Ishbel had to sop and tekea
deep breath. “Then, one day...oh gods...my mother’ s corpse began to speak to me, and then the
corpses of everyonedsein the—"

“Stop, Ishbd. Thisiswhere | cannot alow you to continue. Y ou have lived with this horror al these
years, and it has turned you in upon yourself as you shut out theworld. But itisalie. Their bodies did
rm_"

She rounded on him, distraught. “How can you say that! Y ou were not there! Y ou can have no idea
what—"

“Ishbed—"

“—happened to me! How can you tel me that—"

“It was not the bodies of your parents and loved ones who spoke to you, Ishbel. It wastheir jewelry.”
Shefroze, garing a him.

“Thatiswhy,” he said, so softly, “you have spent your subsequent life avoiding jewery of any kind and
why, most particularly, you do not wear Maximilian Persmius’ ring.”

Sheremained silent, dill staring a him, stricken.



Isaiah pushed himsdlf over to her, ignoring her start as he put his hand on her shoulder. “Duck your head
underwater amoment,” he said, “and wet your hair. Then, as| wash it for you, | shdl tell you the tde of
Elcho Fdling, of DarkGlass Mountain, and how both of these connect with your family. Hold your bresth
amoment...ah, good, now push methat dish of soap.”

Ishbel could hardly breathe as his strong fingers began, very dowly, to massage soap into her scalp.

“Ligento me” he said, hisvoice soothing and rhythmicd, “as| tell you the tale of Elcho Faling. It begins
with aman named Avaldamon who lived in the Northern Kingdoms. Avadamon was the younger

brother of aman named Fledge. Fledge was an extraordinary man, a powerful mage, and hewas aso the
Lord of Elcho Fdling.”

Isaiah felt Ishbel tense alittle, but he continued on, hisvoice calm and soothing.

“But thisisthetale of Avadamon, not of Fledge. Avaldamon was aso a powerful mage, dthough he
could not match the power of his brother. He, as Fledge, were Elementals. Elementas, my love, are
those who can hear the elements that comprise glass and metals and gems.”

“Oh,” Ishbel murmured, and shefdlt Isaiah lean forward very dightly, just enough to kissthe top of her
head.

“And, yes, Ishbdl,” he said, “you are an Elementd, too. Elementa's can not only hear the e ements, they
can often manipulate them. It was your family’ s jewels that spoke to you, not their corpses.

“Anyway, Avadamon, apowerful Elemental mage, traveled very far south into thisland, then called
Ashdod. He married a princess, but soon after their marriage he waskilled by a great water lizard. The
princess gave birth to ason, Boaz, dso apowerful Elemental mage, athough he denied it for many years.
Boaz became one of the Magi who built Dark-Glass Mountain, and it was Boaz who opened it into
Infinity and created the burgeoning disaster we have now: when Boaz opened DarkGlass Mountain to
Infinity, then so was the crack opened to Kanubai, who you saw earlier.

“But Boaz was aso the one who eventualy managed to quell the pyramid' s power, and to haveit
dismantled. Boaz loved awoman called Tirzah, once adave who had aided in the construction of that
beautiful golden chamber we stood in earlier. Like Boaz, Tirzah was a powerful Elementd. It was she
who carved the Goblet of the Frogs, and it was she who persuaded Boaz to accept his Elemental
heritage. DarkGlass Mountain hates Elementals, because it was two powerful Elementa's, Boaz and
Tirzah, who caused its destruction.”

“No wonder it hatesme.”
“No wonder. Now, duck your head under, that | might rinse thislather from your hair.”

Ishbel held her bresth as | saiah pushed her under the water with gentle hands, using hisfingersto rinse
and comb out the soap from her long hair. When she emerged again, spluttering alittle, he wrung out her
hair, then put hisarms around her shoulders, drawing her back against his body as he continued to speak.

Ishbel felt very much at peace, even though Isaiah reated atae that would normally have made her
uncomfortable. Thiswas due entirely to Isaiah’ s presence, to his soothing touch, to the depth of
compassion that shone from his eyes, and due to that instantaneous bond they’ d formed that first time
they’ d communicated atop Serpent’s Nest. Shefelt very closeto him, and at ease, and she could not, at
any point previoudy in her life, have imagined feding this close to anyone.

Not even with Maximilian, |shbe ?



“Oh no, Isaiah,” she murmured, hardly even aware of either question or answer. “He makes me too
uncomfortable”

| am not surprised.
“But where doesmy family fit into dl of this?” I1shbel sad.

“Boaz and Tirzah had three children. Their edest wasagirl, and in her adult life she traveled north, to
what are the Outlands—but which then were called something entirely different—and she married aman
cdled Imreen Brundle”

“Oht”

“Aye, Ishbdl, you are descended from the line of Boaz and Tirzah and, like them, you are an Elementd.
Y ou are a o, through Avaldamon, Boaz' sfather, of the line of the Lords of Elcho Faling, who are
powerful mages, and powerful Elementds. DarkGlass Mountain hates you for two reasons, Ishbel. You
are not only an Elemental, but you are directly descended from the two people who caused its
dismantling thousands of yearsago.”

“May | ask aquestion?’ Ishbel said.
“Of course” Isaiah sad.

“Maximilian can dso hear the e ements. He talked to me about therings.” She gave a soft laugh devoid of
humor. “1 didn’t want to listen.”

“Then he must dso be an Elementd, Ishbel.” Gods, he thought privately, don’t you yet redlize, 1shbe?
How can you be so blind?“The ability to hear the el ements was not confined to one family, nor evento
onerace. It gppearsin many families of this continent.”

“Y ou are an Elementa, besdes being ariver god?’
Helaughed. “Yes. | am truly multitaented.”

She amiled, and Isaiah dmost cursed Ishbel for her easy manner in moving so smoothly past Maximilian
inthelr conversation.

“Why do | sense such foreboding and loss whenever | think of the Lord of Elcho Falling?” 1shbel asked.
“| dream of him congtantly, and my dreams dwaysterrify me. | had thought that he was alord of despair,
but from what you say...not?’

“Most definitely not, Ishbel. Heisamage of such power that the very stars themselves would bend knees
before him, if they met. Heisaman who, once he assumes hisfull power, shal command me, and even
your Great Serpent. DarkGlass Mountain loathes him because he isthe most powerful Elementa in
existence, and thusis capable of destroying it. Kanubai hates him...well, because avery long time ago
the Lord of Elcho Faling was partly responsible for hisimprisonment. Asto your vision of foreboding

and loss...wel, itisnot for meto explain that.”

“I have dso had avision of handing to the Lord of Elcho Falling the Goblet of the Frogs. Isthat because
heissuch apowerful Elemental mage?’

“Yes. It truly belongswith him. In theright hands it might become awegpon.” And sometimes, Ishbedl,
you need to open your eyes, and your ears, and your damn heart, and just accept.



Thisthought aso he kept from her, and Isaiah sighed, and gathered Ishbel alittle closer. She and
Maximilian clearly had caused arift in their relationship, and I saiah wondered if they’ d be ableto close
that rift by themsalves.

Sometimes lovers needed alittle help.
Sometimes they needed to be shown just what they had lost.

And sometimes hopeful lovers, Isaiah thought ruefully, thought up any reason they could to justify their
own actions. He was more than alittle in love with Ishbel himsdf, and most assuredly attracted to her.
Sitting here so close together had set his entire body &fire,

Maximilian might tear apart the earth for her, but he wasn't here now.

“I haveno redl ideawhy Ba a’ uz sent you to me,” Isaiah said, “ but the excuse he gave me was that you
would make me agood wife. A wife stolen from anorthern king makes agood trophy. Such awife
would consolidate my position astyrant, Ishbel. My generals mutter, and my throne is often not as secure
as| would like. Water god | may be, but when | am incarnate in flesh | am as vulnerable as any man, and
the swords of my generds beckon. If you became my wife, then my position would be strengthened. You
would be ahelp to me. It can be whatever manner of marriage you wish—atrue marriage or apretense,

| do not care. Either way you will help consolidate my position.”

“I do not want a husband, pretend or otherwise, who will invade my homeand,” shesaid. “1 till do not
understand why you do that. It is not like the being | know you are.”

He gave another small shrug. “1 have my reasons, I1shbel, and for the moment | cannot share them with
yw.”

“And thisbaby?’ shesad.
There wasregret in her voice, and confusion and pain, and Isaiah was glad to hear it.
“Perhgps we can give it back to Maximilian when it isborn, yes?’

That was a suggestion so close to the pact that she and Maximilian had made between them that it |eft
Ishbel wordless,

“We shal make amarriage soon, then. | shall arrange a Spectacle, which isasomewhat grand and
pretentious word for holding ahigh court, very forma, and announce to al and sundry—making sure my
generds are present—that we were married, um, shall we say, in the heart of DarkGlass Mountain? Y es?
That will give the marriage o much more importance. So much more mystery.”

Ishbel smiled, partly at hiswords, partly at histeasing tone.
“I do not know that | want another husband,” she said.

Isaiah laughed, very soft and low, and one of his hands strayed to her breast. “Maximilian had his serpent
bride, and lost her. Now, perhaps, | shall take what has dipped through hisfingers.”

Ishbel sat up and moved away from him, crossing her arms over her breasts.

“I understand you have wives dready. | do not wish to be your...what? eighty-fifth? eighty-aixth? That is
no honor.”

“| shdl set aside my other wives, for they have never interested me. Y ou shal be my only wife. My



Favored Wife"

Ishbel sat in the gentle, warm waters of the Lhyl, and listened to the growing chorus of the frogsin the
evening.

“We can marry now,” Isaiah said to her, hiseyes black in the gloom, “and, should you wish to,
consummate our marriage only after the child isborn.”

“Why areyou o afraid of your generals?’

“Because | failed badly once, and cannot afford to again. Help me, Ishbel.”
“Put aside your lust for war, | beg you.”

“I cannat, for otherwise we dl die. Marry me, Ishbd.”

“I am dready married.”

“Y ou would not wear your husband’ sring, and helost you. Marry me, yes?’

Ishbel sat, the water lapping away dl her doubts, the song of the frogs soothing her wariness, and thought
about how easy and comfortable she had felt with Isaiah, and how easy and comfortable he made her
fed about something that had only ever frightened her with Maximilian.

“I am not agood wife,” shesaid, “and | am an even worse woman.”

“I am agood teacher,” he said, and for some reason that made senseto Ishbel, and clarified her path for
her.

“Very wel,” she said, and hoped that the seductive touch of both Isaiah and the River Lhyl had not
deprived her of all common sense. She glanced toward where she knew DarkGlass Mountain rose.
“Isaiah, arewein danger from DarkGlass Mountain, and what lurks beneath it?’

“Not just yet. We have sometime.”
“When can we leave here?’

“Soon, my darling. Soon.”

They eventualy walked back to the palace, the servants and attendants falling in behind them asthey left
the riverbank, and no one among them, not even Isaiah, saw the ugly brindle dog crouched down within
the reed beds.

It watched the procession al the way back to the palace, but it had eyes for nothing but Ishbel’ s belly.
Therelay power and, findly, findly, life and bresth.
And revenge.

At DarkGlass Mountain, unseen by any living eye, shadows started to move under the glassthat plated
the entire pyramid as, deep in the abyss, Kanubai moved toward wakefulness, hand over hand, up the
knotted rope of souls.

North, Ba d’ uz sumbled through the ruins of Setkoth, bumping and bruising hisway through the tumbled



masonry.
He no longer had much of amind left, but what there was of it concentrated on one matter only.

Ishbel, her baby, and the rewards of final union with Kanubai.
CHAPTER NINE
The Palace of Aghat, |sembaard

A xisstamped hisfeet ashe drew off hisriding gloves, trying to get some circulation back into his lower
legs after along ride home. He was standing in the large courtyard that served the main stable area of the
palace, and about him men and horses milled in the lamplight as amost three hundred soldierstried to
dismount and get their horses unsaddled at once.

“Axis?’ It was Insharah, who had again served as his second-in-command on this expedition. Axiswas
growing to like and respect him very much, and had enjoyed hisweek away with the man and the four
hundred strong column of spearmen and swordsmen.

Had enjoyed aweek away in the saddle again, fighting.

“Insharah. Timeto get hometo your wife, en? We were away alittle longer than anticipated and she will
be anxious. It istoo late at night now to hang about here. Go home.”

Insharah grinned at him. “If I go home now she will berate me for waking her. Some of the men propose
agame of Kus, and abarrd of barley wine. Join us?’

Axisgrinned. “1 must be getting old, my friend, for dl | want a the moment ismy bed. I’ ll check with you
tomorrow. Make sure those men who are injured receive proper care from the physicians.”

Insharah nodded, and walked off. Axisturned and headed for the archway that led through to the palace
proper, lost in thought. The expedition had been good for him. There had been red fighting—the bandits
who had been harrying the villages to the east belonged to agroup almost one hundred and fifty strong,
and they’ d built themselves agood base in nearby mountains. There had been two days of hard fighting,
severd men logt, many injured, but Axis sword had been bloodied, and his battle lust fully ignited.

Coming back to Aghat had caused him some gut-draining disappoi ntment.

He wondered what | saiah was preparing him for. Would Isaiah want to give him alarge command for the
invason? And what would Axis do if this was the case? Bandits were one thing, but the last thing Axis
redly wanted to do was lead fighting men againgt the armies of the Northern Kingdoms, with whom he
had no quarrel.

“Perhaps| could divert to one side,” he muttered to himsdlf, “and skewer me some Skraglings. | wonder
if Isaiah would notice”

“That would be an interesting maneuver,” said adry voice, and Axisjumped, then ingtantly felt annoyed
for alowing himsdf to be caught unawares.

No soldier should ever relax.

Ezekiel, the eldest and most senior of Isaiah’ s generdss, peded himself off a shadowy wall and walked
into afaint pool of light cast by the moon.



“And | am quite sure Isaiah would both notice and disapprove,” the genera said, coming to a hdt apace
or two away from Axis.

“Then | shdl haveto be careful to learn your skill a shadowy movement,” said Axis, even more annoyed
a himsdf for the sharp tonein hisvoice.

Now Ezekid knowsfor certain he caught you off-guard.

Thiswasthefirg time Axis had ever talked aone with Ezekiel, and he studied the genera with
undisguised frankness. What reason had the man for seeking him out?

“May | ask how your expedition went?” said Ezekiel. “Most of the men you led were once commanded
by me. | have...how shdl we say this a—"

Proprietary, thought Axis.

“—fatherly interest in them.”

“Werodeto thevillage of Mentara,” Axissaid. “Y ou know it?’

“I was born there.”

Axisfdt asthough he was walking over needles of glasslaid down on abed of hot cods.

“Bandits, well over ahundred strong,” Axis said, *had established a base in the mountains nearby, and
were harrying villages dong the road from Mentarato the Lhyl. We had to draw them out of their
stronghold, then double back and clean out their camp. They were good fighters. It isashamethey didn’'t
wanttojoinlsaah’'sarmy.”

“Isaiah loses many of his men to the lure of the mountain encampments,” Ezekid said, and continued
talking before Axis, patently curious, asked why. “Axis, let mewalk you to your quarters. Thereis
something I'd like to ask of you.”

Axiswondered if he were about to be offered a place within a cabd plotting against Isaiah, and
wondered further how long he would liveif he declined it.

They waked into the center of the courtyard, talking generdities, before Axis asked what was on his
mind.

“Isaiah has caled a Spectaclein three daystime,” Ezekiel said, coming to ahdt and forcing Axisto do
the same. “Y ou know what that is?’

Axisfrowned. Ezekid had drawn him into the very center of the courtyard, which the windows of
Isaiah’ s private quarters gazed upon. Their conversation might not be heard, but the odds that Isaiah
would see them standing here talking quietly, or have someone report to him that Ezekiel and Axishad
been plotting away a midnight, were astronomicd.

Axis put hishandson hiships. “Yes. | know what it is. What do you want, Ezekidl?’
“I want to know what heisup to, Axis.”
“For the stars’ sakes, Ezekid, | have been away this past week. | have no idea.”

“I have heard rumor it isto marry Ishbel. Or at least to announce the fact of their marriage.”



“Isaiahisawaystaking new wives,” Axis said, athough the news disturbed him. He wondered what
Ishbel thought about it, and wondered a so that | saiah had apparently managed to set aside hisfamous
didike of pregnant women.

“The paace chamberlain told me,” Ezekid said, “that 1saiah took Ishbel deep into DarkGlass Mountain
last week, while you were away, and there they married amid powerful dark magic. Isthis possible?’

Axisjus stared, unable for the moment to process dl thisinformation.

“Ah...” hesad, gdling for time. What was |saiah up to? Was thiswhy Axis had been sent away for a
week? So Isaiah could play?

Ezekid waswaiching Axisvery carefully. “How powerful islshbe’ s husband, Maximilian?’

“Wadll, that | can answer readily enough,” Axissaid. “Maximilian isavery quiet man, one who keeps
many secrets. Heis charismatic and resourceful and has survived what kills most men. Y ou have heard
hisgtory?’

Ezekiel shook his head.

Axis briefly told the genera of Maximilian’s seventeen years trapped benegth the hanging wall, and of his
rescue.

“He does not control great wedlth, nor great armies,” Axis concluded, “but—"
“Heisadangerous man.”
“Heisaman to be watched, yes.”

Ezekid chewed theingde of his cheek, thinking. “ Soif Isaiah had truly won his bride from Maximilian,
then Isaiah is stronger than many believe,” he said eventudly. “But if Maximilian regains her, well then...”

Axis shrugged his shoulders. “Isthat all you wanted to talk to me about?” he said. “I am tired, and long
for my bed.”

Ezekie’ s eyes gleamed. “ The only reason | wanted to talk to you, Axis,” he said, “wasto get your
measure.”

And with that he turned on his hed, and was off.
Axislooked after him for along moment, then glanced upward to Isaiah’ swindows.
The tyrant was standing there, looking down.

Axisthought for amoment about going to see him, but then decided he wastoo tired, so he, in turn, spun
on his hed and strode for the Sairway to his gpartment.

| saiah would have to wait.

CHAPTER TEN

Northern | sembaard

B @d’'uz?Ba d’uz? Whereareyou?



Ba d’ uz had been driving himsdlf for weeks now, feeding on little more than the power infused into him
by Kanuba.

He had not eaten in over two weeks, and had not drunk any liquid in ten days. He had not dept infive
days. By rights, his body should have shut down, if not died, but Ba d’ uz kept on walking, eyeswide
and staring in aface leathered and battered by deprivation and the elements. His gait was uneven, his
clothestattered, his mind occupied with only two thoughts: to gain Aghat, and regain Kanubai’ sfavor.

Those that saw him stared, then stcumbled away, desperate not to cometo his notice.

Ba d’ uz appeared not merely crazed, but asif gray shadows of sorrow, or maybe retribution, trailed
behind him.

Bad’'uz?Bad d’uz? Where are you?

“Setkoth,” Ba d’ uz managed to get out on hisfifth attempt at mouthing the word. “ Setkoth.”
Not far from Aghat then.

“Three days, Great One, no more.”

Excellent. Ba a’ uz, you do need to hurry. | should not want to have to use someone elseto carry out my
desires.

“I will hurry, Greet One. | will.”
Y ou must, you must. Nearer and nearer drawsthetime.

Ba d’uz lurched on, one insane footstep after the other.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Far Reach M ountains, Southern Kyros

T hey’ d made good distance over the past few days, mainly because Salome was no longer fegling quite
so fatigued. The two guidestraveling with her were palpably relieved, to Sdome s grim amusement.

What man ever liked aweak woman?
Gods, she hated them, too.

StarDrifter was not far ahead. Sdlome could senseit. She wasn't sure why, or how she knew
this—perhapsthat extraordinary sexual magnetism somehow communicated itself to her, even now—Dbut
just ahead he mogt certainly was.

The weather was diding deeper into autumn. The mornings were frosty, the nights had that edge of iceto
them associated with winter, and made deeping uncomfortable. Sdlome was glad that StarDrifter was il
this side of the FarReach Mountains. At least she could deal with him now, finish what lay between them,
without having to voyage through the mountains in ever-deteriorating wegther.

Onthisday they weretraveling at abrisk trot long alittle-used path, heading directly for the mountains
that rose perhaps aday’ sride away; pink and purple massifs that wore tangled clouds about their snowy
peaks and promised enormous hardship for those foolish enough to risk the passes. The guides had told
Sdome that few people dared to try—the FarReach Mountains effectively cut off 1sembaard from the



Northern Kingdoms.
Sdomedidn’t care about the mountains.
All shewanted was her chance at StarDrifter.

In the midafternoon, when she was tired enough that her attention had begun to lag, one of the guides
murmured a caution.

“ Someone approaches.”
Sdomejerked to full attention, looking ahead.

A lone rider, aman, approached them on the road. He was bare-headed and unarmed, and did not
appear surprised to seethe three travelers halting their horses.

He pulled hisown horse to astop afew paces away from Sdome and her guides.
“My nameisMaximilian,” hesad. “ Of Escator.”

Salome frowned, trying to remember where she’ d heard that name. It may not have cometo her so
quickly, had not she noticed the sudden servile demeanor of the guides.

“Oh,” shesaid, “you' rethe King of Escator.”
He amiled very dightly. “Yes. | antheKing of Escator.”

Sdome' sfrown deegpened. There' d been some trouble with the King of Escator. In fact, there had
always been trouble, of one sort or another, associated with this man'slife. Sdometried to remember the
details, but her life had been so centered on Coroleas and on her own schemesthat she’ d paid scant
attention to what happened e sewhere in the world.

“I'm sorry,” she said vaguely, and hoped that would cover most eventuditiesin thisman's history.

His smile widened, his dark blue eyes danced, and Salome suspected she had just made a complete fool
of hersdf.

“That isvery good of you,” he said, and Sdome knew she had made afool of hersdlf.

She opened her mouth to make atart comment (for the gods sakes, this man was anobody king of a
nothing kingdomt), but Maximilian continued speaking, addressng the two guides.

“| assume you are hereto guide the Lady Salome?’
Sdlome s mouth, aready open, hung alittle wider in her shock. How had he known who she was?
One of the guides nodded. “ She hired usin Narbon, sire, to bring her south. She' slooking for aman.”

“StarDrifter SunSoar,” said Maximilian. “Yes, | know.” He looked directly a Sdome. “Heisback at my
camp, Salome, waiting for you. An hour’ sride away.”

Then he addressed the guides again. “ The lady has paid you? Y es? Then your task is done, my good
men. She and | thank you, and | shall take over thelady’ s care from this point. Y ou may return to
Narbon.”

Salome had managed, by this stage, to wrench her mouth shut. She was torn between irritation with this



Maximilian who had just ridden into her life and decided to takeit over, and the continuing bewilderment
shefdt asto how he' d known who she was and who she hunted (and what was the King of Escator
doing out here, anyway?). She was a o torn between athrill of excitement and a.growing sdlf-righteous
anger now she knew StarDrifter to be so close.

Finaly, shewould get her handson him.

She d drifted off again, and redlized suddenly that the two guides had turned their horses and were
cantering back down the track.

Maximilianwas dill amiling &t her.
“They did say good-bye,” he said, “but your thoughts had wandered.”
“I’'m sorry,” she said again, and then flamed in humiliation. What had happened to her famous poise?

“Y ou do not have to gpologize for everything,” Maximilian said. “ Come, ride on. We have away to go,
and we can talk aswe go.”

“How did you know who | was?’ said Salome, kicking her horse after Maximilian's. “And who |
hunted? And how it wasthat | was here?’

“I antravdinginto Issmbaard,” said Maximilian, “hunting my wife, who was solen fromme. | havea
somewhat disparate group of individuaswithin my group. StarDrifter, who you seek—"

“Does he till have the Weeper? | want it back.”
“Y es, we have the Weeper, but | doubt you will “get it back.””
“Itismine”

Maximilian gave asmal shrug, hiseyes on the road ahead. “| think the Weeper chooses hisown
companions. Now, please, dlow meto finish.”

Sdome gave a curt movement of assent with her head, wondering how it was that this man could make
her fed so smdl with such asmple statement.

“I dso havein my group four Icarii—I assume you know of the Icarii?’
“Yes” Sdomesad, “of course. They fluttered uselesdy about Y oyette from timeto time.”
That earned her an unreadable ook from Maximilian, but he made no comment on her words.

“I dso have two marsh women with me,” he said. “Witch-women who walk the boundaries between the
dream world and this one. Their names are Venetiaand Ravenna, mother and daughter. Venetiaknew
you were coming, and asked meto wait for you. She knows you hunt StarDrifter, and—"

“Does she know why | hunt him?’
Maximilian’ slook of sympathy at that point amost undid her.

“Yes” hesaid. “At least we know some of it—of what happened after StarDrifter stole the Weeper and
left you to suffer the hatred and revenge of the Corolean court.”

“They murdered my son!” she hissed. “Murdered him!”



“And you were poorly treated, too,” Maximilian said. “1 am sorry, Sdlome. Y ou have our sympathy for
it, know that. Although I will not allow you to physically harm StarDrifter, | am prepared to stand back
and watch whatever else you ded to him.”

Sadome humiliated hersdlf yet further by bursting into tears. She had been deeply angry and emotionaly
overwrought for many weeks. Maximilian's unexpected sympathy caught her so unawares she could not
prevent the emotion spilling over.

“I want to kill him so badly,” she managed to get out between the sobs. “1 want to...but | can't...l
can't”

Maximilian pulled his horse to ahat across the path of Sdome s horse, making it stop aswell. Hedidn’t
say anything, but he reached out ahand, resting it on her shoulder, and Salome dropped her reins,
lowered her face into her hands, and cried as she' d never dlowed hersdlf in her life previoudy.

StarDrifter rose to hisfeet as he saw the two riders gpproaching.
Nervesfluttered in hisbely.

Everyone e se—thelcarii, Maximilian’ stwo guardsmen, Venetiaand Ravenna—stood dightly apart from
him, distancing themselves both physicaly and emotiondly.

The sound of the horses' hooves grew louder, and StarDrifter forced himself to look at Salome.

Shewas till lovely, but the suffering she’ d experienced at the hands of the vengeful Coroleans (at his
hands) showed clearly on her face and in the brittleness of her eyes.

She and Maximilian pulled their horsesto ahdt, Maximilian dismounting and then hel ping Salome off her
mount.

Sdome' seyesdid not leave StarDrifter for one moment.

She was dressed in men’ s clothes, leather trousers and boots, and ajerkin over athickly woven undyed
linen shirt, but StarDrifter could till seethat she' d lost alot of weight.

Maximilian bent down and said something very quietly in Sdome' seer.
She gave atight nod, then walked over to StarDrifter.

The atmosphere was so tense that StarDrifter could barely breathe. The sheer weight of the guilt hefelt
was almost too much to bear.

All he' d wanted was to snatch the Weeper and walk away. He didn’t really want to know about what
Salome had endured after he' d taken the Weeper, and he very much didn’t want to be faced with it now.

Shedidn’t say anything. Not at first. She stood before him, regarding him with such apassion of hatred
that StarDrifter was forced to drop his eyes.

“Doyou have any idea? she whispered findly. “ Any idea, StarDrifter, what you did to me?’

There wasn't anything he could say. He wanted to say that it hadn’t been him, that it had been Ba d’ uz,
but he knew he couldn’t say that.



In the end, he was as guilty of what had happened asBa d’ uz.
StarDrifter forced himself to meet Sdlome seyesagain.
They were brilliant with emation.

“They murdered Ezra,” she said, her voice closeto bresking. “ They brought him before me and, not
enough that they’ d raped me, they raped him, five men, or perhapsten. | lost count. They brutalized him
so badly...”

Her voice broke, her entire body shook, and for amoment StarDrifter thought she would fall over.
He reached out ahand, but she flinched away from him.

“Don’'t touch me!” Sadlometook severa huge breaths, managing to bring her emotions under control
enough to resume speaking. “ They raped and brutalized him, before the entire court, then took aknife
and cut off hispenisand histegticles, and they let him bleed out in front of me, over me...1 gill fed his
blood dl over me, StarDrifter! 1t stained me, it tainsme, to thisday, and it Sainsyou, too...can't you
fed it, can't you seeit? Can't you...can't you...”

She burst into sobs. StarDrifter knew he should do something, but didn’t know what, then in a moment
Maximilian was beside her, an arm about her shoulder, pulling her againgt his body, murmuring something
into her hair.

StarDrifter wanted to sink into the ground. He wanted one of Gorgradl’ s |ce Worms to appear right now
and swallow him. He wanted a gryphon to drop down from the sky and seize him in crud talons and
carry him to amountaintop where he would be torn gpart and released from this damned, cursed misery
of guilt.

He thought he could have weathered a Salome accusing him of the hurt done to her, but this broken
woman before him now, accusing him of the hurt and harm and death done to Ezra, who StarDrifter had
never meant to hurt, against whom he had held absolutely no grudgeat dl...

“I'm sorry,” he murmured, and Salome tore hersalf out of Maximilian’ sarms.
“Do you have any ideawhat it islike to watch your child die before you?” she screamed at him.

StarDrifter’ s eyes filmed with tears—not tears of pity for himsdf, but for Sdome. “Yes,” hesaid, very
softly, remembering watching his granddaughter Zenith being torn to pieces before his eyes.

He' d been responsible for that desth, too.
“Yes,” hesaid, “I do know, Salome. | am so sorry, | don’t know what | can do to—"
“| don't want you to do anything!” she shouted. “Nothing! | want nothing from you! | want...l want...”

Suddenly she wheeled to one side, dmost |eaping the two or three paces between hersdf and Doyle. The
movement shocked and surprised everyone, and before Doyle could stop her Salome had seized his
sword, and was back before StarDrifter again.

She shrieked, lifted the sword above her shoulders, and, even as Maximilian grabbed frantically at her, hit
StarDrifter acrossthe cheek with theflat of the blade with dl the strength she could muster.

StarDrifter staggered back severa paces. He raised a hand to his cheek, watching Salome, now held
firmly about thewaist by Maximilian.



He pulled his hand away from his cheek. It was dick with blood. Sdome had hit him with only the flat of
the blade, but even so the twin edges of the blade had cut into hisflesh, and now he had two pardld cuts
aong hischeek.

“I want to murder you,” Sdlome said in avoice hdf hiss, haf whisper. “1 want to stick thisinto your belly,
and make you suffer the way Ezra suffered, but | can’t...l can't...l can’'t kill you...”

She bent half over, dtill holding the sword, the point of the blade now resting on the ground, and sobbed
again, once, twice, then shelooked up to StarDrifter, her eyes swollen with emotion and grief.

“I can't kill you, StarDrifter, because | am pregnant with your baby. An Icarii baby, and | know more
than anyone that if awoman bears an Icarii baby without its Enchanter father thereto sing it out, then the
baby will tear her to pieces, and | don’t want to die like my grandmother died, screaming and bleeding as
her child wasborn...l don’t want to die like my grandmother died...”

StarDrifter dready felt asif hisworld wasfaling gpart—his child? She was pregnant with his child?>—but
then Sdlome uttered the words that exploded his entire life into amillion jagged, terrible pieces.

“I don’t want to die like Embeth died,” she whispered.

CHAPTER TWELVE
The Far Reach M ountains, Southern Kyros

S omething terrible had happened. No one was quite sure what, but as soon as Salome had mentioned
the name of her grandmother—Embeth—StarDrifter had let out achoked cry and sunk to the ground, his
face contorted, hisfingers clawing into the earth.

Maximilian wastired. Tired of al the complications the SunSoars brought into everyone' slives. They just
couldn’t lead normal, straightforward, blamelesslives. Instead, the SunSoars demonstrated aremarkable
talent for destroying everyone within flesh-touching distance.

It was dusk, and they were dl now sitting about the campfire. Maximilian had introduced Salometo
everyone—she was very quiet now, clearly emotionaly and physicaly exhausted—and they had sat
down. Ravenna, Serge, and one of BroadWing' s companions, SongHight, handed about food and flasks
of wine.

Maximilian thought they’ d all needed thewine,

StarDrifter had joined the circle about the fire, but he refused the food, and had taken only a couple of
spsof winefrom the flask being handed aboui.

Helooked completely wretched, and Maximilian sighed, supposing it would be up to him to find out what
now had gone so wrong in StarDrifter’ slife,

Doubtlessit would affect them al sooner or |ater.
“Who was Embeth?” Maximilian said, looking at StarDrifter.
Hisface tightened. He did not speak, and it was Salome who answered.

“My grandmother,” she said, her voice quiet and lacking in any emotion at al. “ The birth that killed her
produced a daughter, Hasweb, who was my mother.”



“Hasweb,” StarDrifter murmured, and passed ahand over hiseyes.
Maximilian glanced at him, but addressed Sdome. “Y ou said she died giving birth?’

Sadlome sighed, more from weariness than anything e se. “ Y es. She was not a Corolean. She came from
Tencendor—"

Maximilian had a sudden terrible premonition of where thistae would lead.

“—but married into a noble Corolean family. She was pregnant at the time. Everyone thought it was her
new husband’ s child, but...she had aterrible labor. The child would not be born. It tore my grandmother
apart. My mother, Hasweb, survived, but Embeth did not.

“Hasweb was an I carii child. But she was awanted and loved child, and Embeth’ s husband forgave the
fact she' d come into their marriage pregnant with an I carii child, for he had loved Embeth, and raised the
child ashisown.

“When she wasfive they sent her to agpeciaist, who cut from her back her wing nubs.”
“Oh, gods!” StarDrifter said. “No! How could they—"

“StarDrifter, you will say no more until Salome hasfinished,” said Maximilian. “Y ou will say nothing, do
you understand?’

StarDrifter gave onetight nod.

“It was done cleanly and kindly,” said Salome, “asit would later be done to me. Hasweb was given a
powerful drug that rendered her unconscious. There was only alittle pain from the incisons|later, when
she awoke, and the scarring faded within ayear or two. Asit faded with me.” She paused, then
continued. “ Hasweb was married into the First. Embeth’ s Corolean husband was a member of the
Firgt...and he passed Hasweb off asthe child of hisformer wife, who had died only weeks before he' d
married Embeth while he' d been on a diplomatic mission within Tencendor. So no one knew that
Hasweb was not aborn and bred child of the First. No one knew that | was not, until...” She shot a
vicious glance a StarDrifter.

“So that ishow you came by your Icarii blood,” said Maximilian. “ From your mother’ s unknown father.”

Sdome grimaced dightly. “Not dl of it. My mother Hasweb had married into the First, but. .. she took an
Icarii lover hersdf. My own father was I carii. | am amost full blood I carii.”

“And did Hasweb diein your birth?’ Venetia asked.

Sadome shook her head. “No. Her lover came back for my birth, for he had loved my mother, and he
sang me out of her womb.”

“IsHasweb. ..isHasweb il living?” StarDrifter asked, ignoring Maximilian’ sinjunction to keep his
Slence

Salome did not appear to notice who had asked the question. “No. She died when | was fourteen, pining
for her lover, | think.”

“Who was your father, Sdome?’ Maximilian asked.

Shegavealittle shrug. “1 don't know. Not really. My mother would only say that he wasthe loveliest
man she had ever met, with copper hair and violet eyes, and a power so extraordinary that—"



“No!” StarDrifter cried. “I can't believe this!”

Maximilian ignored him. “ And Haswel' sfather?’

Againthat shrug. “1 have no idea. Embeth never said.”

Now Maximilian looked at StarDrifter. “Well?’

“How do you know?’ said StarDrifter, his voice hoarse with emation.

“Because the SunSoars destroy lives so effectively that | cannot imagine that you have not had a greeter
hand in the destruction of Salome' slife than what has occurred only in the past few weeks.”

StarDrifter did not reply immediately, and by now every eye about the campfire was trained on him.

“I| was Embeth’ slover,” StarDrifter said eventudly. “I was Hasweb' sfather. | had no idea Embeth was
pregnant when she left Carlon. Sdlome, I'm sorry. | had noidea.”

“You are my grandfather?’ she said.
StarDrifter made a helpless gesture with ahand. “1 had no idea, Sdlome. | am sorry.”

“But shewas your lover!” Salome said. “How could you leave her pregnant and not know and not
cae?’

Maximilian thought of severd highly cynical comments he could interject at this point, but thought it better
to remain slent. Thiswas now between Salome and StarDrifter only.

StarDrifter was too emotionaly drained to couch the truth in palatable words. “I didn’t love her. Perhaps
| liked her. | can’t redly remember. She was just someone to havein my bed at night. It was during the
heady days of Axis first wave of great success. He d taken Carlon and defested his brother, Borneheld.
Life was about celebrating. About getting drunk on song and wine and success and taking to bed the
woman you wanted. But the woman | wanted, Azhure, was wedded to Axis, and so instead | took
Embeth, Axis old lover. It seemed fitting, somehow.”

He paused, and didn’t seem to redlize the silence about the fire was thick with horror.

“Sheleft Carlon at some point,” StarDrifter continued. “With Faraday, | think. | never thought of her
m n.”

“Faraday being Axis rgected lover, also pregnant at that stage with hischild,” BroadwWing put in for the
benefit of the non-Tencendorians among them who were not familiar with thetwistsin thetae.

Maximilian closed his eyes momentarily. He couldn’t believeit.
“And my father?’ said Sdlome. “Who was he?’

“Y our father could have been no one e se but the fabled Enchanter-Talon WolfStar SunSoar,” said
StarDrifter. “The description fits him perfectly. And WolfStar would have known, somehow, that Embeth
had |eft Carlon pregnant with my child. He would have known Hasweb was my daughter. She was of
SunSoar blood. He wouldn't have been able to leave her alone, and her seduction would have amused
him. He would have known that a some point it would cause havoc—and causing havoc was what
WolfStar did best. Theingtant he laid eyes on Hasweb he would have known her SunSoar blood. All
SunSoars are pulled to each other. Wefdt it, Sdome. That'swhy—"



“Jugt get onwithit!” Salome hissed.

“I am your grandfather, Salome. WolfStar SunSoar, the greatest Enchanter the I carii has ever known,
was your father. You are not only virtudly full blood Icarii, but you are aso virtualy full blood SunSoar. |
don’'t know what to do, Salome. | don’t know how to atone for what | have done to your family.
Hasweb...gods, | had another daughter, she would have been an Enchanter, and | had no idea...no
idea...nor that you...Salome, | don’t know what to say. I’'m sorry.”

For along time no one said anything.

Then BroadWing gave a short laugh. “ Trust the SunSoars to survive the destruction of Tencendor in
virtud full force. Y ou are the heir to the I carii throne, StarDrifter. Y ou are our Tadon—an
Enchanter-Talon. And now you have made an heir to succeed you, and on a hitherto unknown
granddaughter of yours and adaughter of the renegade WolfStar. | don’t know whether to congratulate
you, or to curseyou.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Far Reach M ountains, Southern Kyros

StarDrifter sat numbed. It waslate at night, and he stared across the campfire to Salome' s blanketed
form. Everyone was adegp—or pretending degp—save himsdlf, BroadWing and Maximilian, both of
whom sat with him, conversing in low tones asthey shared aflask of wine.

Earlier Maximilian and Venetia had spent some time with Sdlome. StarDrifter did not know what they
had said to her, but she' d eaten some food before lying down on the mattress of heeth that SongFlight
had made for her, and pulled a blanket to her shoulders, and StarDrifter supposed she was now ad eep.

“Sdomewill be accompanying us” Maximilian said.
“Maximilian—" StarDrifter began.
“What el se do you suggest?” Maximilian said. “ That we leave her here?’

“I was't going to suggest that,” StarDrifter snapped. “ Only that | take responsibility for her. That | can
do for her, at least.”

“If shewill accept it,” BroadWing muttered.

“Good,” said Maximilian, “that’ s one less problem | need to worry about.” Therewasaglint of white as
he smiled. “And | admit to feding relieved that Sdlomeis now your responsibility, StarDrifter. Do try to
keep her from murdering you.”

StarDrifter touched his cheek gingerly. “If shewas going to murder, | think she would have done so
dready.”

“Today has been quite the day for surprises,” BroadWing said. “If WolfStar is Sdlome' sfather, then
should wefear her?’

WolfStar had caused mayhem, misery, and destruction among the I carii, and even though now everyone
believed him dead (finally), even the mention of his name caused most Icarii to shudder in horror.

StarDrifter gave adight shrug. “I doubt it. Azhure was also WolfStar’ s daughter, and she was not to be
feared.”



“And you are Sdlome' sgrandfather,” Maximilian said. “1 have heard that the I carii do not regard incest
with the same degree of approbation as other races...but even so, StarDrifter, to deegp with your
granddaughter, and to father achild on her...”

Both BroadWing and StarDrifter looked a Maximilian in some mild surprise.
“Wadll, neither knew at thetime,” said Broadwing.
“For gods sakes” said Maximilian. “Y ou know now! It doesn’t give you any pause for thought?’

“Itisnot aproblem for us,” said BroadWing, glancing at StarDrifter before he spoke, dmost asif he
wanted permission to respond. “ Only sexud relations between first blood—yparents and children, and
between shblings—isforbidden.”

Maximilian gave a somewhat bewildered shake of hisheed. “ Still...1 find it strange. And what isthis baby
to you, StarDrifter? Child...or great-grandchild?’

“Child,” said StarDrifter. He paused, thinking. “ Sdome waswilling, Maximilian—"
“But she had no idea then that she dept with her grandfather!”

StarDrifter gave afaint smile. “And even had she known then,” he said, “it would have given her little
cause for hesitation, save to add a certain tang to proceedings.”

And how different Sdome wasto Zenith, StarDrifter thought, remembering how he' d pursued Zenith,
and yet she could never overcome her own repulsion at sharing flesh with her grandfather. Maybe it was
WolfStar’ sblood in Sdome.

Hissmilewidened, just fractiondly, remembering that first time he and Saome had coupled. That frantic,
desperate union had been the mad, bad SunSoar blood railing to the surface. They had not been able to
resst each other.

Then StarDrifter’ s smile faded. And how sad that Zenith had not shared either the madness or the
badness.

“Doyou know,” said BroadWing, “that today has given me more hope for our future than any other day
inthe past five years. The Icarii have drifted directionlessfor al these years. We have lost the mgority of
our people. We have lost our homeland. We have logt our enchantment. We have lost the Star Dance.
We havelogt al purpose. And now? Now suddenly the SunSoars are back. We have our Talon, and
his—"

“For the sars sakes, BroadWing,” StarDrifter said. “Let thisgo, | beg you. | am no more your Talon
than—"

BroadWing leaned over and gripped StarDrifter’ sforearm. “Y ou are our Talon, StarDrifter! Accept it!

Y ou have enjoyed the benefits of SunSoar blood al these centuries, and you will now accept the
respongbility of it. The Icarii are desperate. Desperate! Y ou—yes, curseit, you—now have the
responsibility, the blood, and the experience to give the I carii direction and purpose and leadership and a
home. Y our responsibility, StarDrifter. Y ours.”

StarDrifter wrenched hisarm free. “Me? Me? Look at me, BroadWing. I’ ve never accepted
responsihility. | am just feckless StarDrifter—and, oh, how my parents named me well, drifting aimlesdly,
taking pleasure in nothing but pleasure, and sowing aimless seeds of destruction as| went. Have you
forgot who fathered Gorgragl ? Who—"



“Who fathered Axis,” said BroadWing, hisvoice calm and even.

“Axiswas no savior,” StarDrifter said. “He was agolden hero who restored the I carii and Tencendor,
but who then allowed everything to dideinto bleakness again.”

“And that iswhy | am here now, arguing with you,” BroadWing said. “ Axiswas never themanto lead
the Icarii, but | think you are.”

StarDrifter gave a soft, hollow laugh.

“| have seen you at your very best and at your very worst,” BroadWing said. “1 know to what extremes
of disspation you can Snk, and the heights to which you canrise”

“And today you have seen me at my very worst,” StarDrifter said. “How then can you St here and argue
S0 passionately that | have the quditiesfor Talon?”

“| think today he has seen you at your very best,” Maximilian put in quietly.

“Maximilianisright,” BroadWing said. “Y ou stood there before Salome and accepted respongbility for
your actions. | know enough about what happened in Coroleasthat | am well aware that you could very
eadly have shifted blame onto Ba d’ uz, but you didn’t. Y ou accepted whatever Salome choseto ded
you. That wasthe action of a mature man, StarDrifter. Not some feckless, uncaring dissipate. And | have
senyouin...”

BroadWing's voice broke, and he had to pause and clear histhroat. “1 was present in the Assembly
Chamber of Talon Spike that day, so many vast years ago, when you addressed the assembled I carii
race. Do you remember it, StarDrifter? Do you remember that day?’

StarDrifter took amoment to answer. “1 sang for you. | sang of the Wars of the Axe, of how the Icarii
had come to be imprisoned in the |cescarp Alps.”

“And you sang of hope, and of how the Icarii could rise again, and regain that which waslogt. Stars,
StarDrifter, you had the entire I carii race in tears, you held them in the palm of your hand, you owned us.
That day was when you and RavenCrest, your brother, and our Taon at the time, persuaded usto
accept Axisas our StarMan.”

BroadWing' s voice dropped very low. “But you were so astounding, so powerful, that we would have
done anything that day, StarDrifter. Anything for you. Y ou were extraordinarily beautiful and powerful,
and you reminded us of how extraordinarily beautiful and powerful we could be. Y ou can do that again.”
Aninfinitesma pause. “Youmus.”

StarDrifter said nothing.

“Y ou take Sdlome,” BroadWing said, “and you take that child, and you rebuild the SunSoar dynasty,
and you rebuild the I carii pride and race. Y ou lead usto anew homeland, and back into the Star Dance,
StarDrifter, or elsewewill dl perish in hopeessness.”

“| am ahopelessmessiah,” StarDrifter said.
“You aredl we have,” BroadWing said, and he smiled. “And you will be more than enough.”

“And Sdome,” StarDrifter said, hiswords argumentative, but hisvoice now resgned. “ Sheis hardly
likey to—"



“Sdomeisthe best wife you could ever hopefor,” BroadWing said. “1 have heard of her crudty and
dissipation, but today we saw the better part of her, too. Salome did not accuse or attack you for what
happened to her, for what she had logt, but for her son—theloss of hislife and future.”

“Shehasgreat strength,” putin Maximilian, earning himsdf ablack glance from StarDrifter.

“And | think she has grest compassion,” Maximilian added, softly, daring StarDrifter to throw him
another 1ook.

“Sdomeisafar better mate for you than Rivkah ever was,” said Broad-Wing, naming the Acharite
princess on whom StarDrifter had fathered Axis, “or Azhure, or her and Axis daughter, Zenith, or any
other of the women you have thought to have loved. Fate...no...| am prepared to say stronger here, the
Star Dance, hasled her to you, and you to her, and then the both of you back to the Icarii people. Take
adeep breath, right now, StarDrifter, and accept both Salome and the Talon torc of leadership.”

Maximilian watched StarDrifter curioudy, wondering what he would do.

The Icarii prince sat in sllence for along time, staring across the fire to where Salome lay; then, without
looking at BroadWing, he held out his hand to the birdman, and BroadWing gripped it.

They held the grip for along moment, then both let go and sat back, and Maximilian passed them the
flask of wine.

So passed the leadership of the Icarii to StarDrifter SunSoar.
The three men sat there for another hour in silence, occasionally taking sips of wine.

Findly StarDrifter rose, and went to Sdlome.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
The Far Reach M ountains, Southern Kyros

Saomewastoo emotiondly and physicaly exhausted to deep. Shelay there, drifting between
wakefulness and drowsiness, listening to the murmur of voices coming from across the campfire, and
turning over in her mind the events of the day.

It had not eventuated quite as she’ d expected.

Sdomewas't quite sure what she had expected, for she' d never been precisday clear in her own mind
about what she would do to StarDrifter when she found him, but today’ s events hadn’t fitted any of her
imagined scenarios.

She had expected StarDrifter to justify and excuse and evade, and he' d done none of those things.

She' d expected him to strike back at her, to be angry and judgmental, and he' d done none of those
things, either.

She had never imagined, never, the revelations the day would bring.
He was Embeth’s unknown lover.

StarDrifter was her grandfather.



That had numbed Salome as nothing else could have.

StarDrifter was the lover who had deserted Embeth, who had left her to die birthing his child.
Sdomefdt asif this should make her hate him even more.

But, astoundingly, it didn’t. Perhaps that was because al her emotions appeared utterly dead.

The naming of her father meant nothing to her. Salome supposed she' d heard the name WolfStar
somewhere, but she'd paid so little attention to the world beyond the intrigues of the Corolean court that
she could not recdl what she' d heard.

“Would you like meto tell you about WolfStar?” StarDrrifter said softly behind her, and Salome jumped,
her heart pounding painfully.

“I’'m sorry,” he said, for what must have been the hundredth time that day. 1 startled you. | thought you
were awvake.”

He sat down on the ground beside her. “Do you mind if | share the blanket, and your hearth bedding?’

Sdome couldn’t believe he' d ask that. She struggled to rouse some indignant anger, but she was so spent
that she couldn’t raise the effort, and so when StarDrifter took her silence for assent and lifted the blanket
and crawled under beside her, pulling her back againgt hisbody, al she could manage was an affronted
diffness.

At least she had her back to him, but &l that meant was that StarDrifter could curl the more effectively
about her own body.

“WolfStar lived many thousands of years ago,” StarDrifter said, very softly. Sdome thought he was
infusing his voice with something else. A melody perhaps. Was he trying to fool her with some Icarii

trickery?

Trickery or not, as StarDrifter continued speaking the gentle melody in his voice soothed away both her
irritation and tiffness, and she gradually relaxed againgt hiswarmth.

Thiswasn't how she' d envisioned ending thisday, ether.

“Hewasthen, and remainsto this day, the most powerful Enchanter the Icarii had ever produced,”
StarDrifter continued.

“HewasaSunSoar?’ Salome asked, surprising hersalf with her interest.

“Yes. And Taon. An Enchanter-Talon.” StarDrifter laughed very softly, washing warm breath over the
back of her neck. “Enchanter-Taons have ever been the most troublesome to the Icarii people. | can't
think why Broad-Wing now wants another one.”

The last meant nothing to Salome, but she did not comment.

“WolfStar developed a fascination with the Star Dance,” StarDrifter continued. Hisarm, whereit lay
about her waist, tightened fractionally. “Do you know what that is, Sdome? Have you ever felt it?’

“No,” she said, and StarDrifter sighed, fanning more bregth against her neck.

“Y ou are an Enchanter aswell, Sdome,” he said. * Hasweb was undoubtedly one, too. Y our lives should
for many years have been dictated by the Star Dance—the music the stars make in their dance about the



heavens. That music infiltrated every aspect of our lives, our very souls, and Enchanters used it to weave
suchmagic...

“Ah, but al that was|ost during the devastation of the wars of the Timekeeper Demons. They destroyed
the Star Gate, through which the music of the starsfiltered, and we lost the Star Dance. That happened
somefive or Sx years ago, so you must have lived for twenty-five years or more with the Star Dance
washing about you. Are you sure you have never—"

“I have never fdt athing. It means nothing to me.”

“Wdll, anyway, WolfStar wanted to step through the Star Gate and allow the music of the Star Danceto
consume him completely. To cut along story short, he did. He vanished through the Star Gate, and for
thousands of yearsthe Icarii people assumed he' d died. But, no. He came back, more powerful and
dreadful than ever before, and creasted mayhem and disaster among the peoples of Tencendor. If the land
perished, then it waslargely due to his machinations.”

“You aredfradof him.”
“Yes, | am.”
“And now? s he dead? Wandering about?”’

“Dead. | hope.” Again StarDrifter gave a soft laugh. “But one never assumes that death can hold
WolfStar forever.”

“I have apowerful father, then.” There, thought Sdlome. A powerful father, but not a powerful
grandfather.

“Aye,” StarDrifter said, and did not sound affronted at all. “Very powerful indeed.”
“Then should you be afraid of me?’
“Very much so,” StarDrifter said, and Salome frowned at the teasing notein hisvoice.

“Sdome,” StarDrifter said, before she could speak, “I have been awandering, dissipated fool most of
my life. | have loved women, and destroyed women. | have failed many people. Perhgpswith you | can
make afresh—"

“Don't try to pretend we have a—"

StarDrifter’ s hand did under the loosened waistband of her trousers and then over the warm skin of her
dightly rounded belly.

“Thisisnot pretense, Sdlome. Tel me, did you not think to discard the child? | am sure you must have
known how.”

Shewasdlent.
He sang alittle snatch of melody, very softly, and she drew in a sharp breath.

A sense of peace had washed over her with that melody, and as she exha ed the bregth, she relaxed
entirely againgt hisbody.

“I knew as soon as you said you were pregnant,” StarDrifter said, his mouth now almost against the skin
at the back of her neck, “that this child would be my get, and not the product of your rapes. BroadWing



said fate bound us together, Salome. | think BroadWing has a somewhat remarkable perceptivity.”
Again, that snatch of melody, and Salome closed her eyes asthey filled with sudden tears.

“Itisason, SAlome,” StarDrifter said. “ An Enchanter. And,” Salome could fed his mouth curl in asmile
againg her neck, “apeaceful and happy child. An heir to everything we have both logt.”

Sdome thought StarDrifter was being terribly presumptuous with that last remark, but now she was so
comfortable, so warm, and so peaceful, that drowsiness was findly achieving dominion over her body.

“Mmmm,” she murmured—and then shivered as StarDrifter kissed the back of her neck.

“Seep,” he whispered.

The Weeper lay afew feet away, forgotten by both Salome and StarDrifter.
Asthey fell into deep, StarDrifter still curled about Salome' s body, the Weeper began to ice over.

It spent al night encased in ice, engaged in such a powerful magic that even the ground benegth it froze
solid.

In the morning, when the camp gtirred, the Weeper lay in asmdl puddle of water, condensation diding
down its body.

No one paid any attention.

When Sdome awoke—the last of the camp to rise—it wasto find that StarDrifter had left amug of tea
and awedge of warmed bread dathered with butter and red beet and onion chutney by her side.

Sdlome sat up and ate the food.
It was the best breskfast she could ever remember having eaten.

When sheroseto her feet, brushing away the remaining crumbs of the bread, she winced as something
caught in her back.

A muscle, shethought, grown cold and gtiff during her long night’ s unmoving dumber.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Palace of Aghat, | sembaard

T oday Isaiah was holding his Spectacle. Axis knew of two other occasions Isaiah had held a Spectacle
since he' d been in Isembaard, but Axis had not been invited to either of those formal courts. They had
been held during his early daysin Isembaard when Isaiah had tended to keep Axisvery muchin his
private sphere. Today, however, Axis had received arequest to attend.

It was, after dl, the day on which Isaiah meant to announce his marriageto Ishbdl.

Axis had not seen Ishbel since his return from flushing out the brigands from the eastern mountains. He'd
tried to see her, but either she had been adeep, or resting, or bathing with Isaiah in the River Lhyl inthe



evening (and since when had she started doing that, Axiswondered), or smply not in her apartments
when he' d cdled, so that by now Axis suspected she was avoiding him.

Or perhaps her servants and guards had been well instructed by Isaiah in how to deflect Axis SunSoar
should he cometo visit.

Wéll, at least Axiswould see Ishbel at the Spectacle, and probably even get the chance to speak with
her, as he' d been given to understand he wasto sit with Isaiah and Ishbel on their dais.

Despite being worried about 1shbel, Axiswas curious about the Spectacle itself. He had gathered, from
various conversations with Insharah, Zeboath, and the pal ace chamberlain, that the Spectacle existed to
remind the generas and the governors of the various dependencies who it was controlled the reins of
power, to impress various visiting diplomats, nobles, and ambassadors, and to make it perfectly clear to
the entire population of Isembaard, via subsequent gossip and reports, the extent of Isaiah’s power and
prestige.

Today, |saiah was using the Spectacle to present his new “conquest,” Ishbel, Queen of Escator, to the
Tyranny.

Look what agreat and fearsome leader | am, Isaiah would say to his peoples viathe Spectacle. | have
captured for my own both the northern king' s queen and his heir. The northern kings are weak indeed,
and they shdl lay down before me, and submit themselves to |sembaard.

The Spectacle was held at midday in what Insharah had somewhat caustically called the sunroom.
Insharah had not explained that comment, but its memory was enough to add further fuel to Axis dready
well-developed curiosity about the day’ s proceedings. By the time his escort knocked at his chamber
door, just before noon, Axiswas pacing about in astate of high anticipation.

He' d dressed carefully for the occasion, wearing black leather trousers topped with an airy lawn linen
shirt. He' d abandoned the sandals he normally wore in the heat for well-tooled leather boots, topped the
shirt with atightly fitted vest of gold silk, and then carefully trimmed his beard and dressed hishair,
clubbing it into a queue at the back of his neck.

I saiah had sent one of the captains of the Spear to escort him, and they chatted amiably as the captain led
Axis higher and higher into the paace.

Findly Axis curiogty got the better of him.
“Just where does Isaiah hold his Spectacle?’ he asked.

The captain shot him an amused glance as they gpproached yet another graceful, winding saircase. “In
the sunroom, of course.”

“Yes, but where—"

“Ontheroof, Lord Axis. Inthesun.”

A dow smile spread across Axis face. He was starting to redlize the nature of Isaiah’s Spectacle.
“Should | have brought a broad-brimmed hat?’ he said.

The captain laughed. “Y ou shdl be among the shaded, Lord Axis. Be grateful.”

The cagptain findly led Axisinto avast chamber which Axisredized acted asthe anteroom for Isaiah’s



“sunroom.” It was thronged with people, dl of whom glanced every few minutes toward a massive flight
of stepsthat roseto an equally impressive doorway beyond which Axis could see only blinding light.

“Wedon't go that way,” the captain murmured to Axis. “ Come with me.”

Heled Axis around the side of the room, avoiding the throng (almost al of whom glanced away from the
flight of stepslong enough to look curioudy a Axis), through asmall doorway and up aflight of stairs
much less grand than those in the anteroom. These stepsled in turn to adoorway, again much less grand
than that which awaited the throng in the anteroom, but leading into the same rectangle of blinding light.

The captain led Axis straight through.
Then stopped, grinning a Axis as he gaped.

The"sunroom” was, to Axis eyes, the most spectacular and the most stunningly beautiful chamber he'd
ever seen...and Axis had lived to see some amazing buildings and chambers.

The rectangular space covered the entire roof area of the palace—a vast acreage of beauty that was
gunning initsamplicty.

There was no roof—the space was entirely open to the vivid blue Isembaardian sky.

The areawas floored in a polished stone of adeep emerdd hue, glasdike in its sheen. Axishad never
seen anything likeit: more tranducent than marble, it was smilarly veined with slver and gold through its
emerad depths. Axis could not see ajoin anywhere—it was asif the entire floor had been laid downina
single piece. Neither could he see anything beneath the trand ucent stone. It appeared to sink down
forever, dthough Axis knew that wasimpossible.

“It representsthe River Lhyl,” the captain said softly, “thelifeblood of the Tyranny.”
Axis nodded, unable to speak.
He looked up, studying the rest of the space.

Eight rows of columns, fully twenty paces high and fivein diameter at the base, arranged in four sets of
twinned rows, ran down either sde of the central space.

The columns were as remarkable as the floor.

They were composed of what looked like an dmost tranducent glass. Virtudly clear at their base, they
gradually became more opague as they roseto dizzying heights, until, a their summit, where they
blossomed into open-petaled water lily flowers, the glass became solid colors of the faintest pinks and
bluesand greens.

“I have never seen anything so beautiful,” Axissaid very softly.
“No oneever has,” said the captain. “ One never getstired of the sight.”
“Did Isaiah build this?”

The captain shook his head. “It was constructed over severa generations, | believe, and was only
completed during Isaiah’ s grandfather’ stime. Come. Isaiah iswaiting.”

The captain led Axis down the central open space, flanked on either side by the rows of twinned water
lily columns.



At thefar end of the open space was a shaded pavilion where, Axis could just make out, stood araised
dais.

By thetime he and the captain had made the halfway point, Axiswas beginning to understand the reason
the Isembaardian tyrants had created this particular arenafor their Spectacles.

It was damnably hot.

In fact, anyone who had to spend any time at al in this* sunroom”—and that would be most of those
who attended the Spectacle, for Axis assumed it would take I saiah some time to work hisway through
whatever ceremony he had planned—would be & a disadvantage to |saiah within avery few minutes,
The combined effect of glass floor and columns and the sun made the space afurnace.

There were shaded areasto either side, and Isaiah’ s covered pavilion at the head of the space, and Axis
thought it would al be reserved for the favored.

Anyonein disfavor, or asyet uncategorized in Isaiah’ s list of who he trusted and who not, would be
forced to stand in the sun.

Isaiah rose from his throne—made of the same glasdike substance as the floor and columns, but
comfortably cushioned—as Axis gpproached.

| saiah waved away the captain with anod of thanks, then gestured to Axisto join him on the dais.
“In the shade, my friend,” he said, with asmile. “What think you?’

Axis shook hishead in admiration. “1 think you are acruel man, Isaiah. How many are you to keep
waiting in the sun today?’

Isaiah smiled, but did not otherwise respond to the question. He was accoutred in the most magnificent
finery Axis had yet seen—jewels of various hues gleamed among his braids and studded the golden collar
he wore about his shoulders. Bangles adorned hiswrists and ankles, but 1saiah had kept his hipwrap to
plain linen, and had no sandds on hisfeet—to dl the more display the wedlth of his gems, Axisthought.

He wore no wegpon, but hardly needed to: the dais was surrounded on three sides by rows of spearmen.
Axis caught sight of Ishbel, Sitting on an ornate chair to Isaiah’ sright.

She was beautifully gowned, and her hair dmost asimpressively styled aslsaiah’s, but Axisthought he
saw lines of strain about her eyes and mouth, and she barely smiled at hisgreeting.

“Ishbe?” Axis murmured as he kissed her hand. “How are you?’

“Jus alittletired,” shesaid. “I find it difficult to degpin this heat.”

“Thebaby?’ Axissaid.

Shereplied only with adight shrug, and atightening of the worry lines about her eyes.

“Y ou should not be here,” Axissaid, “but in your chamber, resting. |saiah—"

“No, Axis” Ishbd said, “I will bewell enough, and | havelittleto do here but sit and nod and smile.”

“And you will nod and smile?’



“I am happy enough, Axis. | like Isaiah, and fed comfortable with him. Maximilianisalong way in my

Axis studied her, wondering. She seemed genuinely relaxed about |saiah’ s announcement of marriage,
but she most certainly did not appear well.

“Isaiah,” he said, turning back to the tyrant.
“Later, Axis” Isaiah sad. “Thiswill takelittle time, and will be no strain on Ishbel. Will you st now?’

That last was said in atone that clearly indicated Isaiah was not prepared to receive a negetive response,
and so, with afurther worried glance at Ishbel, and asilent promise to himsalf to keep an eye on her,
Axistook his appointed seat just to one side of Ishbd’s.

Isaiah nodded at him, then returned to his own throne. As soon as he was seated, a haunting melody of
horn musicfilled theair.

Axiswas used to blaring trumpet clarionsfor ceremonid events, but this haunting melody was, to his
mind, even more unsettling and unnerving for the participants outsi de than an overpowering clarion would
have been.

The music wound in and out of the columns, skimming over the floor, wafting gently between the
assembled dignitaries on the dais and the spearmen standing abot it.

It strengthened just alittle, and then Axis saw people dowly entering the Spectacle Chamber from the
massive rectangular doorway at the head of the flight of steps from the anteroom.

They were guided into the space in no particular order, which Axis thought must have been even more
unsettling for them. All had to find their own place.

After amoment’s hesitation and disorientation as they first entered, most headed straight for the shaded
areasto either side of the sun-filled columned space.

There awaited acordon of Isaiah’ saides.

Some, avery few, were alowed through to wait in the pleasant shade, but most were directed back into
the sun. The generdls and their senior captains arrived, and Axiswas glad to see them waved through to
the shaded area.

Hedid not think it would have been avery good ideato keep the generdsin the sun.

Gradudly the centra spacefilled up, people managing to stand in ordered groups (which groupings
themselves revedled aliances and enmities).

Most people had attired themsalvesin their best raiments, which meant much heavy draping of silksand
linens topped with encrusted jewelry. In the heat and the brilliant sun, people became uncomfortable very
quickly.

Axisglanced at Isaiah.
Hehad atiny smileon hisface.

Axiswondered about the wisdom of leaving the participantsin such discomfort. They were, after dl,
important peoplein their own right, and would not appreciate this obvious manipulation.



But then, perhaps, it was dl apart of the game, and the ingtinctive groupings did, after al, reved to Isaiah
better than anything e sewherelay loyadtiesand aliances.

Themusicincreased in intengty for amoment, then faded away to nothing.
The door at the back of the chamber closed.
|saiah stood.

Hedid not, as Axis expected, remain in the comfortable shade, but strode to the very front of the dais
wherelay abet of savage sun.

It illuminated him—thejewdsin his hair, and the golden collar about his shoulders—until hisform
shimmered.

Axisthought that the assembled throng would either see him asagod, standing thereinthelight...or as
anintensdy irritating and manipulative bully.

There was movement to either side, and Axis looked around.

The mgority of the spearmen, while leaving a cordon of warriors on the dais, were now moving down
the sides of the chamber, ready to act should anyone get too hot-tempered from discomfort.

I saiah began to spesk to the throng. His voice was very strong, and very confident, his body language
reflecting dl the power and arrogance of his office.

Axisgrinned. |saiah was spinning afantastic tale about the capture of 1shbdl...atdein which Bad’uz did
not figureat all.

Isaiah continued with the news that 1shbel was to become his new wife, and wasto bear the newly
created title of Favored Wife.

Axisglanced a Ishbd at that, and she smiled dightly and rolled her eyesat him, making him grin.

I saiah continued on, describing 1shbel’ s acquisition almost as he would asuccessful invason. Maximilian,
the Escatorian king, had been “humbled” by theloss of hiswifeto Isaiah and was now arecluse, unable
to act through sheer inadequacy. The Escatorian nation itself was now virtudly a satellite to | sembaard
and wanted only Isaiah’ simminent invasion to capitulate completely.

Ishbel represented Isaiah’ s potency, his might, his success.

Axissincerely hoped that Maximilian was't going to ride into Aghat at the head of an avenging army
(unlikely, but Axiswasn't about to discount Maximilian quite as completely as | saiah gppeared to be
doing), which event would severely damage |saiah’ s presentation.

Isaiah turned dightly, gesturing to Ishbel tojoin him.

Sherose, hesitated dightly as she got to her feet, then regained her composure and walked forward to
|saiah.

Axisleaned forward in concern. Ishbel did not look well &t al.

Isaiah’seyescrinkled at 1shbel alittle—Axiswasrdieved to see he was laughing at himsel f—then took
her hand, presenting her to the throng.



It wasright at that moment that the bowman rose from the center of the gigantic lily flower at the top of
the nearest column, and fired the arrow into Isaiah’ s chest.

A second’ sworth of horror, then Axis moved. He lunged forward, grabbing Isaiah by the arm and pulling
him to onesde.

Hewasn't fast enough. Just as he grabbed Isaiah’s arm, the arrow thudded into Isaiah’s chest.

The force of the impact sent Isaiah sorawling, knocking Ishbel to the ground aswell, and the next
moment the chamber was in an uproar.

Axis stumbled, managed to gain his balance, then looked up at the top of the column.

The bowman was sanding therein full view, and even from this distance Axis could seethe smdl smile of
satisfaction on the man’ sface.

But that wasn't what shocked Axis.

What completely appdled him was that the bowman was an | carii.

Bingaed let the bow droop dowly to his hip as he stared into the eyes of the StarMan.
Grestings, Axis SunSoar, he thought, then allowed asmdl derisive smileto form.

Axis had looked away now, and was knedling by Isaiah’ s blood-covered form, lying partly atop that of
the sprawled woman, her face twisting in shock and perhaps some pain. Axiswas shouting for help,
trying to staunch Isaiah’ s bleeding while a the same time trying to take the woman’ shand, asif to
comfort her.

Bingaled didn’'t care what Axistried to do, for whatever it was, it wastoo late now. Lister’ s purpose had
been served. Helooked a the milling confusion, and at the generals striding forth, waving forward
spearmen and archers, calling for ropes so soldiers could scale the column, ordering that should the
birdman n lift off then he should be feathered out of the air with severa score of arrows.

Asif | would fly out of here, Bingded thought. Y ou have not seen my like, dthough one day we hopeto
rule over you.

He dlowed the bow to drop completely, and he sank to his kneesin the greeat flower that sat atop the
column. Ignoring the frenetic activity below him, the spearsthat rattled every moment or two against the
column and occasiondly flew in adeadly arc over hisflower shelter, Bingdea curled into atight ball,
wragpping hiswings about him entirely.

Within moments ice formed aong the ridged outlines of hiswings and body. Despite the hot sun, it
spread rapidly, so that by the time the soldiers had fetched their ropes and prepared to mount the
column, ice entirely encased Bingaedl.

Asanoose of rope caught one of the petals, and the more daring among the soldiers began the
treacherous ascent of the column, the ice enshrouding Bingaled’ s body clouded over, then became
completely opaque.

Then theicefaded. Bingded’ sbody did not shrink, it merely disappeared dowly, until, by thetimethe



first of the soldiers had gripped the outer rim of the flower with his hands and peered cautioudy over,
there was nothing left but asingle tiny snowflake, rising into the streaming sun and vanishing in abreath of
ar.

The palace was in an uproar, al attention centered on the sunroom, and so no one noticed the thin,
tattered figure that tottered into the paace complex from one of theriver gates.

Ba d’ uz stopped long enough to drink agreat draft from the fountain in the great courtyard, then he
made for the doorway that led into the private quarters of the paace. As he drank, an ugly brindle dog
crept to his hed's, and then followed as Ba a’ uz completed hisjourney acrossthe courtyard.

When he entered the paace, Ba d’ uz and the dog went entirely unnoticed, encased asthey werein
Kanubai’ s power.

The activity and consternation in the palace meant that one other activity aso went unremarked. Atop
DarkGlass Mountain, thin rivulets of blood had begun to flow down the glass sides of the pyramid from
under its gigantic golden capstone. They trailed to about hafway down the pyramid, then, strangely,
veered sideways so that, after sometime, the rivulets of blood entirely enclosed the centra portion of the
pyramid.

Then they turned black, asif girding the pyramid’ swaist in bands of iron.

CHAPTER S XTEEN
The Palace of Aghat, | sembaard

A nlcarii? Anlcarii? What the fuck have you doneto me, Axis?’
“|lsaiah—"

“I trusted you. | trusted you! And thisis how you—"

“Isaiah, | am not to blame, [—’

“Don't tdl methat. | saw you talking with Ezekid the other night. What were you plotting, eh? | can’t
imagine you wanted my throne. What then? Ishbe ?’

“I had nothing to do withiit, Isaiah!”

The two men glared at each other, bodiesrigid with anger and shock, faces tight with emotion, then
Isaiah turned away, muttering an obscenity.

He' d known that Axis had nothing to do with the attempt on hislife (and he was dmost certain who had
ordered it), but Isaiah was angry, furious, and he’ d needed someone at whom to lash out.

His chest was gtill stresked with blood from hiswound, which was now stitched and daubed with
antiseptic. He' d been lucky. The arrow had struck him squarein the chest, but it had hit a section where
the golden collar draped down from his shoulders.

Although the arrow had penetrated the metd links, it had only superficidly wounded |saiah.
Without the collar he would have been dead.



It dmogt did not matter. Aghat wasin criss.

Such abrazen nation attempt, in the middle of a Spectacle, with every high-ranking witness
Isembaard could produce, was a disaster for Isaiah. Herelied on hisimage of tota strength and
invulnerability to maintain control over the military and over the vast and disparate e ements of hisempire,

To have an assassin penetrate into the very heart of his power, to have an assassin so brazenly and so
eadly evade dl security, utterly undermined Isaiah’ s credibility.

Everything was made so much worse by thefact the n had not been caught. He had
amply...vanished.

Within moments armed men had hustled Isaiah, Ishbel, and Axis off the rooftop and down into Isaiah’'s
private chambers viaaback entrance, Isaiah having recovered enough from the shock of the arrow strike
in his chest to shout orders at hisgenerds.

It wasthere, in Isaiah’ s private quarters, as Zeboath stitched and cleaned his chest wound, that Axistold
him the assassin had been an I carii bowman. 1shbel had since gone to her own chamber to rest, and
Isaiah had angrily pushed Zeboath asde, teling him to get out of the chamber.

“I was not reponsible,” Axissaid.

“Itwasan Icarii,” Isaiah said, although hisvoice had lost much of its accusation. “One of your people. Is
that what you did when you went north to fetch Ishbel, eh? Make contact with the | carii ? Suggest they
might like to assassinate me?’

“If I'd wanted to nate you,” Axissnarled, “I would have doneit privately and | would have done it
wdl.”

Isaiah stared at him, then his body subtly relaxed. It wasn't much, but it was enough for Axisto relax
dightly, too.

“ltwaan't me, Isaiah,” Axissad.

|saiah made a gesture with hishand, asif to wave away the fact he had accused Axisin thefirst instance,
then poured himsdlf agoblet of wine, draining it in acouple of swallows.

“Why an Icarii?’” he said, wondering what Axiswould say. “Why would an I carii hunt me? Are they
assassinsfor hire now?’

AXxis hestated.

“I'm not entirely sureit wasan I carii,” he said.

Ishbel had dismissed her attendants, and now sat in achair, rubbing at her aching back.

She fet dreadful. She hadn’t been feding well al day—nauseated, headachy, weak—»but dl those
troublesomeirritants had magnified fivefold after 1saiah had fallen atop her in the Spectacle Chamber.
Her legs were now so wobbly they could scarcely hold her, and her head throbbed as if the arrow had
cracked her skull instead of Isaiah’s chest.

But, thank the gods, he was alive and rdlatively well. For along, terrible moment immediately after that
arrow had struck Isaiah, 1shbel had thought he was dead.



She decided to rise and fetch hersalf someiced wine, but as soon as she moved shegave agasp asa
band of fire encircled her body.

Her handsingtinctively clutched a her belly, then she tried once moreto risein order to walk the fifteen
or so sepsto the bellpull to summon aid.

But the instant Ishbel tried to put weight on her legs she collgpsed to the floor, unable even to shriek as
agony of incredible magnitude encircled her body.

At DarkGlass Mountain, the black bands encircling the pyramid throbbed and glittered, asif they
rhythmically expanded and contracted.

“What?’ said avoice. “ Has someone managed to get in before me?’

Ishbel thought she vaguely recognized the voice. She managed to roll over, toward the voice, grateful that
someone was here, then gasped once more, thistimein mingled pain and horror and shock.

Ba d’uz stood afew paces away.

Sheamost didn't recognize him. His clothes hung in dusty tatters, and likewise his skin—asif the man
had been exposed to so much sun his skin had dried and then shredded away from hisface and the

exposed parts of hislimbs.

There gppeared to be an ugly cur skulking about his hedls, but surprised as she was to see Ba &’ uz and
in such agate, Ishbel gaveit no notice.

Already in shock from the continuing visdlike bands of agony contorting her abdomen, 1shbe’smind
couldn’t quite make sense of what she was seeing. Ba a’ uz? Here? Why? And what had happened to
himto—

More visdike agony, and Ishbel screwed her eyes shut and moaned.

“Areyou giving birth?’ Ba d’ uz asked, quite pleasantly.

“I need help,” I1shbel said. “Can you fetch me aid, please. | beg you, Ba a’ uz, please, | need—"
“I antheonly aid you will ever see” said Ba d’ uz, “and even that not much aid at dl, | think.”

I ndescribable pain gripped her. 1shbel wanted to scream. Her mouth hung open, but even breathing was
impaossible with this much agony consuming her, and to make a sound was utterly beyond her.

The fingers of one hand scrabbled desperately at the cold floor.
Shefdt the baby shift within her.

She heard Ba d’ uz laugh, softly and pleasantly, and mutter something, asif he were talking to someone
eseintheroom.

Then she heard the unmistakable sound of a sword being drawn from its scabbard, and she looked up.



“What do you mean, not an Icarii?’ Isaiah said. “ Y ou have just finished telling me that—"

Axis made agesture of frustration. “It looked like an I carii—but there was something. ..wrong.
Something different. Gods, Isaiah, | saw him for an ingtant only, and that from adistance. | can’t giveyou
anything more than that. I’'m sorry.”

“You areof littlehdpto me, Axis”
“I antrying my best for you, damniit!”
“Whét | need, Axis, is—"

Right at that moment the Goblet of the Frogs, sitting on the low table in the center of the chamber,
screamed in formlessterror.

Isaiah heard it, and Axis sensed it, and both felt it to the core of their beings.
|saiah stopped midsentence, Saring at Axis.
Then he blinked.

“lshbd,” he said, and ran for the door.

Ishbel supposed she had managed to rack in alittle air, for otherwise she should now be dead, but
bresthing was of little matter to her now.

The baby was being born too rapidly for her body to cope. She was rendered virtualy soundless save
for the occasional gasp, and incapable of moving save for her desperate writhing.

All Ishbel wanted to do wasto get away from the frightful apparition of Ba a’ uz, now standing over her,
his eyes gleaming, hissword held ready. All she wanted was for someone to rush in and discover her,
and save her, and make this pain stop, make this pain stop, oh, gods, make this pain sop...

Shetried to reach out for the Great Serpent, tried to use the power of the Cail, but 1shbel had not so
much as thought about either the Coil or the Great Serpent for what seemed like weeks now, and in her
current extremity both seemed very far away, and untouchable.

Then, suddenly, the baby was being born, and Ba d’ uz was reaching down.

At DarkGlass Mountain, the bands of black encircling the pyramid now raced for the shaftswhich fed
light into the Infinity Chamber.

Within moments, every one of the bands of black blood had dithered into the shafts, and were diding
toward the Infinity Chamber.

Isaiah didn’t even pause to order the armed men waiting outside his chamber to follow him. Heran, using
every particle of strength and speed and agility he commanded, through the corridorstoward Ishbel’s
chamber.



Axiswas a step behind him, and then a bare step behind Axis came the dozen or so armed men whose
commander’ s desperation had been order enough.

|saiah reached I shbdl’ s chamber in amatter of moments. There was aguard standing outside, clearly
aarmed by the sudden arriva of Isaiah, Axis, and the soldiers.

“Y our sword, fool,” 1saiah snapped, then snatched it from the guard without pausing to wait for him to
react.

Then hewasinsde, and staring at atableau that, for therest of hislife, hewould never be ableto forget.

Ba d’uz—aterribly disfigured Ba d’ uz, but Ba a’ uz nonethel ess—straightening up from abloodied
Ishbel sprawled on the floor, ababy in one hand and asword in the other.

A dog at hisheds, an ugly street cur, baying and yapping asif it wanted the baby for its own.
Isaiah ran for him, but it seemed asif every step he took wasin dow motion.

Hetook one step, and Ba a’ uz raised the child before him.

He took another step, and Ba d’ uz lifted his sword.

Hetook yet another step, hearing adistant roaring, which he only very dimly realized was himsdlf, and
Ba d’ uz took the baby’ s head off with one clean sweep of the sword.

Another step, and Ba a’ uz was turning toward him, an expression of half surprise, half pleasure on his
fece.

“l didit,” hesad. “Kanubai isborn.”

And then Isaiah took hisfinal step, and he raised his own sword, and he smote Ba'd’ uz' head from his
shoulderswith such forceit flew across the room and smashed against afar wall.

Isaiah took off the dog’ s head with the return swing of the sword.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Dar kGlass M ountain, | sembaard

T helnfinity Chamber rang with blackness and death and blood. Manic shadows writhed about the
shattered chamber, and as, firstly, Ba'd’uz' sword struck, then the two strikes from Isaiah’s sword,
blood spattered in gredt, terrible gouts across the walls of the chamber.

There came aroaring, asif agiant, far, far below, was taking a massive intake of breeth in order to
bellow.

The room began to stink. Gaseous fumes and mal odorous clouds billowed through the chamber, and the
blood staining the walls appeared to thicken and then coagulate, before dumping to the floor in sickening,
gdlatinous masses.

Then, from far below, the giant bellowed, and the crack opened into arent, and the abyss opened into
the Infinity Chamber.



Inthe River Lhyl, the frogs cowered, and Isaiah, bending over Ishbe in his paace, looked up briefly, the
tragedy deepening in hiseyes.

The shadows continued to writhe, gaining strength and thickness with every frenzied turn about the
Infinity Chamber. The formless, soundiess bellow came once more, thistime gtilling the shadows.

Asone, they fell to the floor and were absorbed by the masses of coagulated blood.

All wasill.

Then, something...

The separate pools of blood were now one, and now were no more.

Instead, there lay on the floor of the darkened Infinity Chamber the form of a dog-headed man.
Kanuba.

Herolled over onto his back, still wesk, but far, far stronger than he had been in an infinity of time.

And flesh! Hesh! The blood of the child, the dog, and Ba d’ uz had al combined, and Kanubai was now
infused with the matter and power of al three.

Best of dl, most ddicious of al, he was now made flesh with the blood of hisenemy, so that he could
become his enemy, and his enemy could no longer have any power over him.

Kanubai raised hismuzzle, and sent athin howl shrieking about the chamber.
Thousands of |eaguesto the north, the Skraelings heard, and wept for joy.

Kanuba whispered to them, and his whispers were magic, and the Skraglings began to alter.

About Kanubal, as helay on thefloor of the Infinity Chamber, the glass mountain gloated.
Finaly, it had thetool of itsrevenge.

Many leaguesto the north, Maximilian suddenly awoke from his deep. He stared into the night, riddled
with cold and shock.

Kanubal had just risen.

Maximilian had been fast adegp when something in the Twisted Tower shifted, fell over, and shattered. It
had been asmple glass vase, but Maximilian had learned that it was an object to be feared.

Its death would herald Kanubai’ srise.

Gods, Maximilian thought, how can | ever manage? How can | ever be what is needed to defeat
Kanuba? And where are my helpers, my servants? Where Light, and Water?

Hedid not deep again that night.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Palace of Aghat, | sembaard
| shbel refused to believe what she had just witnessed.

That could not have happened.
No. Shewasin agony from the birth, she had lost much blood, she wasin shock.
She could not have just seen what her eyesinsisted she had seen.

Maximilian's baby was safe. Shewould find it in amoment, on the floor perhaps, cold and bruised but
dive

Maximilian’ sbaby wasdive. It must be. It must be, oh, gods, it must bedive...
Isaiah was shouting. ..
At Axis, who had just appeared behind Isaiah’ s shoulder.

Shouting something about Zeboath, and Axis, after giving her onelong appalled look, turned and ran,
shouting in turn at the armed men who had crowded into the chamber.

Y es. Zeboath. That'swho she needed. That' swho her baby needed. Zeboath was good. Ishbel felt an
overwhelming rush of affection for Isaiah. Isaiah knew what to do. He had killed Ba d’ uz. She was very
grateful to him.

Now, if he could just help her to St up. If he could just hand her the baby, then all would be well.
“Ishbdl...” Isaiah dropped the sword, and Ishbel winced at the noise of it clattering to the floor.

He bent down to her, gathering her into hisarms and lifting her aseasly asif she had been the baby.
“My baby,” shesad. “Please, Isaiah, give me my baby.”

He turned about o that she faced away from Ba'al’ uz' body and that of ...

Ishbel began to moan, and Isaiah held her close, and rocked her back and forth, murmuring to her as
gently asif she were ababy hersdlf, and Ishbel began to weep.

Zeboath passed atrembling hand over his eyes.

He had just spent an hour with Ishbel, now settled in a chamber distant from the bloodied messwhere
she'd given birth, and hefelt drained and barely ableto talk.

“Wel?" said Isaiah.
They were standing outside the closed door of I1shbe’ s chamber, he, Isaiah, and Axis.

“Ishbel iswell enough,” said Zeboath, “ consgdering what she has just gone through. The birth was
sudden, and thus very painful, but it did her surprisingly little damage. Often, you see, when babies come
thisquickly, they—"



“Yes yes” sadlsaiah. “Ishbd iswel?’
“Wdl enough in body,” said Zeboath. “But in spirit...”

They stood in silence amoment, each remembering the frightful, bloody scene where Ishbel had given
birth.

“She keeps asking me for the baby,” Zeboath said. “ She says she wants to hold the baby. But how can |
giveit to her? Gods, | can't sew that head back on! And | can’t give her...l can’t give her
the...headless...l can't...”

Axis put ahand on Zeboath’ s shoulder. “Y ou have done more than enough, Zeboath. Thank you.”

Zeboath took adeep, shuddery bresth. “If it isany consolation, | do not think the baby would have lived,
anyway. It was early, yes, even though by amonth only, but its lungs had not formed, and its body was
severely manourished. Both Ishbd and | had been worried about its lack of movement over these past
weeks. | think perhaps the drugs and poisons Ba a’ uz gave Ishbel during the journey through the
FarReach Mountains...”

“Youtold her this?’ Isaiah said.
Zeboath nodded. “ She needed to know, Excellency.”

Isaiah sighed. * Y es. She needed to know. | thank you aswell, Zeboath. Y ou have done your best for
both of ustoday. Axis, can you supervisethe clearing of 1shbel’ s chamber? Take away Ba d’uz' body
and that of the damned dog and burn the damned things. And, ah, speak to the palace chamberlain about
aburia for the baby. Tel him that | want afull ceremony a dawn tomorrow. The least we can do for
Ishbel isto farewell the child in full due. Then meet me back in my private chamber. We need to talk.”

Axisnodded, and |ft.

“Is Ishbel awake?’ |saiah asked Zeboath.

“Yes. | have given her an herba draft to sedate her, but sheis il avake.”
“Good,” said Isaiah.

Ishbel lay completely still on her bed in the darkened chamber, weeping great silent tearsthat rolled
down her cheeks and soaked into her pillow.

For the firgt time in weeks she was thinking about Maximilian. All she could think about was how much
he' d wanted this child.

A family of hisown. Children of hisown, when for so many long, terrible yearsthat concept had been a
dream beyond reach.

He d loved her growing belly, had been so proud of it and of her.
So cherished a hope, shattered with such callous madness.

Ishbel wept for Maximilian, not for hersalf. The baby had been agirl. A daughter. 1shbel could imagine
Maximilian with adaughter, imagine hisface creasing in adeighted smile asthe girl played before him,
imagine him swinging her highintheair in hisarms, imagine hisface, the wonder in hisface, ashe



watched her grow.
And she' d lost the baby. Lost her.

Nothing Zeboath had said to her had eased her guilt. Ba d’ uz may have been the hand by which the child
had died, whether by poison or by that Sngle, devastating sword stroke, but Ishbel felt asif she had
killed the child hersdlf, through lack of interest.

She' d never redly cared for her pregnancy. She' d regarded it with distaste or disinterest or outright
resentment.

Today her daughter had paid for that disinterest and resentment.
“Ishbd?’

Isaiah was standing by the side of the bed, looking at her. He hesitated, then sat down carefully on the
bed.

Helifted one of her handsinto his, interlacing their fingers, and he sat there for an hour in silence, holding
her hand in his, and kept her company until she finaly succumbed to Zeboath's herba draft and did into

deep.

Isaiah sat, hisfingersinterlaced with Ishbd’s, and watched her deep.
Thiswashisfault. Hisdone.

He d ignored therisk of Ba d’ uz, and had assumed the man was smply off wandering in some deranged
manner about Coroless.

Ba d’ uz had been wandering, deranged, but in the end his steps had been guided and purposeful.
| saiah had assumed that placing guards about I shbel would keep her safe, and they had not.

Ba d’uz had come wrapped in Kanubai’ s power, and no mortal man would have seen him.
Gods, what would Lister say when he heard?

Isaiah lifted his head and looked out the window. He could not see Dark-Glass Mountain, but he could
fed it, and he knew Kanubai had finaly wormed hisway free of the abyss.

Viatheblood of the sacrificid child, the child of Maximilian and Ishbel.

And that rope of tortured souls? What part had DarkGlass Mountain itself had to play intoday’s
tragedy? Had it whispered to Kanubai the means? Had it whispered to him aplan?

Shit....shit....shit!

Maximilian and Ishbel’ s child, sacrificed to Kanubal.
Kanubai, born of Maximilian' sflesh.

It was adisaster.

They had no time to waste now. Kanuba was till very weak, and would be so until the Skraglings



reached him, but I1saiah did not think he' d be having any more meditative sessonsinsde DarkGlass
Mountain.

He had to move north, and he had to return Ishbel north. No one was doing any good here.
But for now, he sat and held Ishbel’ s hand, watching her deep.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

The Palace of Aghat, |sembaard
| saiah walked back to his own chambers, leaving Ishbel’ s chamber surrounded by armed men.

Ashewaked he stared into the faces of the palace guards, trying to seein their bland expressions any
hint of didoyalty, or treason.

He could amost hear the whispers seething about the entire tyranny.
Thetyrant isweak. Now isour time.

All Isaiah wanted was to concentrate on Ishbel, and then on whatever was now growing inside
DarkGlass Mountain, on the damned glass pyramid itself, but he could not afford to. If he didn’'t shore up
his hold on the throne right now then there would be no invasion, and if there wasno invasion...

Then there would be nothing lft.

All hewanted was to spend the night watching Ishbel deep, but what he needed wasto get back to his
private quarters and call the generalsto attendance and order the invasion of the north now.

Isaiah had to admire Lister’ stactics. He was dmost certain that the assassination attempt had been
Lister’ s doing—the bowman had surely been one of the Ledfast, and the man could havekilled him as
eadly as he had wounded him. Lister had wanted to spur Isaiah into action and, by the gods, he'd
managed it.

But Lister could not have predicted the true disaster of thisday...could he?

Damniit, now Isaiah was beginning to see treachery lurking in every shadow.

Isaiah strode into his private chamber in ablack mood, ready to shout for his chamberlain to fetch his
generas, when he stopped dead, appalled and angry, and horribly frightened to see Axis Sitting at the
table leaning back in the chair, legs crossed comfortably at the ankles, feet resting on the table, and
chatting apparently quite amiably to Lister through Isaiah’ s glass pyramid, which sat in the center of the
table.

|saiah dammed the door shut behind him, hitting one of the gpproaching servantsin the face.
Hedidn't giveadamn.
“Why, Axis” |saiah said softly, “what do you now?’

Axis gtraightened up in the chair, putting his feet back on the floor, and nodded at the pyramid. “ Lister
intuited that there was afuss. He opened the communication, Isaiah. Not |. He wanted to know what



was happening.”
“And you told him?’

“Mogt of it, yes,” Axissaid, and Isaiah had to physicaly restrain himself from bunching hisfists. Had he
lost control over the entire world on this day?

He looked into the glass pyramid and went cold. Always before, when he had communicated with Lister,
the man was within his palace of Crowhurst. Now, however, Lister was garbed in ahooded black cloak,
gusting in the wind, and he was standing on what appeared to be aridge overlooking avast snowy plain.

Over which flowed an army of Skragling wraiths.

The Skradlings were on the move.

A movement a the corner of his eye caught Isaiah’ s attention.

It was Axis, looking intently at Isaiah and then moving his eyesfractiondly toward the pyramid.
There was something in there Axis wanted |saiah to see.

Isaiah looked at Lister, who was smiling amiably and waiting patiently for Isaiah to greet him, and then
looked more clearly behind the man.

There was something e se behind Lister other than seething wraiths and snowy plains.
Something inthe sky.

Something flying, and then dighting in the distance behind and below Ligter.
“Whereareyou, Lister?’ Isaiah said, growing cold at the redlization of what he' d just seen.

“I'veleft home,” said Ligter. “ The wraiths decided dl thiswaiting wasterribly tedious, and just like that
they decided to head south. Swarm. They claim a deep hunger.”

“Where areyou?’ barked Isaiah.

Lister made a pretense of rubbing his hands together and blowing out his cheeks, asif surprised to find
himsdf out in the cold. “Oh, somewhere just above Gershadi, | believe,” he said. “Nasty wesather, eh?’

Then he dropped al pretense and looked very directly at Isaiah. “It istime you moved, Isaiah. More than
time, consdering what Axishasjust told me. An nation attempt. And then that scoundrdl,
Ba a’ uz, murdering your beautiful new bride s child.”

Ligter hesitated there, staring through the pyramid into Isaiah’ s eyes, and while he did not speak verbaly,
Isaiah could hear Lister’ s screaming thoughts.

He murdered Maximilian and Ishbel’ s child. He sacrificed it! Have you got any ideawhat that child has
been used for, Isaiah? Do you redize what—

“I know, Ligter,” Isaiah whispered, and Axis looked strangely at him.

“What atrouble, eh?’ Ligter carried on, consciousthat Axiswas listening. “Best to leave |sembaard
behind and embark on your conquest of the northern world, yes?” Hisvoice hardened. “It istime to save
something, Isaiah, or dselose everything.”



And then he was gone, and the pyramid dulled into lifelessness. Isaiah picked it up, looked at it a
moment, then put it away in abox.

“What did Lister mean, Isaiah?’
Isaah gave ashrug.

AXxis eyes narrowed. There had been agreat deal more to that conversation than mere words. “Did you
seethe creature dighting behind Ligter, Isaiah?’

“Yes Wasitan Icarii?

“Possibly. And possibly not. Isaiah, that assassin was sent by Lister.”
Isaiah hesitated. Then, grudgingly, he answered, “Yes”

“Why?

“Lister wants meto invade. He thought | was delaying. Therefore he created the circumstances under
which | would haveto invade. If | don't, one of the generaswill be sitting on my bloodstained throne
within aweek.”

And in amonth after that. .. Kanuba ?
“When, Isaiah?’

Isaiah looked at him for along moment. “Invade. Now. In six short weeks | can bein the Outlands.” He
paused. “ Did you enjoy using the pyramid, Axis?’

“Yes. | could smell the Star Dance oozing from it. Who are those dmost-I carii, Isaiah? | fed surethat
you know.”

| saiah was saved from aresponse by a servant, entering the room, bowing, and announcing the arriva of
Isaiah’sgenerds.

Lister put his glass pyramid down in the snow, staring at it asif hewould have liked to kick it dl the way
to Isembaard.

“Peace, Liger,” Eleanon said, coming up behind him. “ Do not destroy it now. It may yet comein ussful.
Now, tell me, what has happened?’

“The nation attempt went well.”

“Yes, | know that. Bingded isdready wel on hisway home.”

“Ba d’ uz appeared from nowhere, back from Coroleas. He attempted to assassinate shbel.”
“What?’

“Thereisworse” Ligter said very softly, staring south asif he could see into the very heart of Aghat.
“Bad’uz might havefailed at Ishbel, but he has taken the life of Maximilian and Ishbel’ s child. Sheis
dead. Her head smote from her shoulders.”

“The baby isdead?’



“And Kanubai risen, no doubt, on the strength of that blood sacrifice. Curseit, Eleanon, | can fed
Kanuba in my blood and every sinew of my being. Damn Isaiah for not saving that baby. Damn him!”

Eleanon thought about pointing out that 1saiah had likely been somewhat distracted by the nation
attempt, but thought it politic not to say that to Lister in his current mood.

“Ligter,” Eleanon said finaly, “what are you going to do? What are we going to do?’

“Pray for amiracle, my beloved friend.” Lister paused, staring south asif he could will that miracle.
“Move, Isaiah. Move, damn you! Savewhat isleft beforewedl diel”

CHAPTER TWENTY

The Palace of Aghat, | sembaard
T hegenerds, five of them, filed into Isaiah’ s chamber.

They carried no wegpons, but that did not lessen the danger Axisfet emanating from them.
He regretted the lack of his own weapon.

Axis glanced at Isaiah. He appeared outwardly calm and compaosed, confident, but Axis knew he had to
be worried.

The generds could make or break him, here and now. After today’ s—AXis glanced at the open window,
seeing with some surprise the first staining of dawn at the horizon—yesterday’ s nation attempt,
Isaiah’ svulnerability wasnow at acritica leve.

“Axis SunSoar shall stay for this conference,” Isaiah said, waving ahand vagudly in Axis' direction.
Axisnodded at the generds.

|saiah wasted no time on preliminaries or niceties. “We move,” he said. “When you leave me thismorning
you return to your commands and prepare for my order to march for Salamaan Pass.”

Armat, the youngest and, Axis thought, the most dangerous of the generds, looked at the other four
generds, but the older men kept their faces expressionless.

Axis moved very dightly, putting himsdf to one Sde and between |saiah and the generdls. It wasa
symbolic gesture only. He did not think the generals would—if in the mood and if they thought the time
right—attempt to murder Isaiah here and now.

That would come later. In the darkness of full night, when the n’'sface might not be seen.
“Areyou certain we are strong enough for an invasion, Excellency?’ Ezekid said.
Areyou certain you are strong enough?

“My grength,” Isaiah said softly, looking at each of the generasin turn, “ depends on your strength. | do
you the honor, my friends, of trusting that you are each strong enough, and prepared enough, to do
Isembaard proud.”

Kezia made amoue. “It isjust there are whispers, Excellency. People are...anxious.. . after yesterday’s
unfortunate events. All of 1sembaard now knows the tyrant suffered yesterday, was brought to his knees



by an assassn’sarrow.”

“And al of Issmbaard isworried,” said Lamiah, “that the assassin escaped so cleanly. Who knows when
he might Srikeagan?’

Axislooked at Isaiah. The generdswere probing, and they were not hiding the fact.

“The respongibility for the regrettable fact of the n'sescape,” Isaiah sad, 1 lay at your feet. Asl
blame his entry. If Isembaard worries about its tyrant, who is not to say the tyrant does not worry about
the capabilities of his generd's, who cannot keep a single bowman away from their lord? Perhaps,” he
continued, turning away alittle and strolling about the chamber, asif supremdy relaxed, “1 should
consder retiring my current generas and replacing them with more experienced command.”

He glanced pointedly at Axis.

Axis gave asoft laugh, startled and not alittle annoyed by Isaiah’ singnuation. Stars, now he had most
certainly legpt to the top of the generds assassination list!

He shot Isaiah asignificant ook, but 1saiah had averted his eyes and was now toying with the Goblet of
the Frogs, which he had lifted from itstable.

“We are not responsblefor nation attempts from magiciand” snapped Ezekid.
“Magicians?’ said Isaiah, turning about and looking directly a Ezekidl.

“No one but amagician could have escaped our spearmen,” said Morfah. “We must be frank with you,
Excdlency. We do not relish a confrontation with an army of magicians.”

“Especidly after what happened with the Eastern Independencies,” said Lamiah, very softly.

To aman the generds were now standing aggressively, shoulders thrown back dightly, bodiesrigid, eyes
hard and confrontational. Axis may not have been in the chamber, for al the attention they gave him.

Axistensed himsdlf, wishing for what must have been thefiftieth time he knew why it wasthat Isaiah had
faled so dismdly in the Eastern Independencies.

Of everyone, Isaiah till appeared relaxed and sure of himsdf. “Who needs magici—" he began.
“People think you are week, Isaiah,” Armat said.
Not “ Excdlency” now. Just “Isaiah.”

“Who needs magicians,” Isaiah said again, his stance aso confrontationd, “when | command the land
itsdf?’

Ezekid, asdid Lamiah and Armat, opened his mouth, and then closed it, hiseyeswide, ashe Sared at
the Goblet of the Frogs.

It was...moving.

Axis stared himsdlf, unable to believe what he was seeing. A shaft of the dawn light had hit the caged
glassgoblet, illuminating it asif it werefilled with blood. Spectacular asthat effect was, it was not what
had so startled everyone watching Isaiah.

The glass frogs attached to the reeds st into the Sde of the goblet were now moving. They clambered



playfully up and down the sides of the goblet, jumping in and out of the cup, croaking cheerfully.
The reeds themsaves wafted, asif caught by a breeze.
And the glass of theinner wall of the goblet shifted and rippled, asif it were water.

One of the frogs crawled over the back of one of Isaiah’s hands, then dropped into the bowl of the
goblet.

Isaiah had not moved his eyesfrom hisgeneras. “Imagine” he said softly, “if | can makethissmple glass
goblet cometo life and do my bidding, what | might do to asword at aman’s hip, if that man annoyed
me. The dements themselves obey me, my friends, and | would beg you to consider your wives and
children’ stearsand do smilar.”

Axis could not speak. He was stunned. He' d alway's suspected Isaiah of some kind of supernatural
power. But to see this, now...

Ezekid diffened. “My lifeand my command isyours a your will, Excellency. Y ou need not doubt my
loydty.”

Isaiah’ smouth moved inasmall cynicd amile.

“And mine,” said Morfah, and the other generadstripped over their tongues, hastening to assure Isaiah of
their respective loydties.

“Thendoas| bid,” Isaiah said softly, “and do as| say. Ready your commands—and the familieswho
wish to partake of the riches of the kingdoms beyond the FarReach Mountains—at the head of the
Sdamaan Passfor meto join you. The Northern Kingdoms shal not be another debacle. | can assure
you of that.”

The generaslooked, nodded, then |eft.

“Wadl,” said Axis, “1 had been dozing off there until you produced that little surprise. | had no idea,
lsaiah.”

Isaiah put the goblet back on thetable. “It was atrick of thelight, Axis, nothing more. Generalsare so
eadly fooled, so easily manipulated.”

Now it was Axiswho alowed the cynicism to flower on hisface, but he said no more on the matter.
But, oh, gods, who could he ask about the Eastern Independencies campaign?
“I would like to give you command of ten thousand men, Axis,” Isaiah said.

“No,” said Axis, “I will not fight the Northern Kingdoms for you, Isaiah. | don't agree with thisinvasion
and | do not likeyour dliancewith Ligter.”

“Areyou refusng me?’
“I am refusing you, but I am not rebdlling. Thereisadifference”

“Yes. | am aware of the difference, Axis. Very wel then, if you will not fight for me, will you at least act
asmy...” He paused, looking for asuitable term.



“Adjutant,” said Axiswith asmile, using arather archaic word for ageneral assstant to amilitary
commander. “ Adjutant” covered amyriad of ills.

Isaiah laughed softly. “ Adjutant, then. Y es. That would please me. And, as my adjutant, if you might
keep asword by your hip at dl timesfrom this point on, that would also please me.”

“The generds areredtless, Isaiah. Thiscampaign needsto go well.”

“Perhgps| should reconsider and give you my entire army to command.”

“Isaiah,” Axissad, hestantly, “have you consdered the possibility of not invading?’
“That isnot apossibility.”

“lsaiah—"

“Itisnot apossbility, Axis”

Axisheld Isaiah’ seyesfor along moment, then he nodded, and |eft the chamber.

Once Axis had gone Isaiah wasted no timein contacting Ligter.

Y ou fool! he hissed, more angry than he had been in countless years. What did you think you were
doing, eh? Trying to force my hand? Look what happened! The paace wasin uproar, 1shbel was left
unprotected, and Ba a’ uz murdered her and Maximilian’ s child!

Y ou were not moving fast enough, Lister said. Y ou needed to be pushed. Now you will need to move, if
only to keep your throne for the time it takes you to get you and yours into the Outlands. Kanubai has
been born. Y ou shall need to leave in the morning.

Isaiah’ stemper had quieted, but only to a deeper, colder anger than previoudy.
Y ou want me to move from Aghat in the morning—

You need to, Ligter said. Kanubal hasrisen! DarkGlass M ountain writhes! Y ou cannot possibly remain
there—

| cannot move, not for ten days or so. If | movein the morning then al will say | am unsettled and
frightened, weakened, by the assassination attempt and am fleeing. I’ be dead by evening by one of the
generds swords. Then wherewill our little“invasion” be, en?1 need to be aive and in control to lead
thisland to safety and, after your little stupidity of today, that means| will need to remain herefor atime
yet. Kanubai cannot act immediately. Not without the lifeblood of the Skraglings. Where are they?

Still distant. But don't leave it any longer than two weeksto leave for the north. Please, please, Isaiah, be
careful.

Isaiah did not reply for amoment. Gods, the damned, cursed stupidity of Lister!
Have you discovered Maximilian’ swheregbouts? | saiah finally asked.

There has been arumor that he was seen in the FarReach Mountains. There have been some [ carii
closdly associated with him hanging about Deegpend and transferring supplies south. | think heisin the
FarReach Mountains, Isaiah. Perhaps even in Isembaard by now. Y ou need to get out of Aghat or else



Kanuba will have Maximilian to swalow, too!

[ Part Eight |
CHAPTER ONE

The FarReach M ountains

StarDrifter leaned back againgt the rock face in the gully Maximilian had decided would shelter them for
the night and tried not to sigh too deeply. He felt exhausted, and was both ashamed and concerned by
the depth of hisfatigue. He d aways been so fit, so strong. To now hardly be able to manage aday’s
travel through mountain passes, even if that journeying could be difficult, was humiliating. He had no idea
what was wrong with him. He thought he would shout in frustration if he had to brush off yet another
murmur of concern from Ravennaor Venetiaor Maximilian, and al he ever wanted was to est—dtars, he
was o hungry!—and then deep.

He shifted uncomfortably. He' d neither washed nor changed his clothesin the two weeks they’ d been
traversing the mountains, and thelinen of his shirt was stiff with swesat and dirt and scratched
uncomfortably at his back.

He' d managed to pick adamnably lumpy piece of rock to lean againgt, too. StarDrifter raised himsdlf
enough to lean forward abit, easing his aching back, and glared at the rock. It appeared perfectly
smooth, but he knew it contained myriad jagged edges, because, by the gods, they had dug into every
planeof hisspine.

Sdome was Sitting a pace or two away. She looked as bad as StarDrifter felt himself, but at least she had
her growing baby as an excuse for her weariness.

There was the soft, whispering sound of wings, and StarDrifter looked up.
BroadWing and his companions were landing, laden with bundles of food.

Without the four Icarii, StarDrifter serioudy doubted any of them would have managed the mountain
traverses. The Icarii scouted ahead for the best route, and they ferried in food from the northern
borderlands of the mountains. Their efforts meant those confined to the ground needed to carry much less
with them, and could travel fagter.

Well, they could have traveled faster had not StarDrifter and Salome held them back.

StarDrifter’ s mouth watered, and he tried to avoid looking too desperately at the food bundles.
BroadWing and the others did a magnificent job, but it was hard on them. The degper Maximilian led his
party into the mountains, the further they had to fly every few daysfor food supplies. Maximilian did not
want them flying into Isembaard. The Tyranny had no contact with Icarii so far as anyone knew, and
Maximilian did not want to put the I carii into the possibly dangerous position of being mistaken for flying
demons and skewered by aterrified peasant or guardsman.

“StarDrifter,” said Broadwing, handing the bundle he carried to Venetia. “Y ou look—"
StarDrifter waved away the query. “1 am well enough, BroadWing. Just alittletired.”
Broadwing did not need to say anything—the expression on hisface registered his concern well enough.

“WEe I be out of these mountainswithin two or three days,” Maximilian said. He'd built afire, usng



pieces of the coarse heather that dotted the more sheltered parts of the mountain passes. The heather
smoked horribly, but it burned, and it produced heat, and for that everyone was grateful.

Maximilian looked at StarDrifter as he spoke, and StarDrifter redlized there was a connection he should
be making. ..some decision he should be announcing. Hetried to marsha histhoughts...oh, yes...

“It will soon betimefor you to leave us, BroadWing,” StarDrifter said, smiling for the man. “Head back
into the safety of the north.”

“Hardly ‘safety,”” BroadWing muttered, sitting down beside StarDrifter. During their trips back to buy
food, the I carii had heard snatches of gossip about the escalating wars between the Central Kingdoms.
The Outlands had invaded Pelemere, the fighting stretching to the borders of Kyros. Maximilian was
desperately worried about Escator. Although he barely spoke of it, the others could see his concernin
the tightness about his eyes and mouth every timethe Icarii came back with more news.

They were not to know Maximilian dso knew of the birth of Kanubai, and lay awvake many nights, going
through the Twisted Tower, trying to guess what objects might fill the empty spots, and what they might
mean.

“But you will go,” StarDrifter said. Since his somewhat rel uctant acceptance of thetitle of Taon, the

I carii scouts had looked to him, rather than Maximilian, for direction. StarDrifter had initialy found that
difficult—the years spent as a bitter exile at the Corolean court had undermined his prior easy acceptance
of hisstatus within I carii society—but very gradudly princely command had returned, and the I carii’s
deference fdt less strange.

“Yes, wewill go,” BroadWing said. His mouth crooked. “We will stand out alittle too much, | think, for
an easy passage in Isembaard. We will go back to Kyros, or perhaps even Pelemere, and wait for you
there. Stars d one knows where you will come out of these mountains again, once you have rescued
Ishbe.”

“BroadWing,” Maximilian said, leaning forward dightly, “if there are any troubles—’

“Thenwewill let you know,” BroadWing said. “ Somehow.”

Maximilian nodded, leaning back. It was the best he could hope for.

Venetiaand Serge prepared amea while everyone sat watching and unspesking, lost in their thoughts.

The traverse through the mountains had been difficult and wearying for everyone, not just StarDrifter and
Sdome, but it had not been fraught with too many hardships. The mountains were traversable, it was just
that people without benefit of winged companionswho could scout ahead for the best and most direct
routes, or who could aso fetch and carry for them, tended to lose themsalves within the ten thousand
gullies and valleys between the peaks and starve before they ever managed to find their way out. The
FarReach Mountains were amaze of blind gullies and valeys, difficult to move through and impossibleto
climb out of.

Without the I carii, Maximilian was sure they would have found the journey dmost impossible.
Hefinished hismedl, once again grateful to thelcarii for their help, and studied Salome and StarDrifter.

They looked terrible. Both appeared to have lost weight (although that was difficult to gauge, given their
bulky warm clothing), their faceswere pale, and smudged under their eyes were deep circles of
weariness.



What waswrong with them?

“Sdome,” Maximilian said, “1 want Venetiato have alook at you and StarDrifter. We need to know
wha’ swrong.”

“There snothing wrong,” both said together, glanced at each other, then as quickly looked away again.

They had largely traveled asapair, StarDrifter staying close to Salome and helping her if she needed. At
night they bundled down very close. They did not argue, nor express any particular emotion toward the
other. Infact, they barely passed aword between them. Maximilian did not know if that was merely a
by-product of their exhaustion, or if they had arrived at some silent companionship that was not
friendship, but aresigned acknowledgment of their ties.

Persondly, Maximilian thought it waslikely acombination of both.
“Look, Maxdl,” StarDrifter said, “I don't think anything is—"

“If Venetiacould ook at my back, I’d be grateful,” Salome put in. “ The past few daysit has been so
sore...perhaps| have pulled aligament.”

“Thenarub may helpit,” Venetiasaid, moving over to Sdome sside. Shetried to ad Sdomein
removing her jacket, vest, and shirt while preserving the woman's modesty, but, irritable, Sdlome
shrugged off her attemptsto cover her chest.

“| doubt anyone here has not seen apair of breasts before,” she snapped, and StarDrifter smiled. If
Venetia had seen Salome parading about in her completely transparent finery in Coroleas then shewould
not have worried about preserving the woman’s*“ modesty.”

Salome shot StarDrrifter an irritated look, and he managed to suppressthe smile.

Venetiaran her hands over Salome' s back, frowning. “ There' s something wrong with your back,” she
sad. “1 don't know...Ravenna?’

Her daughter moved over, frowning aswell once she saw Salome' s back.
“Perhapsitisaninfection,” Venetiasad.

“Venetia? Maximiliansad. “What isit?’

“I don't think itisan infection,” Ravennasaid quietly. “Broadwing, canyou...?’

He came over, and |leaned down for alook.

“Stard” he exclaimed, and amogt fell over as he sumbled back apace. “I cannot believeit!”
“What isit?” Maximilian said.

BroadWing did not answer him. Instead he looked to StarDrifter. “ StarDrifter. ..is your back troubling
you?”

“Yes, but it isjust weariness, perhaps, and—"
“StarDrifter,” said BroadWing, “ please have alook at Salome' s back.”
“Oh, for al the gods sakes,” snapped Salome, as StarDrifter sghed and rose. “Just giveit arub,



Venetig, and let mebe. | wish I’d never asked you to look at it.”
“Oh, dear gods,” StarDrifter whispered, aso taking a step back as he saw Sadlome' s back.

“What is—" Maximilian began, then stopped, astounded, as StarDrifter literaly ripped his upper clothes
off.

He had never seen such alook of sheer desperation on anyone' sface before.

The other Icarii had rushed over by now, and the four of them were standing back, looking between
Sdome and StarDrifter with expressions that ranged from the incredul ous to the awestruck.

“BroadWing,” StarDrifter said, hisvoicetight. “Is...is...”
BroadWing waslooking at StarDrifter’ s back, then laid ahand softly onit.
“Yes” hesad, and StarDrifter moaned, and sank to hisknees, hisfacein his hands.

“Will someonetel mewhat isgoing on!” Maximilian snarled, now also on hisfeet, and looking between
Sdome sand StarDrifter’ s backs.

They did look inflamed, and curioudy lumpy, asif something had burrowed under the skin on either Sde
of thelr spines.

Suddenly Maximilian knew what was happening, and did not need Broad-Wing' s quietly spoken
confirmetion.

“They areregrowing their wings,” he said.

“That' simpossible” Ravennasaid. “1 thought you' d both had everything removed...wings.. .their
roots...everything.”

“I don't...I can't...” StarDrifter said, looking up at everyone standing about, tears staining hisface. “I
can't explain...oh, gods, thank you, thank you, thank you!”

BroadWing was weeping as well, and he squatted down by StarDrifter and hugged the man.
“Wings?’ said Salome. “I don’'t want wings”

“Nonethdess,” said SongHlight, one of BroadWing's companions, “you shal have them soon enough.
See, Maximilian, the wings are forming on ether sde of their spines, under the skin.” Her hand traced
down Salome' s back, outlining the nascent wings. “ They will break through within afew weeks, and
grow from there”

“No wonder you both have been so exhausted, and so hungry,” said BroadwWing. “Y our bodies have
been putting most of your energy into the development of the wings.”

“And Salome sbaby?’ said StarDrifter, on hisfeet again. He d regained some of his composure, and for
thefirgt time since he’'d met him, Maximilian had aglimpse of the sheer charismatic power of the man.

“Wadl,” said Venetia, “once dl the gentlemen here can give usalittle privacy, and Sdlome and | might
manage a bit of peace, perhaps| can answer that for you.”

“The baby growswell enough,” said Sdlome. “[t—"



“He” said StarDrifter.

“—has been moving and wriggling for al heisworth. | doubt he's much fussed about thewings.” She
paused, looking at StarDrifter asif it was hisfault. “I redly don’t want wings.”

StarDrifter laughed, the sound one of pure joy. “Welcometo your full heritage, Salome. Welcometo the
wonder of Icarii life”

Maximilian smiled, enjoying StarDrifter’ s hgppiness.

Then he glanced over to his spot by the fire. For amoment he’ d been sure he' d heard the Weeper
laughing softly.

CHAPTER TWO
The Palace of Aghat, Tyranny of | sembaard

| shbel sat by one of the open windowsin her chamber, enjoying the peace and beauty of the night. A
breeze wafted in, rippling her lawn nightgown and the hair she d | eft |oose about her shoulders. The warm
ar was scented with ahint of faraway spices, and the sound of frogs, and of children playing somewhere,
could be heard from the riverbanks.

Theriver had come to mean so much to her.

From the day after the birth, and murder, of her baby, Isaiah had been taking her down to theriver to
bathe. For thefirst three evenings they did this, Ishbel could only st in the water and weep. Isaiah said
nothing, but he would wash her down with gentle hands, and massage her scalp, and soothe her misery.
During the day there was always hustle and bustle, people moving and shouting, soldiers and horses
milling as Isaiah pushed forward hisinvasion, but a dusk, everything would quiet, and Isaiah would come
for Ishbel, and walk her down to the Lhyl.

There she bathed, and passed some brief and gentle conversations with Isaiah, and healed. 1shbel
decided the waters of the Lhyl must hold some magical properties, because their gentle lapping had
hedled both her body and spirit from the travail and loss of her daughter.

She no longer wept, and every day she waited for the dusk, when Isaiah would come,

Memories of her previouslife, more than ever now the baby was gone, dipped further and further away
with each day’ sending. She never thought of the Greet Serpent or her former lifein the Cail. Sheno
longer harbored any ambition to return to Serpent’s Nest. Only two weeks had gone by since that
terrible night when Ba d’ uz had killed her daughter—and attempted her murder as well—but even that
shocking night seemed to be along-ago dream.

Shedid think of Maximilian. Not an hour of any day passed that she did not find her mind returning to
him. Ishbd did not like this, for thoughts of Maximilian brought such a confusing welter of emotionsto the
surface that she did not think she could bear it. Prime among these emotions was guilt at the loss of the
baby, but there was also aregret that was so sharp it may aswell have been adagger for the degree of
pain it caused, and an anger at him for turning such a cold back to her, and an anger at hersdlf for not
being honest with him.

She wanted desperately to forget him, and buried hersdlf in Isaiah as a means by which to accomplish
this. Isaiah offered her nothing but comfort, and I shbel needed comfort so badly...



Ishbel sighed, wondering where Isaiah was. Preparations for invasion were amost complete. Tomorrow
they would leave for Sakkuth, where Isaiah’ s main army gathered. 1shbe would go with him. Ishbel was
ambivaent about returning to the north at the head of an invading army, but she did not wish to be
separated from Isaiah, and she could not bear to beleft behind at Aghat, with that pyramid—she glanced
inthe direction of DarkGlass M ountain—Ilooming over her.

DarkGlass Mountain now exuded a clear and maevolent threst. 1t was not only shewho could fed it, or
Isaiah, but everyone. Servants went about their appointed tasks, abnormally quiet, eyes glancing every
now and then in the pyramid’ s direction.

The days seemed somehow darker, and colder.

There was something so ominous, so maignant, about DarkGlass Mountain, that 1shbel felt asif it
snatched her very life from her body every time she glanced at it. Shetried not to think about what Isaiah
had shown her crawling up from the abyss below, nor about how the pyramid seemed to hate her very
persondly.

Ishbel wanted to leave this place. All the joy of the land had gone since the deeth of her child and the
growing maevolence throbbing acrossthe Lhyl from DarkGlass Mountain.

There came a soft sound from the corridor outside her chamber, and Ishbel’ s head tilted dightly in that
direction, glad to be distracted from thoughts of the pyramid.

Soft voices. Isaiah, talking with the guards.
Ishbel smiled, pleased. He had come to take her to bathe.
The door opened, and shelooked at him. “Isaiah.”

Unusudly for Isaiah, he was wearing very little jewelry—just some smdll gold hoopsin hisearsand a
bangle about one wrist, and his great mass of black braids had, like her hair, been left to swing freely
about his shoulders and back.

Hesamiled, just alittle, and it struck Ishbel then that 1saiah was a sunshine man, aman of the light,
whereas Maximilian had dways been so much of the shadows.

“I had hoped you' d still be awake,” Isaiah said. “I’m sorry | am so late. We can il go to bathe, if you
like, or...” He sat down on the low couch with her, their bodies touching in a score of small places, and
Ishbel knew then that his“or...” held anumber of possihilities.

What should she do? Isaiah had aways | eft open the possibility that their “ marriage” could be whatever
she wanted, and he had never hidden hisdesirefor her.

“It has been dark for hours,” she said.

“I’'m sorry. Invasons arefinicky thingsto arrange.” He reached out a hand, tucking astray tendril of hair
behind one of her ears, and let hisfingerslinger amoment on her skin, caressing.

Ishbdl hesitated, then leaned her head, very dightly, againgt the pressure of hisfingers. Maybe he would
be acomfort for her.

“Wewill beleavinginthemorning,” hesaid.

“ YS”



“I know thisjourney back to your homeland will be difficult for you. It is possibly not the way you'd
hoped to return. I’m sorry it must be at the head of an army, at my side.”

“I am not so sorry to be going home at your Side,” she said, very softly. Shewondered if shewas doing
the right thing, if succumbing to Isaiah’s seductions would cause more problems than it might solve.

But he was so comforting, and she found herself longing very much for the reassurance of aman’sarms
about her, and the solidity of hisbody curled about hersat night.

Perhapsif shewent to Isaiah, she would forget Maximilian.
He, surely, had forgotten her.
“Then | am most pleased at that,” he said, and cupped her face in his hands, and kissed her.

This night, when his hand encircled her breast, she moved in toward him, rather than away.

“Frankly, | thought 1saiah would have put you in complete command of al hisforcesby now,” Ezekid
sad, draining hiswine cup. “Itisawonder | haveajob left at dl.”

Axislaughed, and refilled both their wine cups. They werein Ezekid’ s quarters, and had been for the
past hour, sinking ever more deeply into adight inebriation. Although Axis had spent time with Ezekid
and severa other of the generals previoudy, thiswasthe first time he' d spent such a companionable
evening with him.

Companionable, but they were both still wearing their swords.

“Isaiah offered meacommand,” Axissaid. “I refused.”

“Redly? Why?”

“Y ou thought it might be a stepping-stone for me to greater things? A generdship, perhaps?’
“The thought had crossed my mind.”

“And the minds of Morfah and Kezid and Lamiah and Armeat, too, no doubt.”

“Indeed. Why did you refuse the command?’

“It was tempting, Ezekidl, | won't deny that, but | did not want to lead men againgt the kingdomsto the
north.”

“A conscience, then.”

Axissmiled. “And that’ s not agood thing for agenerd, eh?’

Ezekid tipped hishead in avague response. “And so you will be moving north with us?’
“Yes. | may not wish to command, Ezekid, but | do not want to be left behind.”

“Then watch your back, Axis. Lamiah and Armat particularly resent you. And fear you, whichiseven
more dangerous. Y ou are too closeto Isaiah, and they worry about your connection to the I carii

assassn



Axiswas't quite sure where to start with that little speech—there was so much to think about, and
address, withinit. “'Y ou don't resent me, Ezekid?’

“A little, but not fatally.”

Axislaughed in genuine amusement, and decided he both liked and trusted this man. “1 was not
responsible for that assassin. | am not even convinced he was | carii. There was something about him...”

Ezekiel arched an eyebrow.

“Ah, | don't know,” said Axis. “l can't put afinger toit. Just a...strangeness. Ezekie, will you tell me
something?’

Ezekid retreated only alittle into wariness. “Perhaps.”

“I have been here ayear now, and | have yet to hear of the debacle of the Eastern Independencies. What
happened, Ezekiel? 1 know enough of Isaiah to know he is amore than competent commander.

Considering the forces he hasto command and what | have heard are the inadequacies of the Eastern
Independencies...”

“The campaign to take the Eastern Independencies,” said Ezekid, “was |saiah’ sfirst mgjor campaign. It
should have been awakover.”

“‘But...”

“All went well. Isaiah led avast army toward the Independencies. There were afew skirmishes. Then, on
the night before what would have been a—and probably the only—magjor battle with the deeply
inadequate forces of the Eastern Independencies, |saiah disappeared.”

“Disappeared?’

Ezekiel gave asmdl shrug. “Wastaken. Kidnapped, if you like. It was amassive embarrassment for his
security guard. Hewasin his command tent, late a night. Alone. The tent was ringed with armed men, al
awake and dert. The men later said they’ d heard the sound of a scuffleinside the tent, and as some
tightened the ring about the perimeter of Isaiah’ stent, others rushed inside.

“Isaiah was gone. Vanished. It wasinexplicable. Ah...shetzah!” Ezekid cursed, waving a hand about in
theair asif somehow theair could explainit al, and Axis could see that the kidnap till troubled the

generd.
“Youcouldn't find him?’ Axissad.

Ezekiel grunted. “We searched, the entire army searched, and we could not find him. Hewas gone a
month.”

“And the Independencies amy?They...”

“Laughed at us. | swear we could hear them from severa miles distance. Then they packed up and went
home. They did not fear us.”

“They didn’'t have him?’

“We sent emissaries, but their generals swore they hadn't taken Isaiah, and we were forced to believe
them.”



“Youdidn't attack?’

Ezekiel hedtated. “No. We didn't. The Independencies generals said the ground itsdlf was infested with
evil spirits, and that if we attacked them then we' d vanish asIsaiah had.”

“And you believed them?’

“You weren't therel” Ezekid snapped. “And it wasn't o much amatter of attacking the Independencies
to seeif we could recover Isaiah...ah, Axis, you know us, and you know the way our society works.
Everyonewith clam to afistful of power lustsfor the throne. So...once we' d established that Isaiah was
well and truly gone...”

“The Eastern Independencies were forgotten for the moment as various generdsvied for the throne.”

“Y es. We fought among ourselves. It was not our proudest moment, Axis. There wewere, inthe middle
of avadt, arid, gods-forgotten plain, and Isaiah’ s army descended into madness as general fought againgt
general and company against company. Scores were settled, rivalries decided, and one of my comrades,
Generd Thettle, finaly managed to seize contral. It was abloody, stupid, inexcusable mess. Tens of
thousands died.”

Axiswas s0 astounded he could not comment. How could such undiscipline, such sheer stupidity, have
not witnessed thefal of the Tyranny well before now? He had to silently congratulate whoever had taken
Isaiah...they’ d known just how easily the Isembaardian army could be brought to its knees.

“It took amonth,” Ezekid continued, “but Thettle got what he wanted. We were in desperate Straits,
amost out of supplies, vulnerable, but &t least we had atyrant again. Thettle had himsdlf crowned and
anointed in the middle of the bloodstained plain. I...I...wasthe oneto dip the golden collar of command
about his shoulders. | stood back, and Thettle walked forward to receive the acclaim of the assembled
soldiers, and...”

“And...” Axiswas on the edge of his seat by now, hiswine forgotten.

“|saiah appeared out of nowhere...out of nowhere, Axis, and waked up to Thettle and struck his head
from his body with his sword. Then he took the blood-soaked golden collar from Thettle's corpse,
draped it about his own shoulders, and announced we were going home.”

“l...what...where...”

Ezekid grinned wryly. “That just about mirrorsthe reaction of the entire army, Axis. Wewereal
stunned, speechless, desperate to know what had happened, where I saiah had been, who had taken
him...and he told us nothing. He smply ordered the army home. ..and home we came. He has never
spoken of that month since, where he had been, what had happened, who had taken him.”

“Do you think he' d managed it himself? Scared of the impending battle, perhaps?’

“Isaiah has never been aman to be scared of battle, Axis. Besides, there was no escape from that tent.
Whoever took him had power of some sort.”

“Isaiah...the other night...with the Goblet of the Frogs...”

“|saiah came back changed, Axis. Heisadifferent man to what he was once. Before the Eastern
Independencies campaign Isaiah was amirror of hisfather, short-tempered, brutal, vicioudy ambitious.
Everyone wasterrified of him. But that’ s not the man you know, isit?’



“ NO_”

“I don't know what happened to him, Axis, but Isaiah now isvadtly different to the Isaiah who first took
thethrone. And, to befrank, | think | am even more scared of thisone.” Ezekid gave agrunt of
humorless laughter. “ Sometimes we probe him, Axis, asyou saw, but then he does something, and it
reminds us of the look we saw in his eyes when he strode out of thin air and took Thettl€ slife, and we
back off.”

He paused. “Armat is the only one who wasn't there. Who didn’t see that look. He is the one to watch,
Axis. Heisthe one who will make the move on Isaiah eventually.”

They had made love, somewhat cautioudy, and very gently, and now Ishbel lay degpinginIsaiah’' sarms.
Isaiah eased himsdlf away from her, and then out of the bed.

Helifted hishead and, as he had done so much this past fortnight, and as he had done ever since he had
cometo live a Aghat, he looked out the window to where he knew DarkGlass Mountain rose on the far
ddeof theriver.

Then, not pausing to clothe himself, 1saiah left the chamber.

Ishbel opened her eyes as soon as he had gone.

Shelay therefor dl the hoursthat |saiah was away, and wept very softly. She wished she hadn’t dept
with him, for dl she had been able to think about while they had made love was that he was not
Maximilian.

She had thought deeping with Isaiah would be acomfort to her, but in reality dl it had done was drive
home to her how much she missed Maximilian. How much she wanted him.

It was, shethought, atruly pitiful timeto redize just how much she had loved Maximilian.

Too late now. Too late for everything.

He went down to the river, knowing thiswould be the last chance in avery long time—perhaps forever.
He bathed ritudly, ashe dwaysdid, cleansng himsdf within the pure waters of the Lhyl.

Then, till wet, he crouched in the shallows and looked up at DarkGlass Mountain in the distance.
Kanuba waswithin. Not yet strong, but born.

When he did grow strong, as he surdly would within afew months at the very least, Kanubai would be
vicioudy strong.

He had been born of the blood of the child of the Lord of Elcho Faling, the only one now who could
save thisworld, but whose task was now grown infinitely more difficult.

And asfor DarkGlass Mountain itsdf, 1saiah swore he could fed it watching him. Like Kanubai, it dso
needed to grow strong, but once it was strong...



Isaiah didn’t like running away from Kanubai, or DarkGlass Mountain, but he dso knew he had no
choice. No one was ready to confront either Kanubai or the pyramid. No one, not even himsdlf or Ligter,
had the power.

Not thistime around. He and Lister had exhausted themsalves when first they’ d pushed Kanuba down
into the abyss. Chaos would not allow himsdlf to be trapped so easily as he had the first time. Now
Chaos had an dly who completely dtered the baance of power between him and Light and Water.

Sighing, Isaiah looked down to the river water. He spoke to it gently, wishing it well, saying good-bye,
and promising to return if and when he could. He begged it to be strong, and to endure, and to hope that
with fortune and fortitude it would again one day ring with the Song of the Frogs.

|saiah paused awhile, weeping, then he reached out both hands, cupping them just above the surface of
theriver, and he spoke a phrase in astrange, guttura language.

For amoment, nothing.

Then afrog broke the surface of the water, and sprang into Isaiah’s cupped hands. Another one broke
surface, and likewise legped into Isaiah’ s hands, and then another, and another, and another.

Soon the surface of the water was boiling with frogs asthey legped franticaly into theriver god's hands.
As soon as they had made the legp successfully, they bounded up his arms where, one by one, they
faded and vanished asthey were absorbed into Isaiah’ s body.

When Isaiah findly made hisway back to the palace, the river was empty of the Song of the Frogs.

Hewent to Ishbel’ s chamber, kissed her, apologized for not being there when she woke, then went back
to his own quarters where, reverently, he packed the Goblet of the Frogs into the saddlebags he would
cary with him.

CHAPTER THREE
The Eastern Plains, Ger shadi

Jdid, Lord Warden of the Eastern Plains Province of Gershadi, could not credit what he saw. Hismind
smply would not process the information. He sat his horse, growing colder by the moment, staring ahead
a what had been his home basg, the castle and town of Hornridge.

It lay in smoking ruins. These tumbled ruins might have been a stark black scar againsgt the snow-covered
plains save for one thing—it was covered in something gray, and red, which undulated asif it were asea
of paleinsects.

“Skradings” muttered hislieutenant, gtting hishorse dongside Jdid.

He and his party of fifteen armed men had been away for six weeks, attending court at Hoseato discuss
the escalating military conflict with the Outlands. Jdia had returned to Hornridge mainly to marshd his
forcesto join Fulmer in his push south againgt the cursed Outlanders, who were pushing north and
threatening to lay Segeto Hosea.

Now it looked very much asif Jdid might not have any forces|eft to marshd.

Infact, it looked asif there was not very much left at all.



“Skraglings?” Jdid whispered. He could see it was Skradlings. There wasasmall herd of them not fifty
paces away, snuffling around in the remains of apig herder’ s hut and pens, but hismind gtill could not
comprehend the enormous numbers of them that it must take to completely cover Hornridge and the
surrounding countryside for miles about.

It reminded Jelia of something he' d seen as aboy when hisfather had taken him to hunt the snow deer
that lived in the borderlands of the Frozen Wastes. Every year the snow deer migrated south to therich
pasturelands of the lower Sky Peaksin massive herds of million upon millions of animals.

That waswhat this Sght reminded him of, save the migration consisted of million upon millions of
Skradings.

And they were heading south.
“My lord!” hislieutenant hissed, and Jdlid looked to where he pointed.

Out of the mass of Skraglings investigating the pigpens came aman. Dressed entirely in black, and with a
black cloak billowing out behind him, he appeared to be crossing the snow toward Jelia and his party
with supernaturaly long strides.

Jdia—asdid al hismen—drew his sword.
“I will not harm you,” said the man, hating afew paces away from Jdid.

Hewas of striking appearance, exuding power and confidence, and even though he appeared unarmed,
Jdia knew that if it cameto blows, even athousand men at his back, bristling with wegpons, would not
protect him againgt thisbeing.

“My nameisLiger,” said theman. “I am Lord of the Skradlings.” Hismouth twisted alittle, and hislight
brown eyes glinted. “ Asyou can see, | command considerable strength. Hornridge is gone, Jdid. Y our

family isgone—’
Something tore apart in Jelia’ s chest, and he thought it was probably his heart, bresking.
“Eaten,” Lister said. “ Consumed. The Skradlings are hungry, | am afraid.”

Jdlid tried to spesk, but couldn’t. Incomprehension and grief had utterly swamped any anger he may
havefdt.

“Everything isvery bloodied & Hornridge,” Lister said, hisvoice quiet now, hiseyesfixed on Jdid.
“Quite congedled, infact. | wouldn't even attempt an entry, if | were you. My boys remain hungry, and
Hornridge could get bloodier ill.”

“I...” Jdid said, and could get no further.

“WEe re heading south,” Lister said, one arm sweeping out in that direction, making his cloak billow and
heaveinthewind. “ Asfar aswe can go. | have amassive army—"

Jelia wondered why he called it an army and not aherd. His mind, now utterly shocked, kept trying to
return to the memory of the migrating herds of snow deer.

“—anditissovery, very hungry. It will eat everything inits path, Jdid. Everything. | suggest you return
the way you came, and spread the news.”

Then he was gone, and Jelia and his men were left Stting their horsesin the cold wasteland, looking at



the great mass of Skraelings heaving and swelling over what was once their home.

Andthar families.

Lister, Eleanon, and Inardle stood to one side of the pigpens, cloaked from the vision of Jdid and his
party, watching as, eventually, they turned their horses' heads away from Hornridge.

“Thank the gods,” Eleanon said. “I thought they might have actudly tried to enter Hornridge.”

“Grief isastrange beast,” said Lister, watching the group as they rode away, “and when coupled with
shock it can make men do foolish things.”

“1 wish we could have saved Hornridge,” Inardle said. “No one deserved to die as those people did.”

They fell slent, remembering the horror asthe Skraglings overwhelmed the castle and town, tearing
terrified men and women to shreds.

No one had escaped.

“The entireworld isgoing to be destroyed in far more horrific circumstances,” Lister said eventudly, “if
we cannot manage the impossible”

“Do you think the southernerswill listen to Jdid?” said Eleanon. “Do you think they will heed your
warning?’

“I hope so,” said Ligter, “for thereislittle else | can do to save them. It isnot asif | have ever controlled
the Skradlings, isit?’ He gave abitter littlelaugh. “My title of Lord of the Skradlingsis completely
useless, dthough | suppose it has served me wdll to this point. But, oh, gods, how glad | shall bewhen |
can dough it off my shoulders, and leave these disgusting creatures far behind me, and assume my true
face”

CHAPTER FOUR
The Dependency of En-Dor, the Tyranny of | sembaard

M aximilian’s party emerged from the FarReach Mountainsinto the very northern reaches of the
Dependency of En-Dor. Here Maximilian and StarDrifter and the rest of their group farewelled
BroadWing and the other three I carii. It was an emotiond good-bye, particularly for Maximilian and
StarDrifter, but everyone had cometo like the Icarii and would miss them.

It was too dangerousfor the Icarii to remain with the rest of the party. No one knew what kind of
reaction they would dlicit in sembaard, and neither Maximilian nor StarDrifter wanted to risk it, no
matter how useful the lcarii would have been.

“Wewill go north,” BroadWing said, embracing first StarDrifter, then Maximilian, “and wait for news. Be
safe, and snatch back that bride of yours, Maxd. Stars, she will be making you afather soon!”

Then he had grinned a StarDrifter and Sdlome. “ And hide those growing hunchbacks of yours under
cloaks. The next time | seeyou, | expect it to be among the clouds.”



Travel through En-Dor was easier than anyone had expected. Maximilian had not exactly known quite
what to expect—Isembaard was such an unknown quantity—but the northern parts of the dependency
were sparsely populated (indeed, many villages were completely deserted)—and those very few
occupied smal homesteads they did happen acrosswererdatively friendly.

Language was not a problem. Like the kingdoms north of the FarReach Mountains, the |sembaardians
spoke averson of the ancient common trading tongue. They spoke adifferent diadect, and their
intonation was very different, but neither presented an obstacle to understanding.

When they did meet with Isembaardians, Maximilian let Venetiaand, to alesser extent, Serge do the
talking. Both werefairly dark, and both had come into contact with Isembaardiansin the past: Venetia
from her conversations with Isembaardian witch-women she’d met in the borderlands of the Land of
Dreams, and Sergein hisyounger and wilder days, when he’ d been an assassin for hire, and had spent
timein Isembaard.

Whenever ther party neared a homestead, Maximilian sent Venetiaand Sergein to buy or barter for
food, while therest of them hung back. Maximilian supposed Venetia used alittle of her witch-woman
skillsin order to obtain the cooperation of the villagers, but he did not inquire too closdy, and was
grateful for whatever food and information Venetia and Serge brought back with them.

One day, aweek after they’ d farewelled BroadWing and his companions, Venetiaand Serge came back
with some disturbing news.

“lsembaard is gearing up for war,” Serge said, Stting down cross-legged at the firewhile Venetia,
Ravenna, and Salome, who was fedling far lessfatigued than she had in the mountains, handed about
fresh bread and goat’ s cheese. “ The tyrant, Isaiah, is marshaing hisforces at Sakkuth for a push through
the Sadlamaan Pass into the Outlands. And we' ve learned the reason why thisland is so deserted.
Apparently |saiah wants the people from these parts of hisland to resettle in the Outlands. The settlers
are gathering with the army near Sakkuth. 1saiah himsdlf is even now, apparently, moving up the Lhyl
from his palace in the south toward Sakkuth and is expected there within days.”

Serge paused a that point, and Maximilian looked at him keenly.

“What ese have you heard?” Maximilian said. He wondered who this Isaiah was truly. Kanubai?
Already preparing for his push on Elcho Falling? No, surely not...surely not. ..

Serge and Venetia exchanged a glance, then Serge continued. “Maximilian, the rumor among the
Isembaardians, started by soldierswho were recently in thisarea, isthat Isaiah of |sembaard plansto
meet with an army of Skradlingsthat arein the process of swarming south. An army of millions of
Skradlings, heading into the Centrd Kingdoms.”

Everyone stared a Serge, StarDrifter muttering a shocked obscenity.

“No...” Maximilian whispered. “Oh, godsl” To hear this now, when they no longer had the winged | carii
among them who might have been able to warn the Central Kingdoms.

Skradings? Millions? Maximilian ran ahand over hiseyes, aghast.
How?
He did not need to answer that. Kanubal.

Would Escator be safe? Maximilian didn’t know, and he fet physicaly sick.



“Thereisyet more news,” Venetiasaid, very softly, looking at Maximilian.

“Any worsethan this| have just heerd?” Maximilian said, and Venetia shrugged alittle.

“The homesteaders passed on some more gossip they’ d heard from Isaiah’ stroops,” she said.
“And?’ said Maximilian.

“|saiah has abandoned and forsaken dl hiseighty-odd former wives,” said Serge, “for anew and
Favored Wife, assheis styled. A new bride. Ishbel, former Queen of Escator.”

There was acomplete silence about the campfire as everyone fought not to look at Maximilian.

“Then thislsaiah has good taste,” said Maximilian, hisvoice now very tight, “and poor judgment, to think
Ishbedl’ s Escatorian husband so willing to abandon her.”

“| am surethat Ishbel wouldn’t—" Ravenna began.

“I don't think any of us can count on what 1shbel would or wouldn't do,” said Maximilian, very quietly,
“or where her loydtieslie. | just want her and our child. | have not comethisfar to turn back now.”

No one said anything.

“But, by gods,” Maximilian said, “1 cannot wait to quit thisland and get back home. Skraglings!
Ah...Serge, do you know how far distant Sakkuth is? And in what direction?’

Sergegave anod. “It will take usaweek to travel there. East, and dightly south. But we will betraveling
into awar zone, Maximilian, and life will not be easy for us once we approach Sakkuth. .. not the least
because, according to the villagers, Isaiah has at least haf amillion men gathering in and about Sakkuth.
And then more, for many of them have their wives and families. Perhaps closeto amillion people, dl to
move north.”

Maximilian opened his mouth, then closed it again. It wastoo much to assmilate dl a once: invasion,
Skraglings, 1shbe now Isaiah’s*Favored Wife,” and now this.

“Sakkuth it isthen,” he said after amoment. “We free Ishbel, then we head home as fast aswe may.
Ravenna, Venetia, we will need your skills, aswell as my penchant for the shadows, to get us closeto
thislsaiah.”

He paused. “ And then to get usout again.”

Maximilian found it difficult to accept this much abysma news. He sat aside the terrifying news of the
Skragling invasion, and even that of the forces that 1saiah mustered, for at the moment he could do
nothing about either.

Instead he thought about Ishbel.

He sat apart from the others for awhile, the Weeper in hislap, hisfingers gently stroking its cool surface.
He hoped that it might say something to him, impart some understanding, but there was nothing.
Maximilian had once or twice asked his Persmiusring what it knew of the Weeper, and thering had only
replied that the Weeper was very old and very sad and entirdly lost without his employment. That last
confused Maximilian even more, and the ring steadfastly evaded any attempt to get it to explain itsdlf.



Ishbd. Thislsaiah's Favored Wife.

Maximilian hoped that she’ d been taken unwillingly, and that the relationship was purely theater and not
actudity. What e s2? 1shbe was now virtudly full-term in her pregnancy and could surdly not be sharing
her body with this man.

Isaiah...

Maximilian still had the sense that people were being drawn together, dl being drawn toward Elcho
Faling. Even though he was now desperate to get home to Escator, Maximilian had the powerful sense
that he must get to Ishbel first. Perhaps she would know more of what was happening.

Perhaps she might even be prepared, now, to share some truths with him.
A week and he would have more answers.

A week, and perhaps he would have hiswife and maybe even achild.

A week, and then he could take his family home to Escator.

“Maxd?" Ravennasat down next to himin his solitary spot alittle distant from the fire. “ Such bad news
we have heard this day, and poor news regarding Ishbel indeed. | am sorry for the hurt it has caused
yw.”

Maximilian made a gesture with his hand, not truly wanting to discuss Ishbel with Ravenna.
“Perhaps she is not such agood wifefor you, Maxel.”

Maximilian sghed. He set the Weeper to one Side and began to strip off his outer coat, then his shirt,
meaning to change into something fresher, and hoping that perhaps Ravennawould take the hint and
move away. As much as he liked Ravenna, for the moment he just wanted to be aone.

“Maxd, what will you do if she hasgoneto Isaiah willingly?’

“Ravenna, we will know soon enough. | redlly do not fed like roaming into conjecture here and now. |
just want to get Ishbel and our child, and go home.”

“Of course, Maxdl. I'm sorry, | shouldn’t have pried.” Ravennastarted to rise, then hated, staring at
Maximilian’ sright biceps.

“Maxd?’

“What isit?’

Ravennahad laid ahand on his shoulder, and Maximilian felt hisflesh quiver at itswarmth and pressure.
“Y our mark...the Manteceros.”

Maximilian twisted his head to look at the bright blue tattoo of the Manteceros, the supernatura creature
that was both symbol and protector of Escator, that had been engraved into his skin as ababy.

It had faded into dmost nonexistence.

Maximilian went cold. He was being prepared for agreater throne indeed—Escator was literdly fading



from hisgrasp.
Perhaps he would never return to Escator...
“What isgoing on?’ Ravenna hissed. “What sorcery erasesthis mark?’

Maximilian studied her. She both looked and sounded angry, dmost affronted. The Manteceros, in his
true guise as Drava, Lord of Dreams, had been Ravenna s lover for many years, and Maximilian
supposed that she saw thisfading as an affront to Drava himself.

| wonder where your true loyaltieslie, my lady, he thought. Are you herefor me, or to watch me on
behdf of your supernaturd lover?

“Theworld isturning upside down, Ravenna,” he said, shrugging off her hand and pulling on afresh shirt.
“Perhaps the mark of the Mantecerosis being lost in the confusion.”

After she'd left Maximilian, Ravennawent for awalk into the darkness. She was disturbed deeply by the
fading of Maximilian’smark. Everything had gonewrong in Maximilian’slife, and it had &l gonewrong
from the moment he' d met thiswoman, 1shbel.

“I do not think I like you, Ishbel,” Ravennawhispered, “but | think you are going to play right into my
hands.”

CHAPTER FIVE
Sakkuth, | sembaard

| nthe end it took Maximilian and his party a mere six daysto get to Sakkuth, and that accomplished
only with effort, physical aswell asmagical. For thefirst two daysthey traveled relatively unhindered, but
then, having crossed the River Lhyl, they entered the territory just to the west of Sakkuth.

It was herethat |saiah’sarmy gathered, together with the settlers from the northwest of the Tyranny.

Maximilian, Serge, and Doyle stood together on asmall hillock at dawn on the day they encountered the
gathering army, hidden by asmall stand of trees and some of Maximilian’s ability to meld with the
shadows, and stared eastward.

“That isnot an amy,” Doyle said softly. “That isanation.”
“An ocean,” said Serge, “ gathering for astorm.”

“When did you two become so poetica ?” Maximilian said, but any humor in his voice was overwhel med
by the shock of the sight before him.

Thousands, no. .. hundreds of thousands. ..of men gathered in encampments spreading asfar asthe eye
could see. The origina rumor of amillion men, Maximilian decided, was wrong. There were far more,
particularly when the numbers were engorged by settlers.

“The north will fal withinweeks” said Serge. “Days.”

“Thank you for your revised estimate,” Maximilian said, then he paused. “ Shit! | cannot believe thid”



Serge and Doyle looked at Maximilian with some surprise—the man rarely swore.

“Can we get around them?” Serge said.

“Wehavenotime” Maximilian said. “ Getting ‘around’ them will take weeks, and weeks we don't have.”
“Through them, then?’ Doyle said, his voice soft.

“That isour only option,” Maximilian said. “Venetia, Ravenna, and | have some Kill in the arts of
disguise...wewill need dl of that and then some luck, but we shall have to manageit.”

“Y ou don’t want to announce yourself to the nearest senior officer and demand to betakento Isaiahin
the style of aking?’ Sergesaid.

Maximilian gave asoft laugh, and indicated his grubby clothing, far the worse for the wear and tear of his
journey through the mountains and northern Isembaard.

“Who would believe this?’ he said. “No. We do this secretively, and we do it asfast as possible. Come.”

Manageit they did, but only at the cost of exhaustion for Maximilian, Venetia, and Ravenna, aswell as
the drain of nervous energy on the rest of the party. StarDrifter and Sdome aso battled continuing fatigue
from the devel opment of their wings—now large, twin raised ridges hunching out dmaost four
handbreadths from either side of their spines.

They managed it only with the aid of the Weeper. When one or more among Maximilian, Venetia, or
Ravenna began to flag while moving the group quietly through the ranks of the army, then the Weeper
began to hum, and bolstered not only the concealing shadowy cloak that the two marsh witches and
Maximilian had congtructed, but its constructors' strength aswell.

The days spent creeping through the ranks of what everyone had come to refer to as the gathering storm
drained emotiona energy aswell as physica and magicdl.

Everyone was appdled at the enormity of what |saiah would throw at the north. No one had ever seen
anything likeit, nor heard of it.

At night, when they crouched in whatever shelter they could find, relying on the Weeper by that stage of
the day to conceal them, they talked in low tones about what they had passed through.

“StarDrifter,” Serge asked one night, “did you ever see the like during the wars you witnessed in
Tencendor?’

StarDrifter took some time to answer that, dredging up the memories of the wars with considerable
reluctance. “No,” he said eventualy. “| saw seething Skragling armies—and to think that such are
gathering again, to bolster Isaiah’ sforces—but nothing like this. No one in Tencendor could have
managed such sheer numbers of soldiers” He shook hishead dightly. “It isinconceivable”

“Sdome?’ Maximilian said. “Did Coroleas ever raise such aforce?’

Sdome gave acynica laugh. “No, Maximilian. Coroleans practice war by stedth. The single, highly paid
assassin, with adagger in acrowd of frivolity. A drugged glass of wine. Or drugs administered by other
means.” She sent asingle dark glance at StarDrifter. “But not armies. No. Never. We werefar too
indolent.”



“I wish BroadWing and his companionswerewith us till,” Maximilian said, “if only so | could usetheir
wingsto report this nightmare. | am sure my fellow princes are till engaged in afutile struggle with eech
other. Not looking south.”

“Or north toward the Skragling homelands,” Doyle muttered. He turned to hisfriend and fellow former
assassin. “What do you think of the |sembaardians weapons, my friend?’

Serge thought afew minutes, every eyein the group on him.

“They’ re not intending much close hand-to-hand fighting,” he said. “ Spears and arrows predominate. |
imagine Isaiah plansto send astorm of metd raining down upon the forces opposing him, decimating
them within an hour a most. Then, if needed, Isaiah could send in afew swordsmen to finish off those il
leftdive”

“If they could get through the bristling crop of spears and arrows littering the corpses on the ground,”
sad Venetia. “Why do you men do this? Why propagate such vile death?’

“Itisnot us” Maximilian said sharply. “All | want ismy bride and child returned to me.”

“| gpologize, Maxd,” Venetiasaid. “ The question was rhetorica only, and born of my fright and fatigue
more than anything.” Shelooked at her daughter. “Methinks you should have remained with the Lord of
Dreams, Ravenna. | am sure that this’—she gestured vagudly a the encampment of soldiers not fifty
paces disant—"was not something to which you wanted to return.”

“| returned because | was needed, Venetia” Ravennasaid, but shelooked at Maximilian rather than her
mother as shereplied.

A day later they arrived in Sakkuth.

Here they did not need to use magical disguise as much, for the city was bustling with people, cometo
ad the gathering forces. Merchants, traders and craftsmen, prostitutes, cooks, tailors—countless differing
skills and hopes paraded on the streets every twenty paces. StarDrifter and Salome did, however, need
to keep cloaks hunched over their backsto disguise their growing wings. Fortunately Sakkuth wasin the
midst of an unnaturaly cold snap—even in winter the city rarely dipped below the balmy—and thusthe
cloaks caused no comment on the streets.

By some miracle of comradeship, Venetiafound them two smal roomsin the basement of abakery. The
baker’ swife was a covert witch-woman whom Venetia had met previoudy in the borderlands of the
Land of Dreams. They recognized each other ingtantly, and the baker’ swife just asingtantly intuited their
need for shelter and rest. Her husband was not so enthusiastic about aband of strangers occupying two
of hisbakery’ s storerooms until Serge took out abag of coin and casualy moved it from hand to hand;
then he grudgingly agreed.

“And s0 it has cometo this” Maximilian said, Stting on asack of grain and idly swinging one leg back
and forth. “A king, atalon, two witch-women, two ns, and...what would you call yoursdlf,
Sdome?

“The single sane member of thisgroup.”

Maximilian smiled. “ And the Single sane one among us, hidden in the basement of abakery, in astrange
land, surrounded by the largest army creation has ever seen, looking for awoman and a.child. What do
you think our chances of success are?’



“Fairly high,” said the baker’ swife, who had just entered the room, “for the Streets are abuzz with the
newsthat the tyrant himsdf is now entering the city. There are Sairsinsde the bakery to the roof. Y ou
should have agood view there.”

Maximilian’s humor had vanished, and hisface was now tight with emotion.

“Totheroof, then,” hesaid.

CHAPTER S X
Sakkuth, | sembaard

A xiswas amogt as astonished at the size and complexity of Isaiah’ sforces as, had he known it, were
Maximilian and his party.

He d never seen anything likeit.

For the past week they’ d ridden from the Lhyl where they’ d |eft their riverboats, acrossterritory
undulating with soldiers. Their encampments had stretched asfar asthe eye could see.

Axis had been asimpressed with the tight discipline of the horde as much ashe was with its Sze. After
what Ezekid had told him about the chaos that had ensued after |saiah had been kidnapped on the
Eastern Independencies campaign, Axis had more than half expected amass of undisciplined and dothful
soldiers.

But perhaps they sank to such depths only once atyrant’ s throne was vacant, for the army that Axis saw
was under tight control and exhibited extreme discipline.

Hisadmiration for the Isembaardian generals, aswell asfor Isaiah, notched up yet another degree.

Sakkuth was everything Axis had expected. It was astunningly beautiful, walled, and multispired city
constructed predominantly of pink and cream stone quarried in the FarReach Mountains. Asthey rode
through the main gates and into the wide avenue that led through the heart of the city to Isaiah’ s officid
palace, Axiswondered why Isaiah didn’'t spend moretime here. Axis had been with him for ayear, and
yet not oncein that time had Isaiah left Aghat.

What kept him in Aghat? The serenity of theriver...or DarkGlass Mountain?

The avenue was crowded with people, mostly ordinary city dwellers going about their daily business.
Soldiers had crowded people back againgt the buildingsin order to give Isaiah room to pass, and in
order to give him the room to passin splendor.

Axis noted their reponse to Isaiah and histwo hundred strong escort with as much curiosity ashe'd
marked the army beyond the city’ swalls.

Generally the crowds displayed amix of deference, genuine awe (or perhapsfear), and adecided
reluctanceto look directly at the face of Isaiah, or any of his closest companions—among which included
Ishbel, who rode directly behind Isaiah, the pair of them kept closely guarded by severa squadrons of
heavily armed men.

This morning, when Axis had gone to mount his horse, he' d noted that |saiah and I1shbel, who had
regained al her strength and vitdity after the baby’ s birth, had attired themselvesin greast maesty. Both
wore great golden and begeweled collars that draped over their shoulders, robes of fine embroidered



slks, and two or three golden bands on each of their bare arms.

|saiah appeared cam and relaxed, Ishbel alittle less so, and Axisthought he saw dight lines of strain
about her eyes and mouith.

Axiswas ambivaent about their relationship. He knew they were now deegping together, and was honest
enough with himself to admit there wasasmall kernd of jealousy there. But he didn’t know what 1shbel
wanted. Did shetruly wish to be Isaiah’ swife? Was she just marking time until she could managea
meansto leave him? How did she actually fed about arriving back in her homeland on thetide of a
massive invasion and on the arm (and in the bed) of the invader?

To none of these questions did Axis have an answer, and he hadn’t had the opportunity of asking Ishbel.
He d not seen her done for weeks—a Stuation he redlized was fully managed by Isaiah aswell asby
Ishbel hersalf—and any time he did spend with her was in the company of Isaiah, who deflected any
conversation away from Ishbd if hefdt it too persond.

Ishbel was now clearly out of boundsto Axis.

Ah! What did it matter to him? Ishbel was her own woman, and old enough to know what she was doing
with her life.

But ill... Axiswondered if she had redly thought through what she did.

He dismissed the thought the next moment as ungenerous and undoubtedly born of his own jedousy.
Stars, would he have refused if Ishbel had come to him?

No. Hewouldn't.

Axissighed, looking about. He was some four or five riders behind Isaiah and Ishbel, and enjoying not
being the center of attention for once. It gave him so much opportunity to observe fredly.

Helooked at Isaiah, Stting his horse with such confidence and such natural arrogance that it gppeared he
could fear nothing.

Axis suddenly thought of the assassination attempt on Isaiah at Aghat and, his heart thudding in his chest,
glanced upward at the roofline.

Straight into the eyes of hisfather.

Maximilian had been transfixed by the sight of 1shbel. Shelooked so beautiful, and very obvioudy no
longer pregnant.

His eyes quickly scanned back through Isaiah’s column, looking for the nursery litter, awet nurse
cradling the child, anything, then decided that perhaps the baby would come into the city later, when
everything was calmer, or that, godsforbid, Ishbe had left it behind from wherever she had come.

Would she have done that? Why?

Then, four or five horsemen back from Isaiah, aman had looked up directly at the roof where Maximilian
and his party stood, and StarDrifter had cried out, softly and heart-achingly, “Axigl”

Maximilian acted ingtantly. He grabbed StarDrifter, now stepping forth to the very edge of the building,



and hauled him backward toward the trgpdoor that led from the flat roof down into the bakery.

“Everyone back, now!” Maximilian hesitated. “ Save you, Serge. Watch as carefully asyou can. Let me
know if you think Axis has reported us.”

“Axiswill kegp hismouth shut!” StarDrifter hissed.

“Yes?' said Maximilian, angry with frustration at being so near Ishbel and yet so damned distant, and
angry aso that he hadn’t thought to use either his power or that of Venetiaand Ravennato cloak them
from prying eyes. Gods, what had he been thinking? Had the thought of seeing Ishbel so addled hiswits?

And wherewastheir child?

“Redlly?” Maximilian continued, hisgrip tightening about StarDrifter’ sarm. “He' sbeenliving in
Isembaard with Isaiah for many months at the least, and he didn’t ook areluctant captive to me just then,
eh? Downgtairs. Now!”

Axis couldn’t think. He could not manage asingle, damned coherent thought. He sat hishorsein agtate
of shock, riding forward with Isaiah’ strain automaticaly, trying to marsha some sensefrom hisbrain.

StarDrifter. StarDrifter. Stars, hisfather was herein Sakkuth!

Axis had not thought of StarDrifter in many, many weeks. To see him now, here, of dl places, left him
breathless not merely in shock, but in joy aswell.

Hisfather.
Oh, gods...what should he do?

Axis managed to glance behind him again, trying to see the roof where he' d seen StarDrifter, but they’d
ridden forward too far, and around adight curve in the avenue, for him to be able to makeit out.

Hisbrain, finally, managed to send out afew cautious observations.
The darker man who had grabbed a StarDrifter, pulling him away.

“Oh no,” Axiswhispered, knowing intuitively who that must be. He had no reason at dl to know it was
Maximilian, but somehow hejust knew. Axis hands, which to his amazement he discovered were
trembling, tightened about hisreins, making hishorsejitter alittle.

What should he do?

He looked ahead.

Isaiah had turned on his horse and was smiling at 1shbel, then laughed at something she said.
Axis facelog dl expresson. Isaiah and Ishbel had underestimated Maximilian. Very badly.
He glanced upward again, athough he knew he had no hope of seeing StarDrifter.

What should he do?

Nothing. Watch. And wait for hisfather.



Axisknew StarDrifter had seen him aswell, and he knew hisfather well enough to know that StarDrifter
would seek him out.

And what was Maximilian going to do?

He looked ahead once moreto Isaiah and Ishbel, revising his opinion that he should say nothing. But
what to say? If hetold Isaiah that Maximilian wasin Sakkuth, would 1saiah then close down the city
while soldiers searched door to door? Wasthat fair to Maximilian? To StarDrifter?

Wasit fair to Ishbd not to tdl her that her husband was in town?

“Stars,” he muttered, “what should | do?”

Once more safely ensconced in the storerooms under the bakery, Maximilian findly let StarDrifter go and
turned to Ravenna.

“Tonight,” hesaid. “You and meonly. Isaiah’s pdace.”
“Maxel—" StarDrifter began.

“Ravennaand meonly,” Maximilian snapped, and such was the expression on hisface that no one
argued the point.

CHAPTER SEVEN
Sakkuth, | sembaard

T he supply column?’ Isaiah said.

“Already heading through the Salamaan Pass,” said Morfah. He tapped the map on the table about which
Isaiah, Axis, and thefive senior generdswere standing. “ There are dready supplies of food positioned
here, here, and here.” Hisfinger stabbed down at locations in northern Isembaard between Sakkuth and
Sdlamaan Pass, and then once at a point athird of the way through the pass. “ And the supply train will
encamp just before the passwidensinto the plainsleading to Adab. The army will move smoothly,
Excdlency, and shdl not lack for food, equipment, or weapons.”

AXxis stood to one side, il in aquandary about Maximilian and StarDrifter. HE d not had a chanceto
Speek privately either to Isaiah or 1shbel, and could hardly say something in front of the generads. With
luck, he might manage aword once the generals had | eft.

“Good,” said Isaiah. “And the settlers?”

“They aretraveling in aconvoy just behind the army column,” said Ezekid. “ They arewell provisoned
and tightly organized. No laggards among them. Severd Rivers’—aRiver was aunit of ten thousand
soldiers—*come behind.”

AXis set asde his quandary about Maximilian for the moment, thinking instead about the resettlement
issue. It seemed extraordinary to him that 1saiah would want to welgh down the invason column with
women and children and great-aunts, plustheir belongings and livestock, but |saiah wasingstent. The
Outlands were to be colonized with native |sembaardians as rapidly as possible.

Axiswondered how the settlers felt about this—ordered from their home ands into the unknown—but



from al the reports he' d heard they appeared resigned. He remembered what the country had been like
in the northwest when he' d ridden to meet Ishbel, and thought that perhaps they might even be alittle
gladtoleave aland of arid and poor soil.

“Thisisahuge column,” Axis said, keeping his thoughts about the settlersto himself. “Y ou are not
concerned that its existence, lurking just ingde the northern entrance to the Salamaan Pass, will not be
reported to the Outlanders?’

“No oneisbeing alowed through the pass to discover the column,” said Morfah. “We keep the pass so
tightly closed that few people ever attempt its passage in any case, and the few stray peddlerswho try
are either turned back or, if too persstent, otherwise stopped.”

Axis grimaced at the “otherwise stopped,” but said nothing.
“No onewill redizeuntil itistoo late” said Ezekidl.

“Beddes” sad Isaiah, “the latest intelligence puts the mgority of the Outlands armed forces up here.”
He pointed to an area hafway between Pedlemere and Hosea. “No onein their command will redlize until
too late just what it is comes up the Salamaan Pass.”

He sighed, rubbing hiseyes. “Itislate, and | amtired. | thank you,” he said to the generals, “for these
reports. All goeswell. By tomorrow—"

He turned as the door opened, then smiled as Ishbel walked in.

In contrast to the men, al of whom looked weary, shelooked refreshed and lovely, her hair [eftinalong
loose plait over one shoulder, wound about with athin bgjeweed gold wire, and wearing asmple white
linen robe that accentuated her figure and coloring.

Axisfroze. His reaction was not at |shbe’ s entrance as such, but at what he' d fet from the shadowsin
the back of the room at her entrance.

Everything Ishbe had told him about Maximilian suddenly roared to the forefront of hismind.
Stars...

Ishbel went directly to Isaiah, who laid ahand on her shoulder, and pulled her close for adow kiss.
The generdsal looked onimpassively.

Axiswatched Isaiah and Ishbel, then, so briefly most would have missed it, glanced toward the shadows
a therear of the large chamber.

“Wadl,” sad Isaiah, still smiling down at 1shbdl’ sface, “tomorrow is another day and, right now, | would
rather think about the rest of thisnight.”

AXis suppressed awince.
Taking the hint, the generdls murmured their good-nights, and l€ft.

“I'msure,” said Isaiah, asthe door closed behind the departing men, “that you a so need your rest,
AXis”

“Isaiah—" said Axis, then got no further.



“Ishbel,” said avoice, “what have you done?’

Axislooked to the back of the chamber asIsaiah and I shbel spun about, Isaiah pushing Ishbel alittle way
behind him.

A man and awoman had stepped forth from the shadows.

Theman, tdl, dark, and with aface marked by pain and tragedy, registered briefly in Axis
mind—Maximilian of Escator, it could be no other—but his attention was dmaost immediately and
completely caught by the woman.

For asingle heart-stopping moment he thought it was Azhure, then redlized that she was far younger and,
while astall as Azhure had been, dighter. She shared Azhure slong and dmost blue-black hair, but her
face wasfiner, and her eyes...they were the most extraordinary eyes Axis had ever seen. Pale gray, the
irnsesringed with black, they were startlingly beautiful.

Then Ishbel gaveacry, and Axislooked at her directly.

He d never seen such alook of utter devagtation, such al-consuming guilt, on anyone sface ashe saw
now on Ishbd’s.

It was, she thought, the most terrible moment she could ever possibly suffer. She' d thought that
Maximilian would have gone home to Escator, and stayed there. She' d thought him to have forgotten her.

But no, he'd come dl thisway—ahard, terrible journey, if his appearance was any indication—and she
did not know how she could possibly tell him about their child, or explain Isaiah.

Isaiah had grabbed a sword from the table, but 1shbel reached out one shaky hand and waved him away.
“No,” shesaid, “not that.”

Isaiah let the sword droop, but did not step away from Ishbel’ sside.

“That was apoor way to announce yoursalf, Maximilian Persmius,” Isaiah said, softly.

Maximilian ignored him. He stepped forward, waked toward Ishbel, stopping two or three paces from
her. “Ishbd ?’

Sheredlized that he was as shocked as she, she could seeit in hiseyes.
Along with such astounding pain that each successive bresth she took became harder and harder.
| have caused that pain, she thought. Oh, gods, what can | do?

Ishbel became aware that everyone in the room was incredibly tense, and that no one knew what to do
or say.

“I would like,” she said, holding Maximilian’ s eyes and soeaking with as much dignity as she could, “to
ek with Maxel aone.”

“Thebaby isdead, isn'tit?’ said the woman, who, to this point, had hardly even registered on Ishbel’s
consciousness. “ The baby is dead and you have falen gratefully into the bed of aman who seeksto
invade your homeland. Maxd, you arewd rid of thiswoman. | think we ought to—"



“Bequiet, you fool!” Isaiah snapped at the woman.

“Dead?” Maximilian said at the sametime, and Ishbdl’ s eyesfilled with tears. She did not know how she
could keep standing. She wished everyone would just go so that she could speak to Maximilian.

Shewished...oh, shewished that everything had been different.
“Will she be safewith you, Maximilian Persmius?’ Isaiah said, and Ishbel saw Maximilian look at him.

Something dtered in Maximilian’ sface, even more shock, if that were possible, piled atop everything ese
he must befeding.

Recognition.
“What have you done?’ Maximilian whispered, fill staring at Isaiah.

“Nothing but prepare the way for the Lord of Elcho Falling,” Isaiah said, and then Maximilian stepped
forward and hit him.

AXxis firg thought wasto wonder if it were some northern trait, thisritua of face-gtriking on first
acquaintance.

His second was one of astonishment at Maximilian's strength, for the power of hisblow sent Issiah—a
big man—sprawling back severa paces.

Axisgrabbed a Maximilian, pulling him back, dthough it was gpparent that Maximilian had no intention
of continuing the assaullt.

“Let mego,” Maximilian said, and Axis did so. The dark-haired woman was by his side now, taking his
am,

“YouaeAxis” shesad. “My nameis Ravenna.”
AXxis sense of disorientation deepened. Socia introductions? Now?
Isaiah dowly roseto hisfeet, one hand rubbing at hisjaw, hiseyeswary.

“Will everyone please leave Maximilian and me done,” 1shbel said. Her voice was strained, her entire
body tiff, and Axis noticed that she held her head dightly to one side so that she did not have to ook
anyoneintheeye.

“I will not leave you with—" Isaiah began, but Axisinterrupted.
“Isaiah, out, now. Maximilian will not hurt Ishbel. Ravenna, comewith me.”

Within amoment, Ishbe and Maximilian were left done as Axis hustled the other two out the door.
CHAPTER EIGHT
Sakkuth, | sembaard

A xisturned to Ravennathe moment they werein the corridor. “My father iswith your party. Whereis
I,,E/?l




“What?’ said Isaiah. “How do you know this?’

“I saw Maximilian and my father, StarDrifter, today,” Axis said. “While we were on your grand
procession into Sakkuth. They watched from arooftop.”

“And you thought this was not important enough to tell me, or 1shbel?’ I1saiah said. “Damn you! Did you
not think enough of Ishbel to tell her that her husband was close? Did you not have the courtesy?”’

He whipped about to Ravenna. “Who are you?’
“I don’'t think | need to—" Ravennabegan.
“Tel meyour name, curseyou!”

“My nameis Ravenna,” she said. “I am amarsh woman, one who patrols the pathways between this
world and the Land of Dreams.”

“Very pretty,” said Isaiah. “ Unfortunately | am not impressed with your pretensions.” He took a step
forward, jabbing afinger in Ravenna sface. “How dare you interfere between Maximilian and Ishbel!
Y ou havenoright.”

“That ishardly an accusation you can toss about lightly.”

“My father...” Axissaid, desperate to edge the conversation back into civility.
“Heiswdl, Axis” Ravennasad. “More than anxiousto seeyou.”
Axisamiled. “And | him.”

“Oh, for thegods' sakes,” 1saiah muttered. “ Ravenna, who else do you havein ‘your party’ ?Who ese
can | expect to find emerging from the shadows?’

“My mother, Venetia,” said Ravenna. “ StarDrifter’ swife, Sdome’—she sent an apologetic glance to
Axis as she said this—" and two men-at-arms. Not an invasion force. Not the kind you fedl you need to
carry about with you.”

Axis brokein before Isaiah could speak. “Isaiah, | gpologizeto you, and | will humble myself before
Ishbel when | have the chance. | should have said something and it was wrong of me not to do so. The
fact was, the sght of my father stunned me so much, roiled my emotions so deeply, that | was unableto
think clearly, and—"

“Y ou were one of the greatest military commanders thisworld has ever seen,” said Isaiah, “and | do not
believe for amoment this excuse that the sight of your father upset you so much you forgot to mention to
me you had seen both him and Maximilian.”

Now he addressed Ravennaagain. “1 knew Maximilian wasin that room, hiding in the shadows. Wheat |
am most angry about is not so much his presence, but the manner of it. That degree of dyness does not
suit aman of his gation and responsibility—and | know that it is not the first time he has practiced it. Oh,
| know, you do not need to tell me, aways with the best possible reasons, of course. | gave Maximilian
the opportunity to act honorably, and he did not take it. Spare me your indignation, girl. | find it as
unjudtifiable asMaximilian’ srighteous anger.”

Axisthought that Ravennawas the kind of woman who would very rarely be put in her place, but he
thought Isaiah had just managed it. Ravennakept her tongue till, but her eyes glittered, and Axis



wondered if 1saiah had just made himself abad enemy.

“Axis” Isaiah continued, “you will go with Ravennaand you will fetch to this palace the rest of
Maximilian’ s party. | am surethat you will be glad to see your father again.”

“Areweto be captives?” Ravenna asked, bright spots of color in her cheeks.

“Y ou will be treated with the honor | am not sure you completely deserve,” Isaiah said, “but the
conditions of your time at Sakkuth remain to be negotiated between myself and Maximilian. Not with
yw.”

Isaiah injected enough derision into that last that Axis glanced worriedly at Ravenna.

The spots of color in her cheekswere, if anything, much brighter. “Y ou have no idea,” she said, rather
quietly, “to whom you spesk.”

“And you can have no idea either, you petty little marsh woman, to whom you speak.”

Ignoring her gasp, Isaiah looked at Axis. “ Seethat Maximilian's party gets back here safdly,” he said.
“Assure them | mean them no enmity, and see that they are quartered comfortably. If | get the chance, |
will spesk with Maximilian mysdf later tonight.”

And with that he turned on his hed and staked off.

Maximilian and Ishbel sat at opposite Sdes of the table, neither looking at the other.

“The baby?’ he said, his voice wooden and cracked, an echo of how hefelt insde.

Ishbel made a helpless gesture with her hand, then brushed away atear that had crept down one cheek.
Her hand trembled badly.

“Therewasaman caled Bad’uz,” shesad. “Hewasresponsible for the deaths in the Outlands and
Centrd Kingdoms and for taking me from your sde. He—"

“The baby?’
“Bad’uz killed the baby, Maxd. Just after shewas born. I'm sorry.”
She, hethought. A daughter.

He sat in sllencefor along time, unable to ook at Ishbel, and unable to accept even the concept of the
death of the child he’ d wanted so badly.

A daughter.

He had his hands clasped in front of him on the table, and they turned over and about themsalvesashe
tried to unmuddle thought and emation.

“Maxd,” Ishbd said softly, “1 am so sorry.”
“I came so far for you, Ishbel. For you and our child. It has been so hard. So difficult.”

Her heart tore gpart at the painin hisvoice, and she clasped her hands to her face in a useless attempt to



gem thetears.

“I’'m so sorry,” shewhispered again. “I didn't think...1 thought you' d just go back to Escator, forget
rre”

“Forget you?’
“I thought you hated me. Maxel, I'm sorry. I—"

“Stop telling meyou' re sorry! | don’t ever want to hear that again! For months I have abandoned my
kingdom, al my responsbilities, brought trusted friends into danger with me, and for what? For what? A
wife who has been disporting hersalf with aman in the very process of invading her homeland?’

“I thought you hated me, Maxd.”

“Don’t cal methat. Y ou have abandoned the marriage and you have abandoned me. Do not think to
addressme so familiarly.”

Ishbel closed her eyes, taking a shaky breath before reopening them and forcing hersdlf to look at
Maximilian.

“Isaiah offered me comfort and compassion,” she said, her voicelow. “If | had known that you had
wanted me, were coming for me....oh, gods, Maximilian, why islifeso full of ‘ifs 7’

He said nothing, refusing to look at her.

Ishbel began to babble, wishing she didn’t fed the need to speak further excuses, but unable to stop
hersdif.

“I was s0 upset when our daughter died. | wept for days. Isaiah. ..he was so good to me. He has such
compassion. He offered me comfort, not judgment. He did not even want to judge mefor being the
archpriestess of the Coil—"

Ishbel stopped, appalled at what her babbling had brought her.

“Oh, what liesyou have told me,” Maximilian said, looking directly a her now. “I tore the earth apart for
you, and for what? For what?’

He stood.

“I will say thisto you onetime,” he said, “and then | will never, never dlow these wordsto passmy lips
again. | loved you, Ishbel. Y ou. Theloss of you wounds me more than the loss of the child.”

Therewas an infinitesmal pause. “Y ou have broken my heart, 1shbel, and in the doing ruined my world.”

He stared at her along moment, then left the room.

CHAPTER NINE
Sakkuth, | sembaard

A xisand Ravennawaked through theill-lit and largely deserted streets.

A squad of ten armed men followed them at a distance of about twelve paces.



Axisdid not try to evade them, and did not particularly resent them. If he’ d been Isaiah he would have
done the same thing and, frankly, he thought it remarkable that he and Ravennawere walking the streets
at dl after thisnight’ s debacle.

He wondered how Maximilian and Ishbel were doing.

“I remember you from the tales told of Maximilian’s rescue from beyond the hanging wall,” Axissad
quietly to Ravenna as she led them to where StarDrifter and the remainder of Maximilian's party waited.

“And |, naturdly, know of you from the many tales circulating of Tencendor.”

“lan’'t legend such awonderful socid introduction aid,” Axis said, and Ravennalaughed softly, alovely,
low, seductive sound.

Axisglanced a her. “If | wasIshbe, I’d be worried that Maximilian has had such as you for company all
these weeks and months.”

“Shehasnoreason at dl, asyet, to bejealous of me. Maxd has remained true to her, if not sheto him.”

Axis noted that “asyet,” and aso noted, from the tone of Ravenna s voice, that perhaps Ishbel wasa
subject best |eft done for the time being.

Besides, there was something ese, far more wonderful, awaiting him.

“My father,” hesaid. “ StarDrifter. Ishe wdl?’

Ravennaamiled at the repressed excitement in Axis voice. “Yes. Heiswdl. And regrowing hiswings.”
“What? How?’

“Ah, we carry our own mysterieswith us. And, asyou heard, StarDrifter dso hasawife, if asomewhat
reluctant one.”

“This| cannot believe! Who can have managed to nab my father? Tell me, who isthis Sdome?’
“Wadll...they, ah, met in Coroless. | will leaveit to StarDrifter to tell you about her.”

There wasamischievous glint in her eye as she said this, and Axis had to bite histongue from peppering
her with questions.

“StarDrifter isan extraordinary man,” Axissaid. “I remember thefirst timewe met.. . at the base of the
Icescarp Alps...”

Hisvoicefdtered, and Ravennatouched hisarm briefly in empathy.

Axis brought his emotions under control. “And the other members of the party? Not many, from what
yousad.”

“My mother, Venetia, and Serge and Doyle. | think you will like them. They once worked as assassins,
but now are Maxd’sloyd men.”

“Assasans?’ Axislaughed. “Never tdl Isaiah that!”

“Look, we are here. Let me go down firgt, Axis, for Serge and Doyle will be as nervous as cats and
you'll like as not meet the blades of their swords before ever you meet them if you enter firet.”



“Axig” StarDrifter hugged his son to him, so tight that Ravenna, standing to one sSide, later swore she had
heard Axis bones creak in protest. Tears streamed down hisface, asthey did down Axis’, who returned
hisfather’ s embrace with equd ferocity.

Venetiamet her daughter’ s eyes, and smiled. She had rardly seen StarDrifter smile, let lone display this
magnitude of joy, and shewas glad for him, that findly he had hisson in hisarmsand hislife again.

She glanced a Sdome. The woman was standing against awal, dmost in the shadows, looking both
distant and cautious, and Venetiawondered what she made of thisarrival.

Axis SunSoar, the grest legend, of whom even Salomein her time at Coroleas must have heard.
And now acloserddtive.

Axisand StarDrifter were gill embracing, laughing, tears flowing fredly down both their faces. Findly,
Axispulled away alittle, one hand patting at StarDrifter’ s back as he did so.

“What isthisthen, StarDrifter? Wings?’
StarDrifter sobered. “Y ou know how—"

“How you lost them. Y es. Gods, StarDrifter, no one knew what had become of you. Where you had
gone. We had lost Zenith, only to rediscover her in the world beyond death, but you...No one...oh,
sweet starsin heaven, | can hardly believe you are here. | saw you this morning, and thought you an
gpparition....and this evening, when Maximilian and Ravenna appeared—"’

“Please” interrupted Serge, “what of Maximilian? s he safe?’

“Yes” said Ravenna, “for the moment | believe heis safe enough in body if not well in spirit or heart,
Serge. Ishbel has abandoned her wifely vowsfor the Tyrant of 1sembaard, and the daughter she bore
Maxe died at birth. Murdered, | believe, by the maniac Bad’uz.”

His hand still on StarDrifter’ s shoulder, Axisturned to face the rest of the group.

“Wedl have much newsto share” he said, “and we need somewhere better than thisto shareit. Isaiah,
the tyrant, has offered Maximilian and dl of you shelter within his palace. He—"

“Oh, come now!” said Doyle. “ Surely you don't expect usto believe that!”

“Isaiahisnot the great evil warlord of the south,” Axissaid. “Heisagood man. And | think you will be
no more imprisoned within his pal ace than you are’—he glanced about the dismal bakery cela—" here,
and far more comfortable, athough you may have to relinquish your wegpons at the door.”

Serge' sand Doyl€ s hands both tightened reflexively about the hilts of their swords.
“And | shdl return them to you within your quartersas soon as| might,” Axissaid. “A ded?’
Serge and Doyle exchanged anod. “A ded,” Doyle said.

“Sothen,” said Axis, “now that we ve sorted out the difficulties of accommodation, perhaps some
introductions?’

“Ah, | an sorry,” said StarDrifter. “Where are my manners? Serge and Doyle,” he said, nodding in turn



a each man, “are Maxd’smen.”

“And former ns, | hear,” said Axis, stepping forward to take each man’s hand. “Please don’t
mention that to Isaiah. He hasjust survived an assassination attempt, by an | carii—"

“What?' said StarDrifter.

“StarDrifter, | will talk to you about it later,” said Axis. “ Serge, Doyle, your former employ shall haveto
remain quiet for the moment, | think. Agreed?’

They both nodded. “ Agreed.”
“ThisisVenetia” said StarDrifter. “ Ravenna s mother.”

Axissmiled at her. Shewas aslovely as her daughter, with the same coloring and strange gray eyes, but
whereas Ravenna s beauty was that of the freshness of youth, Venetia swasthat of the mature woman.
Axisfdtimmediately attracted to her—experience was aways the more seductive beauty than youthful
freshness.

And when combined with her obvious power...
Aswith Serge and Doyle, Axistook Venetia s hand, but did not immediately let go of it.

“I have never met such asyou and your daughter,” he said quietly, holding her level gaze. “Maximilianisa
lucky man to haveyou ashisalies”

“Heisaman who attracts such luck,” said Venetia. She started to pull her hand from Axis', but he
tightened hisgrip fractiondly, keeping it trapped a moment longer.

“| shal haveto ask him hissecret,” Axissaid, then et Venetia s hand go with adight widening of his
smile, and turned to where Salome stood.

“You are Sdome,” he said, taking her hand as he had everyone e s2's. “An I carii...and aso growing
wings, | see. Thereisastory here.”

Sdome said nothing, looking uncomfortable.
Axislooked to hisfather.
StarDrifter looked even more uncomfortable.

“SdomeisaSunSoar, Axis,” Vendiasad, irritated by al the hesitation, “and now carrying StarDrifter’s
child. The SunSoars are to be congratulated, | think, for their skill in rekindling their dynasty. Therest |
should leave for StarDrifter or Sdometo explain to you.”

Axiswas aware he was gaping unbecomingly, but for the moment he could do little else. The ingtant
Venetiahad said Salome was a SunSoar he had recognized it in her face. But how? Whose child was
she?

StarDrifter had come over and gently disengaged Salome' s hand from Axis . “We have agreat ded to
share, Axis,” he said softly, “but asyou said, thisis not the placeto do it.”

Axisfinaly managed to regain his composure, and turned to Sdlomefully.

“Have you been welcomed into the House of SunSoar, Sdlome?’



Shefrowned, flickering aglance a StarDrifter.
“No,” shesaid, “what do you mean?’

“ Although my father has very obvioudy been an attentive man, Salome,” said Axis, “he hasaso been
somewhat neglectful of hisduties.” He gave alittle shrug, remembering how he had shunned his son
DragonStar for far too long. “Aswe have al been, from timeto time.”

He stepped closer to Sdome, placing both of his hands on her shoulders.

“These are words, Salome, that are usualy spoken to anewborn baby, as StarDrifter and mysdlf, and
you, too, will speak them to the child you are carrying at hisbirth. But | sense you have had adifficult life,
and have only come recently into your heritage, and | think you need to hear these words very much
indeed.”

Heleaned forward, kissing her softly on the forehead.

“Welcome, Salome, into the House of SunSoar and into my heart. My nameis Axis SunSoar, and | amn
your kinsman. Sing well and fly high, and’—here Axis hestated, wondering whether he should spesk
redundant words, then quickly revised the traditiona greeting—"may dl of creation work to ensure that
one day your feet will tread the path of the Star Dance.”

But ill, he thought, remembering the lifeless glass pyramid he till had in his safekeeping, thereis hope
that one day you, asdl Icarii, may set foot once more on the path of the Star Dance.

CHAPTER TEN
Sakkuth, | sembaard

T he padace chamberlain met Maximilian as he strode out of the room where he’ d talked with Ishbel,
informing him that Axis and Ravennahad gone to fetch the rest of the party and they wereto be
accommodated with al honor in Isaiah’s palace.

Maximilian was so angry, so hurt, and so overwrought at that moment he couldn’t have cared less had
the palace chamberlain informed him he was to be escorted to the dungeons, so he' d smply followed the
manwordlesdy.

The chamberlain led him to adoor, saying that his apartment lay beyond it, and Maximilian had just laid a
hand to the door handle when a voice spoke.

“Maximilian.”

Maximilian reglized he was going to have to wait alittle while yet for the peace he craved. He turned
dightly.

Isaiah stood, arms folded, leaning in the frame of another doorway afew paces down the corridor.
He hadn’t been there when Maximilian had walked past a moment ago.
“Isaiah,” Maximilian responded, hisvoice dull.

“Canwegoingde? Isaiah said, nodding at the doorway leading into the apartment. “1 do not wish to
speak to you in the corridor.”



A muscleflickered in Maximilian' s jaw, then he gave aterse nod.

“Y ou know who | am,” said | saiah the moment the door closed behind him.

Maximilian said nothing. They werein thefirst room of what appeared to be a suite of spacious and
well-gppointed chambers, and he marched over to aside table, poured himsdlf aglass of wine, and
gulped it down.

“My Lord of Elcho Faling—" Isaiah began.
Maximilian whipped about. “Don’'t cal methat!”

“Wake up, damnyou!” Isaiah said. “Kanubai isrisen, and it istimefor you to assume your
responsibilities. Y ou must know that!”

Maximilian decanted himsdlf another glass of wine, drinking it down asfast as he had thefirg.

“I walk,” said Isaiah, “and Light walks asaman named Lister. Kanubai isrisen.” Isaiah thought about
telling Maximilian that Kanubal had used the blood of his daughter to attain flesh, but thought better of
it—another time, but not now. “ Elcho Falling isstirring. | don't care what you want, Maximilian
Peramius, but you must have known from the moment you met Ishbel, from the moment you heard from
where she came, that Elcho Falling stirred. The time has come, my lord.”

Maximilian poured himsdlf athird glass, stared at it, then dammed it down so hard on the table that red
wine spilled over its glossy surface, and sank into anearby chair.

“Why take her from me?’ he said, hisvoice weary. “Why deep with her? What purpose did that serve
saveto bresk hearts?’

“Y ou had lost her, Maximilian, turned your back on her. | am aman, and Ishbel isalovely woman.”

“I had expected amore noble excuse. Surely there were other lovely women about you could fuck for
recregtion.”

“Maximilian—"

Maximilian legpt to hisfeet. “Don’t you ever sep in my way again, you shitty little piece of frog spawn!”
He took a step toward Isaiah, who moved backward.

“Maximilian—"
“Don’'t you ever stepin my way again!”
Isaiah gave alittle nod, and the faintest suggestion of abow from his shoulders.

Maximilian stared at him, then turned back to the s de table and downed what was | ft of thewinein the
glass. “Get out,” hesaid.

“Weleave within daysfor the north, Maximilian. Y ou know why we head north.”

Maximilian doshed some more wineinto the glass. The last thing he wanted to do now was talk about
Elcho Faling.



“Travel with us, you and your party. Thereisno point in your breaking away to travel independently.
After dl,” Isaiah added softly, “we head in the same direction. North, to Elcho Falling.”

“And the Skraglings you go to meet? Y our dlies?’

“They are under the control of Kanubai. Neither | nor Lister can do anything about them, Maximilian. |
am sorry.”

Maximilian drank the glass of winein one gulp, spilling alittle of the liquid down his chin. He wiped the
dribble away with the back of one hand. “ Get out.”

“Whilewith me, you will be treated with al honor and—"
“Get out!”
Isaiah turned on hished and left.

Axis escorted StarDrifter and the rest of the group back to the palace, StarDrifter carrying a
blanket-wrapped bundle that piqued Axis curiosity, dthough for the moment he kept his questionsto
himsdf. Isaiah’sarmed men trailed them, closely enough to earn black looks from Serge and Doyle.

There were even more black looks at the pal ace where Serge and Doyle reluctantly handed over their
weapons, before the palace chamberlain, polite and ungquestioning, even though the night’ s events must
have been extraordinary to him, escorted them to their various apartments. Axis|eft StarDrifter and
Sdomein their gpartment, to bathe and refresh themsalves, before heading to the guards' main
equipment room and securing two swords for Serge and Doyle. He liked and trusted the two men
ingtinctively, knowing he would have been glad of them in any command of his, and knew aso that they
would fret congtantly until they had wegpons with which to guard Maximilian.

Axiswas pleased to see that Maximilian had been dlocated what amounted to asmall wing of the paace
with at least five bedchambers and four reception rooms. Serge, Doyle, Venetia, and Ravennawere all
gaying in Maximilian' s quarters. Once Axis had delivered the swords to the relieved and grateful Serge
and Doyle, he stood in the anteroom looking at the closed door to Maximilian's private bedchamber,
wondering how Maximilian was, but knowing that the last thing the man needed now was a stranger
prying into his heartache.

After aquick glance up and down the corridor—Isaiah had stationed guards at severa points—AXxis left
Maximilian and his companions and went to rgjoin hisfather and whoever Salome might proveto be.

“Maxd?

His bedchamber was it with only asingle lamp left to burn low, and it had taken Ravennaafew moments
after she’' d closed the door behind her to make him out as he sat on the floor, hunched into a corner.

Her heart dmost stopped. Maximilian looked aslost as he had when she and Garth rescued him from the
Vens

Ravennawaked over to st beside him. Now that she was closer she could sméll the wine on him.

“Maxel,” she said softly, and he tipped his head and |ooked at her.



“Oh, Maxd,” she said, appaled a the haggard lines running down from eyes and nose, and the tearsin
hiseyes.

He sghed, picking up one of her hands. “1 was unutterably crud to her, Ravenna. | couldn’t help myself.
What isit, then, about the human spirit that makes us act 07’

“I wish | had |eft the Lord of Dreamsearlier,” she said, “and married you mysdlf, Maxel. | would never
have left you.”

Helaughed, softly, and alittle bitterly. “Marsh women marry no men, Ravenna. And they stay with men
even lesstime than Ishbel stayed with me. They need men to Sre their babies, and then they abandon the
men who love them and take their babies with them. How much better are you than Ishbel, Ravenna?’

She froze, gppalled at being compared to Ishbel even more than the persond attack.

“Oh, gods, | am sorry, Ravenna. Y ou of al people did not deserve meto say that to you. I’'m sorry. I'm
sorry. Don't go. Please, don't go.”

Sherdaxed alittle. “Ishbd has hurt you, Maxd.”

“And | have hurt her, and now you. | have come out of thisnight the worse, | think.”

They sat slently alittlewhile, their hands till loosely interlinked.

“Are Serge and Doyle here? And your mother?” Maximilian said eventually.

“Yes. They are settled outside, dl nervy at the thought of being ensconced in Isaiah’ s paace.”
Maximilian smiled afraction &t that.

“StarDrifter and Sdlome are here, too, and settled in their own quarters.”

“Was Axis happy to see hisfather?”

“I have never seen two men happier to see each other.”

“Then | am glad some joy has come out of thisday.”

“Wadl...” Ravennasmiled. “Now StarDrifter has the task of explaining to Axis how he managed to sire
Sdome smother on Axis old lover.”

Maximilian managed amore genuine smile. “ Ah, those SunSoars. | hope they manage to somehow
complicate Isaiah’slife, asthey complicate everyone e se's. That might be some smdl punishment for him
for geding avay my wife.”

“Maxel, what are you going to do?’

“I don't know, Ravenna. | just don’'t know. Here | sit, huddled on the floor of the palace of the man who
isabout to invade the Northern Kingdoms. | don’t even know what is happening in Escator. What the
fuck am | doing, Ravenna? |—’

“Y ou are doing the best you can, Maxd.”

“Oh, don't try to placate me, please. If only...if only I’d not dreamed of afamily. If only I'd not set out
on aquest for adammed, damned bride. If only...”



“And that isfutile, supid talk. But you aretired, and tonight has not been pleasant for you, and so | shall
forgiveyou.”

Maximilian chuckled. “Did you treet the L ord of Dreamswith this much contempt, Ravenna?’
“Yes. He grew tired of me and asked meto leave.”

“And that | do not believe.” He squeezed her hand, turning his head once more so he could look at her
directly. “He would have gone down on his knees and begged you to stay.”

She smiled, hesitated, then leaned forward and kissed him softly on hisforehead.
“Ravenna...”
“Let me stay with you tonight, Maxd.”

“I would be poor company for you, my sweet marsh woman. My breath stinks of wine, and my heart
achesfor—"

“Don’'t say her name again, not tonight.” Ravennakissed him again, thistime softly, on the mouth.

There was a part of Maximilian that knew he should pull back. He understood that tonight, blackened as
it was by strong, bitter emotion, and by the shock of meeting directly with the embodiment of Water, was
the worst time of dl to succumb to Ravenna s seductions.

But then there was also apart of him that thought that, as 1shbel had abandoned him for another, while he
had abandoned a kingdom for her, then perhaps he should no longer deny himsdlf the comfort that
Ravenna offered.

Surely he should be dlowed alittle revenge. Just this once,

Her fingers and mouth weretrailing over hisface and neck now, and Maximilian dlowed himsdf to snk
into their promises and comforts.

“Skip, trip, my pretty man,” she murmured in his ear, recaling the song she had once used to summon the
Lord of Dreamsto her side. “Skip, trip, into my hand.”

He shuddered, and took her shouldersin his hands, and kissed the angle of her jaw, and used thewine as
an excuse for what he was doing.

Sip, trip, into my heart.

Isaiah went straight to the gpartment he shared with Ishbel.

Shesat on thefloor, againgt the wall, arms about knees, unwittingly echoing Maximilian’ s distress.
“Did you know Maximilian was coming for me?’ she asked quietly.

“Yes” Isaiah sad.

Sheraised her head and looked a him, her eyesfull of black bitterness. “How can | ever trust you
agan?



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Sakkuth, |sembaard

A xiswas dtting on awooden chair at the table in StarDrifter’ sand Salome' s apartment. He' d tipped the
chair back, balancing himsdf with one foot, and was now staring aghast between Salome and hisfather
as StarDrifter finished histale of who Salome was, and how she' d come to be with him now and bearing
hischild.

“Embeth,” Axisfinaly managed. “Oh, gars, I’d never thought of her oncel’d married Azhure. Sheisas
much my guilt asyours, StarDrifter. | hadn’t even redlized she was your lover a Carlon. And to think that
she boreachild, and died inthedoing...

“Sdome,” he continued, “you have been cruelly treated by the SunSoarsindeed. | am sorry for it, for the
loss of your grandmother and for that of your son particularly. We are not an easy family.”

She sighed, looking down at her handsinterlaced over her somach. * These past few months have been
likeadream, Axis. | never wanted to leave Coroless. | loved my lifethere.” She paused. “ At leadt, |
thought | did. Now it seems so far distant. A dream. | gtill wake at night crying for Ezra. Hislossisred
enough, but asfor my lifein Yoyette...l am not sure | want thisin its place, though.”

Sheindicated her back, athough Axiswas aware she meant her sudden inclusion into the I carii race and
the SunSoar fold. He knew how she felt—he’ d had enough problems coming to termswith his I carii
heritage when first he'd learned of it.

“Can| havealook?” Axissaid, nodding at her back. “Or my father’s, if you’ d prefer me not to—"

“I don't care,” Salome said with adight shrug, and unfolded the robe she wore, revedling not only her
back, but her breasts aswell.

Axisrepressed asmile, glancing at hisfather as he rose and walked about the table to where Salome sat.
SunSoar blood.

And he could fed it, as soon as he got to within apace of her. The pull that al SunSoars exerted each to
the other. No wonder she and hisfather...Axis saw StarDrifter glaring and he grinned at him, and
concentrated on the matter at hand.

Sdome' s back both repelled and excited him. It looked horrendous, with twin massve cartilaginous
ridges protruding from either sde of her spine. They were barely covered with skin, and Axisredized
that very soon the wingswould bresk free. Very gently he ran hisfingers down one of theridges, feding
the wing within folded back on itsdlf.

It felt hot, and Axisknew it must be very painful.

“Isit worse, StarDrifter,” he said, “ now, than when you were achild?’ Icarii children generally developed
their wings when they werefive or six, and gpart from some grumbling and whining about the ache, as
when they’ d teethed earlier in childhood, they generdly did not suffer much pain.

“Yes” StarDrifter said, “much worse. Our bones are set now, and our muscles and bodies complain
about the growth. | will be glad once they have broken free, and can grow beyond the confines of our
backs.”

“Sdome?’ Axisasked.



“Itisagony,” shesad, “and al for something | don’'t want.”

“I' will remind you of that remark oneday,” Axis sad, “when you have returned flushed of cheek and
exhilarated of spirit after soaring aleague into the sky.”

He lifted the robe over her back again, then stood looking at her.
“Yes?' shesad.

“Sorry,” Axissaid. “Y ou have been reminding me of someone, and | have only just remembered.” He
looked at hisfather. “Y ou don't seeit?’

“No. Who?’

“Therearenone so blind,” Axis murmured. Then said, louder, “ Sdome, you are the spitting image of my
grandmother, your great-grandmother and StarDrifter’ s mother—M orningStar SunSoar. Not only in
features, but you have something of her flair and directnessaswell. | remember the day shetried to
Seduce me—’

“My mother tried to seduce you?’ StarDrifter said.

Axislaughed. “ And you seduced your granddaughter, StarDrifter. Perhgps we can lay the blamefor this
entire grandparent-grandchild attraction at her feet, en? Now, let melook at your back.”

If anything, hisfather’s back looked even worse than Salome's. “ Gods, StarDrrifter...”
“I don't complain,” StarDrifter said. “I rgoicein every twinge.”

“I an sureyou do,” Axissaid, knowing how hisfather must have hated living flightless. “But | don't
understand, how isit that you are growing your wings? | have never heard of anything like this before.”

“I told you that I’ d seduced Sdlome in an effort to steal the deity known asthe Weeper,” StarDrifter
sad.
Axis nodded.

“Wadl,” StarDrifter continued, “Maxd thinks, and | agree with him, that the Weeper has donethis. Itis
the only possibility | can think of.”

“Isthe Weeper the bundle you carried from the bakery?’ Axissaid.

“Yes” sad StarDrifter. “Usualy only Maximilian carries the Weeper, but for the journey from the bakery
it accepted me asan old friend, if only because | would return it to Maxel’sside.”

“Sdome,” Axissad, “what isthe Weeper? | mean, what soul went into its creation? It must have been
powerful indeed.”

“All I know,” said Sdlome, “iswhat legend tdls us. the man who gave his soul into the deity wasaman
from adigant land, and very, very powerful. Stunningly so.” She gave adight shrug. “That would explain
the power of the Weeper, of course.”

“I think the Weeper has only ever wanted to get to Maximilian,” StarDrifter said. “ These”—heindicated
his back and Salome s—" are thank-you giftsto Salome and mysdlf.”

“But Ba d’uz knew about the Weeper,” said Axis, “or, at the least, he knew about its power. He



abandoned his quest of chaosin the Northern Kingdoms, and abandoned Ishbel, to retrieve the Weeper.
So perhaps the Weeper has some connection with 1sembaard.”

“Perhaps this DarkGlass Mountain told Ba d’ uz to fetch the Weeper,” StarDrifter said.

Heleaned forward alittle, looking keenly a Axis. “Axis, one of the things that made me agree to do what
Ba d’uz wished, apart, that is’—he glanced at S ome—"*from the opportunity to deep with the lovely
Duchess of Sidon, and the fact you were in Isembaard, was that he said DarkGlass Mountain could
reconnect us with the Star Dance. Do you know anything about—"

“Ha"” sad Axis. “| have beenin this DarkGlass Mountain, StarDrifter, and, yes, the possibility exists that
it could connect us back to the Star Dance.”

“But..."

“But to do so would beto invite catastrophe. DarkGlass Mountain is death itsdf. | think that if the Star
Dancefiltered through DarkGlass M ountain then the Dance would be contaminated with such
horror...s0, not DarkGlass Mountain, StarDrifter, but | think maybe something else.”

StarDrifter leaned forward, eyes gleaming. “What?’

Axistold StarDrifter and Salome about the glass pyramid he' d taken from the packs of Ba'd’uz' men. “I
will show it to you later,” he concluded. “ Tomorrow, perhaps, when we are rested. 1saiah has one of
these glass pyramids, and this strange Lord of the Skraglingsaswell, Lister. Recently | touched Isaiah’s
whileit was active, and again felt the Star Dance through it. Faintly, and not enough for meto catch. But
it wasthere”

“But how?’ said StarDrifter. “Where do these glass pyramids come from? Who made them? Axis?’

Axiswould have smiled at hisfather’ s eagernessif he didn’t understand the desperate longing that lay
behind it. How must hisfather fedl, to be so close to the two things he’ d missed desperately?

“Ligter, thisLord of the Skraglings, has someinteresting cresturesashisalies,” Axissaid. “A few short
weeks ago he sent one of them to stage an nation attempt on Isaiah to push him forward in his
invason plans. They arelcarii...and yet not Icarii.”

“Inwhat way?’ said StarDrifter.

“This assassn looked like an | carii—festures, wings, bearing, elegance, arrogance, everything. But...ah,
| can’t explain it. There was something about him, an air...and he escaped arain of spears and arrows
when he smply should not have done. He attacked Isaiah in ahall crammed with marksmen. Wingsor
not, he should not have been able to get away. But he did. He vanished.”

“He used the Star Dance?’ StarDrifter said.

Axis gave adight shrug. “Perhaps, dthough if hedid, then | did not fed it. | just don’t know who or what
he could be. There are no other winged races you know of, StarDrifter? Nothing from legend? No
cousinraceto thelcarii?’

“No,” said StarDrifter. “ There’ s nothing that...” He stopped suddenly.
“And then again, perhgpsthereis,” said Sdome, looking at him carefully.

“During theinitiad Wars of the Axe,” StarDrifter said, speaking dowly, thinking as he went, “when the



Icarii were being pushed back into the Icescarp Alps, there was a conflict among the I carii leadership.”
“And?’ sad Axis.

“Some among the I carii thought that the | cescarp Alps would not be enough to keep the Acharites at
bay. There were some families, led by asenior Icarii, who fled still further north. Perhapsfifty or sixty
Icarii dl told.”

“They fled into the frozen wastedlands?” Axissad. “They must have been terrified, indeed.”

“Yes. | think everyone assumed they had died—we never heard from them again, and the frozen
wastel ands were so inhospitable, and populated with Skraelings, and—"

Axis swore, making hisfather stop and raise a disapproving eyebrow.

“Of coursel” Axissaid. “Of course! Therewe haveit! The n, the almost but not quite I carii, was
sent by Ligter, the Lord of the Skraglings, Isaiah’s‘dly.” StarDrifter, you never heard from the I carii
families again because they traveled far further than anyone had thought—right acrosstheice bridge
between Tencendor and this continent, which also has amassive Skradling population in its extreme
frozen north. That’ swherethey survived.”

“But why did you sense adifferencein the n?’ sad StarDrifter.
Axis hesitated along moment before he responded.

“Because over the past few thousand years,” he said eventudly, “they interbred with the Skraglings.
That’ sthe only reason they survived. They interbred with the Skraglings.”

Axis had gone, and StarDrifter and Salome were donein their gpartment.
They had bathed, and now sat on the bed, both naked in the early dawn light.

StarDrifter was rubbing an unguent that V enetia had given them into Salome' s back, and she was sighing
in pleasure at the relief it brought from the ache of the emerging wings.

“Tell me” shesaid, “that these wings are going to be worth the pain and disfigurement they bring me

StarDrifter thought of how lovely she had been in Y oyette, how lithe and graceful, how sensud and
beautiful. Now her back humped in ghastly forms, red and angry with the inflammation caused by the
growing bones and sinews of her wings.

“Theworld will be at your feet,” hesaid. “Literdly. Sdome, you have no ideahow wonderful it will beto
fly.”

His hand dipped from her back and under her armsto her collarbones, their outer edgeslightly resting on
the swell of her breadts.

“Y ou shdl haveto tone these muscles, though,” he said. “1t will likely take you many weeks before you
are ableto lift more than a pace or so off the ground.”

“And | thought | should be soaring to the sun within moments of combing flat my feathers!”



StarDrifter wondered what he should say. He opened his mouth, and then redlized she wasteasing him.

He amiled, and very softly kissed her shoulder. They had not made love at al since Coroleas. There had
been no opportunity on the journey through the FarReach Mountains, and both had been either so
weary, or in such pain, or sill so emotionaly drained after that day they’ d met at the foot of the
mountains, that neither had felt the desire,

And he hadn’t known what he had wanted. Nor what she wanted.
Now...

Now they were warm from their shared bath, and, due both to the hot soak and to Venetia s unguent,
their backsfelt better than they had in weeks.

Now there was both the opportunity and, certainly on StarDrifter’ s part, the desire.
But he didn’t know Salome well enough, or fed sure enough of her, to know what shefdt at this sage.

His hands dowly moved down over her breasts—he felt her shudder, and knew that shefelt desire, at
least—and then to her very softly rounded belly. Like most I carii, Sdome would not grow very large with
her pregnancy. Icarii babies were hedlthy and strong at birth, but smaler than human babies.

She leaned back againgt him, turning dightly so that her cumbersome back did to one side.
“Tell me about the baby,” she said.

“Heissafe and very warm and comfortable,” said StarDrifter. “Helovesyou, and isalso glad | am near.
He knows your wings grow, and is curious, but saddened by your pain.”

“1f we made love, would he know?”’

StarDrifter kissed her shoulder again, more firmly thistime, and his hands moved back to her breadts.
1] Ya”

“Would it trouble him?’

StarDrifter smiled againgt her flesh. “Heisan I carii. It will not trouble him &t dl. Hewill merely dream
more deeply of uslater, when he deeps.”

“StarDrifter, | hated you so much.”

“I know. Y ou had every right to.”

“Y ou don’t seem to trouble me so much now, though.”

Helaughed. “Good.”

“I can't believe | am about to say this, and | didn’t redizeit until very recently...”
“y e

“I am very glad you cameinto my life, StarDrifter. | wish | had not lost Ezra. | wish | had not done many
things. But | am glad you cameinto my life”

StarDrifter took avery deep breath, sudden emotion bringing tearsto his eyes. Hetilted her head, and
kissed her, gently at first, then with more desire.



“You know,” he said eventudly, “1 think we may be the only reasonably happy couple in this damned
pal ace right now.”

“StarDrifter, tell me, if you can, how shall we manage thislovemaking, with our backs so sore and
awkward?’

Again helaughed, and he thought that he had not laughed this much in many years.
“Y ou are no granddaughter of mine, Salome, if you cannot solve such asmple problem.”

“I thought I might give you the opportunity to appear wise. That expression appears so rarely on your
face”

StarDrifter grinned, pulling her onto hislap. “Axiswasright. Y ou do take after my mother.”

Later, when the rest of Sakkuth was rising and donning their invasion clothes, StarDrifter lay in bed,
Sdome ad egp beside him, thinking about what Axis had said.

Thelost Icarii families had interbred with the Skradings.

StarDrifter couldn’t believeit. Rather, he could not bring himsdlf to believeit. How could any Icarii lie
down with a Skradling?

Axismust bewrong.

Surdly.

If he wasn't, then StarDrifter dreaded to think what this half-breed I carii race waslike.
Skradings, with wings.

Heinched alittle closer to Salome, running a gentle hand over her somach.

The baby was adeep insde her, [ulled by their earlier lovemaking.

A son. StarDrifter had sired two other sons. One, a horror—Gorgradl, the former Lord of the
Skraelings. One, awonder—AXxis, StarMan and savior of Tencendor.

What would this son prove?
StarDrifter moved histhumb dowly, backward and forward, softly rubbing Salome' s skin.
She opened her eyes, and looked at him.

He rested his head on her shoulder, histhumb and hand still gently stroking her belly, and they lay like
that for another hour before rising for the day.

CHAPTER TWELVE

The Borderlands of Hosea
G ood news.




Lister had been deeping soundly, Inardlie warm againgt his body, when Isaiah spokein hismind and
woke him.

“What?" hewhigpered, feding Inardie ftirring.
Maximilian iswith mein Sakkuth. | have him. Ishbel drew him like alodestone.

“Oh, praiseal gods!” Lister said, Sitting up and snatching a a cloak to wrap about his shoulders. He
would be more than glad when he could swap thistent for more salubrious surroundings.

At hisside Inardle opened her eyes, watching her lover carefully, while outside the never-ending stream
of Skraglings continued south, south, south.

“You shdl not losehim?’ Ligter added, alittle anxioudy.

| hope not—I will not hold him prisoner, Ligter. | do not think he will try to escape.
“He knows about the baby?’

Y es. He knows. He despairs.

“Asshouldweadl,” Ligter said. “Did you speak of Elcho Faling?’

Y es. But tonight was not the time to speek of it in depth.

“Soon, perhaps. Tell me, when do you leave for the Sdlamaan Pass?’

Within afew days. Where are you?

“Approaching Hosea. Isaiah. . .the Skradlings are changing.”

In what manner, Lister?

“They are growing dogs heads.”
[ Part Nine]
CHAPTER ONE

Sakkuth, | sembaard

M aximilian woke dowly, reluctantly. His night had been filled with violently colored, fragmentary
dreams—partly of Ishbd, partly of the vison he' d had while on the way to meet Ishbel in Pelemere.

Maximilian did not want to wake. Once he was awake he' d need to cope with the loss of Ishbel and
their child, aswell asthe knowledge that he would need to face what al kings of Escator before him had
dreaded facing: the terrifying responsibilities of their far more ancient and frightening title. . .the Lord of
Elcho Fdling.

Intertwined through al these dreams and fears and thoughts was the knowledge that he’ d drunk far too
much, and that he’ d need to face the coming day’ stridswith ahangover of monstrous proportions.

Maximilian roused, moving alittle more firmly againgt the body in his bed, wrapping one arm about the
woman' swast, feding the delight of her naked back pressing againgt hisflesh, thinking that his dreams
and memories had duped him and that 1shbel had been here dl along, and that she—



“Maxd?’
Helegpt into wakefulness, recoiling away from Ravenna.
“I’'msorry,” he stuttered. “1 woke you, | didn’t mean to. Go back to deep, Ravenna.”

Herolled out of bed, hastily pulling on some clothing and painfully aware of Ravennawatching his every
move. It was gtill early, bardly light, and he mumbled something about getting some fresh air and fled the
chamber.

Maximilian more than expected to find guards outside the main door to his gpartment, but the corridor
was empty. Feding nauseated, both from the effects of the wine and the shock of discovering Ravennain
his bed, Maximilian wandered through the palace into the centra courtyard where he sank down ona
cask, resting his head in his hands as he dlowed the risng sun to warm him.

Oh, gods, what had he done?

Heliked Ravenna, but he didn’t love her, or redlly particularly desire her. He was grateful to her, ashe
wasto Garth, and had once been to Vordus, for their effortsin rescuing him from the Veins, but over the
past year Maximilian was very much aware that he’ d been growing distant from these three friends.
Vorstus because Maximilian now suspected him of manipulating hisearly life, perhaps even of causing
him to beinterred in the Veinsin thefirst instance, and Garth and Ravenna because...well, they now
belonged to an earlier part of hislife, and while he liked them, he wanted to move on.

Ishbel had made dl the difference. She had opened that massive gap between what he had once been
and where he was now going.

Maximilian had been barely living before Ishbel had comeinto hislife. She had brought greet pain, and
frudtration, and fear when Maximilian had redized that shetrailed Elcho Faling at her hedls, but shedso
brought love.

Gods, he shouldn’t have dept with Ravenna. Maximilian would have liked to blame the wine, or even
Ishbd for driving him to such desperate distraction, but in the end it had been his error of judgment, and
hisweakness, for not pushing her away.

Gods only knew to where it would lead.
“Maximilian?Y ou look like you could do with some of this”
Maximilian jerked hishead out of his hands, squinting into the bright sun.

It was Axis, holding out what looked like two mugs of teaiin one hand and a plate of bread and fruit
preservesin the other.

“I saw you from the kitchens,” said Axis. “Thought I’ d bring you some breskfast.” He paused. “ Y ou
look dreadful.”

“Thank you,” Maximilian said, surprising himsdf by meaning it. There were few people hewould like
near him at the present moment, but he thought Axis might be one of them.

“It was abad day for you yesterday,” Axissaid, Sitting down on aneighboring cask and handing
Maximilian theteaand plate.



Maximilian answered only with agrunt, taking atentative Sp of thetea, then alonger drink. *Y ou have
seen your father?” he said after amoment.

Axissmiled. “Yes Yes”

“He was desperate to see you. Longing for you.”

“He meansthe world to me, Maximilian. Thank you for bringing him to me.”
“What did you make of Sdlome?’

Axislaughed, stretching hislong legsinto the sun. “ Sheisatrue SunSoar. | am glad my father found her
firg, for | think she would have been too much for me to manage.”

Maximilian dmost smiled. “1 have heard about the SunSoar attraction to each other.”

They sat in companionable silence for afew minutes, Spping ther tea, sharing the bread and preserves.
Maximilian found that the tea, the food, and the company were making a surprising differenceto how he
felt. The teaand food soothed his stomach and head, and Axis soothed his nerves. From dl he knew of
Axis, Maximilian understood that he would be very unlikely to judge.

“Can you tel me what happened to my daughter?’ Maximilian asked findly, very softly, looking ahead
rather than a Axis.

“Yes” Axissaid and, inalow voice, told Maximilian not only about the manner of his daughter’ s deeth,
but of the relationship between Isaiah and Ishbdl.

At theend of it, Maximilian put his empty mug down, lowered hisface once moreinto his hands, and
wept. Axis put ahand on his shoulder, and for ten minutes or more they sat there, two men sharing grief,
companionship, and understanding.

“Isaiah kegps on about this Lord of Elcho Fdling,” Axissad eventudly. “Whoishe, Maximilian?’

Maximilian gave adeep Sgh, releasing the last of the emotion spent over the past minutes. “I an the Lord
of Elcho Falling,” hesaid and, at Axis surprised look, continued. “ Thetitle of King of Escator isthe far
lesser of the Persmiustitles. Elcho Fdling isan ancient kingdom that encompassed virtualy the entire
continent above the FarReach Mountains. As akingdom it broke up into many individua independent
reelmswell over two thousand years ago. The ancient line of Persmius, which controlsthe hereditary
titles of Elcho Faling, retains the crown and the ancient rings of office. We do not like to anticipate the
day when we shdl be required to wear the crown once more.”

“Why not?”

“Becauseit isathing of darkness,” Maximilian said, histone now short. He rose, handing his mug back
to Axis. “I thank you for both the tea and the companionship, Axis. Perhaps we shdl have timefor more
of both over the coming days. Now, do you know where |l might find Isaiah? Without Ishbe, if you
please”

|saiah turned from the two genera swith whom he d been consulting, saw Maximilian waiting just insde
the door of the chamber, and waved the generals away.

“Well,” Isaiah said as he walked over, “it is easy to see that you did not spend agood night.”



“Don't preach to me, Isaiah. We need to talk.”
“Indeed, but | thought I’d tried last night to—"
“That was a shitty time to gpproach me, Isaiah, aswel you know.”

“Sotell me” Isaiah said, “to whom do | spesk today? The somewhat bedraggled King of Escator...or
the Lord of Elcho Faling?’

“I do not yet wear the crown, Isaiah.”

“But you are prepared to accept it.”

Therewas along pause, in which Maximilian would not meet Isaiah’ s eyes.
Then, findly, Maximilian shifted hisgaze back to Isaiah’'s. “Yes” hesad.
Isaiah’ sshouldersvisbly dumpedinreief. “ Thank the gods,” he mumbled.
“What ishappening?’ Maximilian sad. “Can you show me?’

Isaiah led the way to alarge map unrolled across atable. “ The Skraglings spent the past e ghteen months
massing in the north. Currently they are swarming south, heading...”

“For the FarReach Mountains,” Maximilian said. He paused amoment, onefinger tapping idly at the
map. “Thisisn't an ‘invason’ force you command a dl, isit, Isaiah?’

“No,” sad Isaiah, “it isan evacuation. See...” Hisfinger traced a path through the FarReach Mountains,
then down theterritory to the west of the River Lhyl. “ The Skradlingswill seethe down through the
western parts of Isembaard toward where Kanubal waits, there to form hisarmy. | have emptied that
part of Isembaard asbest | can...and encouraged families of the army to travel north with their husbands
and fathers”

“Thenwhy not just smply call it an evacuation?’

“An‘invason’ wasthe only means| could manage an evacuation, Maximilian. If | had suddenly
announced that my tyranny wasto be invaded by an army of wraiths, flocking to their newly risen ghastly
commander, | would have been dead within aday by the hand of one of my generds. Aninvasion they
can understand, an evacuation not. They would have seen it as aweakness on my part.”

“And Ishbel?Why bring her here, Isaiah? Why—"

“No one planned for her to cometo Isembaard, Maximilian. Believeit or not, dl | and Lister have ever
wanted was to see her safe with you.”

“But ill you managed to seduce her.”
“Maximilian—"

Maximilian waved ahand. “Leaveit.”
“Sheisnot happy with me, Maximilian.”
“Leaveit, | sad!”

“Then stop bringing it up!” Isaiah snapped. He took adeep breath, and inclined his head dightly. I



gpologize”

Maximilian was not surewhat it was that | saiah apol ogized for—seducing Ishbe or for snarling his
response—hut inclined his own head in acknowledgment of the apology. He wondered if they were
going to spend their entire lives dternatively snapping and inclining their heeds a each other.

“I will go north with you,” Maximilian said. “It makes sense. We are, | suppose, headed for the same
pl me.”

Elcho Fling.
“Maximilian,” Isaiah said. “Can you do it? Can you assume the mantle of the Lord of Elcho Faling?’

Maximilian thought about al the empty spaces and chamberswithin the Twisted Tower, dl thelost
knowledge. “Who careswhat | answer, Isaiah? | am dl that you—and Elcho Faling—have.”

On hisway back to his gpartments, trying to work out in his head what he could say to Ravenna,
Maximilian literaly walked into Ishbel as he turned acorner.

They sprang back from each other.
There was astunningly awkward moment.
“Sorry,” Maximilian and Ishbel both said at the same time, then both reddened, looking away.

The moment had passed where they could have just walked away from each other. Now they were
going to haveto passafew words, at the very least.

“I said somecrud thingslagt night,” Maximilian findly said, taking dl hiscouragein hand to look Ishbel in
theface. “I should not have done. | gpologize.”

It wasthe day for gpologies, he thought.

“What you heard and saw would have tested anyone' s patience, Maximilian. I, ah, | just...l can't believe
you cameadl thisway for me.”

“Therewas no reason for you to believe it. Not the way I’ d treated you after Borchard' s death.”
There was another awkward silence.

“I supposeyou'll beleaving soon,” said Ishbe, her voice now dightly strained.

“No. I will betraveling north with Isaiah’ sarmy.”

“Oh.”

“I’'m sure there will be enough room for usto avoid each other.”

“yYes”

Slence.

“Ravennaseemsanicegirl,” Ishbel said, both her color and her tone reveding her desperation to find
something to say.



Ravennaseemsanicegirl. If it had been under any other circumstances Maximilian would likely have
smiled at Ishbel’ s digtracted attempts to keep conversation going. He might even have laughed.

But not after lagt night.
Guilt swept through him, stronger than ever before. “Yes,” hesad, “ Ravennaisanicegirl.”

Then heturned on his hed and walked away, leaving Ishbel staring after him.

CHAPTER TWO
Salamaan Pass, Northern Kingdoms

A xishad led some massve armiesin histime, but nothing like what Isaiah now commanded, nor had he
ever managed to trail behind such an army with haf of their wives and children and great-aunts, not to
mention livestock and worldly goods. He would not have liked to lead this number of people (dmost a
million, by the stard ) and he most certainly would not have liked to be responsible for its organization.
Isaiah, however, managed it without apparent effort, or concern, or asingle worry line down the center
of histanned forehead.

The running, organization, and movement of this unbelievable column of people certainly kept hisgenerds
busy, and it most definitely kept Axis running from the time he rose in the morning until that blessed hour
when he could hit hisdeeping roll late a night. 1saiah had ordered the march forward three days after
Maximilian and his party had arrived in Sakkuth. Getting the army (and itsinnumerable followers) on the
move had been like trying to waken avagt, grudging, deepy monster—but once wakened, it was
seemingly impossible to stop. Axiswas not sure that the entire column ever did halt. There dways
seemed to be some part of it snaking forward. Ten thousand may stop here for amea and arest, but
somewhere e se ten thousand rose from their deeping rolls, and stretched, then picked up their packs and
weapons and trudged forward yet once more.

Isaiah traveled in ardatively small convoy of commanders. He lived as one of the soldiers, and moved
his convoy between otherswithin the greater column. Isaiah’s convoy was Axis “home’ within the vast
mass marching forward, but he tended to see Isaiah only once every two or three days asIsaiah
congtantly had him traveling between different sections, probing, delivering orders, chatting to
commanders, receiving reports, laughing, shouting, and sometimes Stting down for afew minuteswith his
harp, entertaining men grouped about fires with songs and tales from the myth and redlity of Tencendor.
Axis spoke with generds and foot soldiers dike, and covered leagues of territory every day as he moved
about his appointed tasks.

Each day was hectic and tiring beyond belief, but Axisloved it. He gained asense of the army, of its
sructure, its abilities, its heart and soul, which would otherwise have been virtualy impossible.

Nonetheless, it surprised him when, afew days after they’ d entered the Salamaan Pass, and about ten
after they’ d left Sakkuth, a group of men in a section he passed on his horse called out to him, and
cheered him ashe went, asif he weretheir chief instead of Isaiah.

Hisfather, StarDrifter, and Maximilian and the others of their party, traveled in their own convoy, which
kept to its strictly appointed place in the overall army. They were not guarded as such, but Axiswas
aware that | saiah had set men to watching them.

Maximilian had mostly kept to himsdf since he' d arrived in Sakkuth. He had spoken with Isaiah on



severa occasionsthat Axis knew about, but Axisdid not think he' d seen Ishbel. StarDrifter had told
Axisthat Maximilian spent agreat ded of time alone, that he appeared preoccupied with something,
whether 1shbel or some other worry, and that only Ravennahad any red contact with him.

Axisknew that 1shbe and Isaiah now spent their time gpart. 1shbel traveled with Isaiah’s convoy, but
Isaiah had made agreat show of saying that he now dept on the ground with histroopsrather thanina
softer bed. Axisinterpreted that as meaning Ishbel did not want him near her.

Unhappiness prevailed, and Axiswished that Isaiah, 1shbel, and Maximilian could sort out the mess
among them. He was, to be frank, surprised that Maximilian remained with Isaiah’s column, but
supposed that traveling with this massive convoy, which was, after al, heading directly north, wasthe
most direct route home for Maximilian. He would hardly want to scramble his independent way back
through the mountains with little food and support.

It must, nonetheless, be gdlling for him to travel with theinvader.

There was something going on that Axis did not understand, and he found that unbelievably frustrating.

Onthisday, ahalf hour or more after Axis had been surprised by the cheer that went up for him from
some of Isaiah’ s soldiers as he' d ridden past, he saw StarDrifter and Maximilian riding up ahead. His
father’ swings, as Sdome's, had emerged about aweek ago, accompanied by much moaning and
groaning (according to Salome, who sworeit wasn't anywhere near as painful as childbirth and shedidn’t
know what StarDrifter was complaining about) from StarDrifter and afew choice swear words that had
surprised even Sdome.

While their wings had now emerged completely from their backs, they were yet to fully fledge and
muscle, so thusfar neither could fly. Both of them grew similar wings—once fully festhered, they would
be adlvery white, their featherstipped with gold.

Airborne, both would be spectacular.

Axisknew that Zeboath had examined StarDrifter and Salome on severa occasions, fascinated by their
wings. StarDrifter and Salome were apparently philosophical about Zeboath' sinterest, and Axisthought
it indicative of Zeboath’ stact that he' d managed more than one examination.

Publicly, Sdome was less enthusiagtic about her wings and the possibility of flight, but Axisthought she
was growing not only more curious about her wings, but aso hid agrowing eagernessto try them oui.
Sometimes, when she thought no one was watching her, Axiswould catch her looking skyward,
wondering...

Salome was good for hisfather, he decided. StarDrifter had loved Axis own mother, Rivkah, deeply,
but she had been an Acharite, a human, and she' d not been able to hold hisinterest as she aged. She'd
also been too nice, too good, much as Zenith—Axis own daughter—had been. StarDrifter had an
arrogant bad streak in him that could light up amoonless night asif it were day, and Salome, just as
arrogant, just as bad, was his perfect match. They wererarely publicly affectionate toward each other,
but Axis sensed a deep bonding between them that had never been present between StarDrifter and his
mother, and certainly not between StarDrifter and Zenith.

Watching hisfather ride, Axis could see him gretching and flexing each wing, one at atime, and knew it
would not be long before StarDrifter would be able to take to the thermals.



Axisgrinned. He d hardly seen hisfather for more than a chance to exchange afew hasty words since
leaving Sakkuth, and, while he till had athousand things he needed to do today, he could spare a hdf
hour for achat.

He rode up behind them quietly, his approach masked by the sound of athousand horsemen nearby.
StarDrifter and Maximilian wereriding aong easily, both men relaxed, Maximilian actualy smiling alittle,
their horses at aloose-limbed trot.

It gave Axis heart to think that Maximilian could smile. It changed hisface completely, adl the darkness
doughing off to reved charm and charisma.

Axis suddenly spurred his horse forward, pushing in between the mounts of both men and making their
horses shy alittlein surprise.

“Axid” StarDrifter exclamed, reining in hishorse and pulling it close enough to that of hisson’sto give
Axisawe coming dap on the shoulder.

Maximilian smiled aswell, looking genuinely pleased to see Axis.

“Such guilty expressiond” Axissaid, ill grinning. “What were you two planning? Tell me, that | might
report it to Isaiah.”

“We weretaking about my wings,” said StarDrifter. “ About how splendid they are.” He stretched both
of them in aluxurious manner, the sun catching the glints of gold at the point of each emerging feather.

“And | wasjust remarking to your father,” said Maximilian, “that he shal be fully splendid by thetime he
stands before his people as Taon.”

“Tdon?’ Axissad.

“Youdidn't know?’ said Maximilian. “ BroadWing pressed StarDrifter to accept the throne of Talon.
StarDrifter was reluctant, but finally accepted.”

“Axis” StarDrifter said, looking alittle unsure. “1 know that you—"

But Axiswas smiling, and he kneed his horse close enough to that of hisfather’ sthat he could briefly
embrace him. “Thisisthe happiest news, StarDrifter! Y ou have been along time coming to the Talon's
throne, but | think it was dways, dwaysyours.”

“Youdon't want it?’ StarDrifter said.

“Me?” Axissad. “No! It was never mine.” He sobered alittle. “ Thisisthe happiest news, StarDrifter.
Until thismoment | had doubted the Icarii could rise again. Now | know they can.”

Again he kneed his horse close to StarDrifter’ s, and, controlling his horse only with his kneesand
balance, reached out and grasped hisfather’ sleft hand in both of his.

“StarDrifter SunSoar,” Axissad, “asmy father you have my heart and my love, but asmy liegelord you
have not only my heart and my love, but my hands and my loyaty and whatever power may be mineto
command. | am yours, Talon, heart and soul and mind. Command me as you will.”

Then he kissed hisfather’ shand, and laid it very briefly on thetop of his head.

“Axis...” StarDrifter had tearsin hiseyes, and he had to blink them back before he could continue. Axis
had done so much in hislife that was noteworthy, but StarDrifter wondered if he had ever said or done



anything that had affected him as deeply asthis heartfelt pledge of love and loyalty.
Their hands clagped again, just for amoment, but with afierceintensty.

“Soon you must begin to garner your nation to you,” said Axis. “The I carii are scattered. Y ou must find
them ahome.”

“Ah, and | thought you were here to cheer me,” StarDrifter said. “ But as soon as you have flattered me
with attention, you hand me the task impossible. Find the Icarii ahomeland, indeed.”

“Theworld isbeing torn gpart,” said Maximilian. “1 have no doubt that you can find five or six thousand
Icarii ahome somewhere among the tatters.”

“It must be difficult for you,” said Axis, “seeing how every day thisforce grindsits way toward your
homeands”

Maximilian shot him an unfathomable look as his only answer.

“Wewere curious, Axis,” StarDrifter said, “to know what your relaionship with Isaiahis. Tdl usof him,
and what you do riding with...this” He, in histurn, waved about. “ Frankly, | would not have thought you
so willing to ridewith such an invasion.”

Axisignored the last comment. “1saiah was the one to bring me back from the Otherworld,” he said. “He
has reserves of power that he rarely, dmost never, showsto any other. That intrigues me. Fascinates
rre”

“What do you mean?’ StarDrifter said.

“Isaiahisugng hisface astyrant asadisguise,” Axissaid. “He hidestremendous power benegth it. Why
need so powerful adisguise? What ishe hiding? | would be fearful of it, savethat | like lsaiah.
Immensaly. And | respect him as | respect few people.”

Axis gave ashort laugh. “We have our disagreements, and snipe at each other, but | would trust him with
my life, and hewould trust me likewisg, | think.”

“Sometimes trust can be entirely misplaced,” Maximilian said.

On that same day, Salome—bored witless by the never-ending travel, and irritated with StarDrifter for
leaving her to go and bond with Maximilian—made the effort to escape the wagon in which she traveled
with Ravennaand Venetiato find Ishbel.

Ontheface of it, the task was anightmare. Ishbel traveled in Isaiah’ s group, and on any given day that
might be a any given spot within the convoy.

In the end, Salome had smply commandeered a horse, ridden up to the less than subtle military escort
that accompanied them at dl times, and asked two of the men to take her to Ishbel.

“After dl,” shesad, “you must know in which direction your master’ s party lies, asyou must report to
him daily. Yes?

The men looked at each other.

“I am not about to daughter her,” said Sdlome. “Y ou may search me for awegpon, if you wish...and as



thoroughly asyou wish.”

They did, to Salome' s complete amusement. They took her to one side, one man holding up a blanket for
some privacy while the other searched her asthoroughly as Sdome had invited.

At the end of the search, having rearranged her clothes, Sdlome dedt the man a stinging dap acrossthe
cheek. “Y ou have heard of me, no doubt,” she said. “ The vile, murdering Duchess of Sdon? Y es? Then,
believe me, should | ever hear of sniggering tales regarding this incident being passed about fires at night,
you and he’—sheinclined her head at the other man, now folding up the blanket—"shall be dead by
nightfall of the following day. Not even Isaiah can save you. Y ou understand? Y es? Good, then help me
to my horse, and let us be on our way. And be careful of that wing, it istill tender.”

Ishbel wastraveling as aone as anyone might in this vast mass of people and horses. She rode her horse
to one side of Isaiah’ s persona party of wagons and riders, isolated and introspective. | saiah was busy
elsawhere, and athough he spent time with her each day, 1shbel often fet asif she weretraveling by
hersdf. She did not fed the same isolation as she had when leaving Serpent’ s Nest to marry Maximilian,
but it was asimilar sensation, and kept her wreathed in sadness for most of thetime. Ishbel smply did
not know where she belonged, or what would happen to her life. She could not for amoment imagine
returning to Serpent’s Nest, there to resume her duties as archpriestess of the Coil. Too much had
happened, too many corners had been turned, too many doors had been opened.

“Ishbel Brundle? Queen of Escator, lover of tyrants?’

Ishbel jerked out of her reverie, heart thumping. A birdwoman had just ridden to her Sde, her lovely face
wreathed in smiles, her eyesin caculation, and her wings tucked in awkwardly behind her back and
trailing partway down her horse' sflanks. I1shbe could see they were thin, as yet unmuscled, and she
knew who thiswoman must be.

Sdome, Axis father’ sexotic and somewhat infamous wife,
Ishbel didn't like birdwomen. They reminded her too much of StarWeb, Maximilian’ sformer lover.
Sadlome was obvioudy aso avery good horsewoman, and that put 1shbel at further disadvantage.

“Ah,” said Sdome, her smile undimmed, “you are not happy to see me. Well, at that | am not surprised. |
have yet to meet awoman who was happy to see me. But no matter. Hereit is, such alovely day, and |
am bored, and thought to make your acquaintance.” She indicated the saddlebags. “On my way toyou |
collected some bread and cheese and dried fruits and some rather strong de. Shall we find somewhere
niceto lunch?’

“Look...Sdome, isn'tit?Itisaniceinvitation, and | thank you for it, but—"
“I cantdl you al about Ravenna.”

It wasn't so much what she said ashow she said it that told Ishbel that Salome didn’t want to exchange
pleasant gossip, but potentidly useful information.

“Why?’ said Ishbdl.
“Because | don't like her very much,” said Sdome. “Too righteous by haf.”

Ishbel’ s mouth twitched. She knew that Salome waslikely saying only what 1shbel wanted to hear, but



for the moment that didn’t matter. 1shbel would have given her right arm rather than be forced to spend
an afternoon picnicking with StarWeb, but suddenly the idea of sitting in the winter sunshine with Salome,
listening to (hopefully) some sharp-tongued gossip, sounded appedling.

Salome grinned, seeing the decision on Ishbd’ sface. “I have two guardstrailing me,” Sdome said. “I
don’t like them. Can you get rid of them?’

Ishbel 1ooked to where the two men rode some four or five paces back. She gave asingle jerk of her
head, and they ingtantly pedled off and vanished within the generd convoy.

“Seeping with the tyrant hasits advantages,” said Ishbdl.

“I knew | wasgoing to likeyou!” said Sdlome.

Axiswasjust about to pull his horse away from those of Maximilian and StarDrifter when I saiah rode up.
| saiah looked between the three of them, then he nodded at a peak about an hour’ sride away.

“Thereis something | want thethree of you to see,” he said. “Will you come with me?’

Sadlome and Ishbel found a spot on arise along the eastern face of the pass where they were certain to
get severd hours of afternoon sun, hobbled their horses, and found themsel ves a comfortable spot among
the rocks. Before them the wide pass spread for milesin either direction, its pink and sandstone wdls
rearing thousands of feet into the sky. Thelarger portion of therelatively flat floor of the pass wasfilled,
in every direction, with dow-moving humanity and horseflesh. Wagons and siege enginestrundled
northward; cattle, sheep, and goats were herded in pools of red and cream and mottled gray through the
river of soldiers; loose horses followed their ridden companions obediently. Salome set out the bread and
fruit and cheese, and they shared aflask of de.

For awhile nothing was said. They sat companionably, eating, watching Isaiah’ sinvasion amy creep
inexorably onward.

“You're having ababy,” said Ishbe eventualy.
“And | have heard that you lost yours,” said Salome. “Y ou can havethisone, if you wish.”

Ishbel thought about how she should react to that, then she saw Salome' s eyes twinkle, and she thought
how bizarre, yet how refreshing, it was to have someone actualy make asmall jest about what had been
such atragedy, and which had tarnished two lives so badly.

“Thank you,” said Ishbel, “but | don’t think that it would look very much like Maximilian. He might have
his doubts”

Sdomelaughed. “And | don't think StarDrifter would ever let thisbaby out of hissight.”
And neither would you, thought 1shbel.
“Is Ravennadesping with Maximilian?’ shesaid.

“Yes,” said Sdome. “She has had her cap set for him, sofar as| could tell, ever since she joined up with
his party at Narbon. He resisted dl through the FarReach Mountains, but | believe she managed to get



her dlawsinto him the night—"

“—the night he and she cameto Isaiah’s palace a Sakkuth, and discovered my sins. | see. Tell me, what
is Ravenna?’

“What is she? A marsh woman. Apparently they tread the borderlands between thisworld and the world
of dreams.” Sadlome paused. “Not very impressive. Maximilian could surely have done better for his
comfort.”

Ishbdl brushed sometearsfrom her eyes. It hurt very badly that Maximilian was degping with Ravenna.

“Her mother istraveling with Maximilian aswell,” said Slome, handing theflask of de over to Ishbd.
“Vendtia | like Venetiaand | think you would, too. | think she must have chosen badly for the father of
her daughter.”

“Why areyou telling me dl this? Why be so kind to me? What do you hopeto gain?’
Sdome laughed. “Because | like the sound of you! What gumption! What talent!”
Ishbel narrowed her eyes at Sdome, asif she thought the woman was crazed.

“A woman whose arts include the ability to cleanly disembowel aman with one cut? Ishbel! | want to
know how to do that!”

|shbel smiled, unableto bdievethat she ill could.

“And then to bed the Tyrant of Isembaard,” Salome continued, “and have him set asde dl eighty-six, or
whatever the number is, wivesfor you. Meanwhile, your husband, yet another king, has abandoned both
kingdom and people to embark on afoolhardy rescue misson. My dear, your skills are amazing.”

Ishbel now gave asmdl laugh. “Oh, Salome, everyone else judges me.”
“Ah, but | am avery bad woman,” said Sdome, winking. “We have aspecid affinity, youand |.”

They sat there, grinning at each other, not trusting the other one asingle inch, and suddenly afirm
friendship wasformed.

“Allies?’ said Salome, who recognized the moment before Ishbel did. She held out her hand.
“Allies” said Ishbdl, taking it. “1 have never had afemalefriend before.”

Sdome laughed. “Neither have |. Oh, look, who is this gpproaching? Canit be...?’

Ishbel looked up. Isaiah wasriding toward them, Axis and Maximilian directly behind.
Shefdt cold, and looked away from Maximilian.

Isaiah drew his horse up when he got close to the women. “Will you mount your horses” he said, “and
follow me?’

Then he pushed his horse forward, directly up the doping walls of the pass.

CHAPTER THREE
Salamaan Pass, Northern Kingdoms




| saiah dismounted at the very top of the pass, giving his horse a chance to recover from the steep,
difficult climb. He let the reinstrail loose, and the stalion wandered off, nosing among the sonesfor any
stray blade of grass.

Behind him thefive other riders did the same, not spesking, Maximilian and Ishbel carefully keeping to
opposite sdes of the group as they had done on the ride up the mountain.

I saiah walked to a point where he could stand on alarge, flat-topped rock and stare south. He could see
the smudge of Hairekeep in the distance, and beyond that farther still Isaiah fancied he could just make
out ablack haziness that might be Sakkuth.

Aghat he could not see at all, but he could fed it.

The Skradlings were changing into the likeness of their master. |saiah shuddered. Since Lister had told
him about the Skradlings, Isaiah’s dreams had been disturbed by nightmarish visons of what lay ahead.

Skraelings, hundreds of thousands, if not millions of them, under the control of Kanubai.
Or of DarkGlass Mountain, and Isaiah did not know which wasworse,
Where are you, Lister? he asked. What are you doing?

| am south of Hosea, my friend, traveling with ahorde of creaturesthat | no longer fed comfortable
caling Skradlings. They no longer tolerate me so well, and | stay out of their way.

A pause, then Lister continued. Pray to the heavens, my friend, that they pass you by on their way south.
Isaiah shivered, breaking off the connection, and turned around.

Axis had come up close, and was looking down into the pass at the dowly winding column asit moved
north.

“Why do | get thefeding,” Axissaid softly, not looking at Isaiah, “that what you are about to say will
shatter worlds?’

“Worlds are dready shattering, my friend,” said Isaiah. “Perhgpswhat | say now will help rebuild them.”
Hewalked closer to the grouping of Maximilian, StarDrifter, Sdlome, and Ishbdl.

“My lord,” Isaiah said to Maximilian, “do | have permission to speek?’

Everyone, save Axis, looked between Maximilian and Isaiah in surprise at both Isaiah’ swords and tone.
“Better you than me,” said Maximilian.

Isaiah nodded. “Very well.” Heturned to the others. “1 need to tell you atae. | will be asbrief as| can.
Some of you"—he glanced at |shbel—*will have heard parts of it before.

“Thisisatae of my land, now caled Isembaard,” Isaiah continued, “and of the Northern Kingdoms from
Escator to the Outlands, and including Viland, Gershadi, and Berfardi. All of these lands are wedded
together more strongly than you can imagine. It isthe legend of Kanubai, the chaos of that time before
life, and it isthetde of the Lord of Elcho Faling.”

I saiah paused, walking dowly about the top of the mountain, his boots scrunching in theloose grave,
every eye save Maximilian' sfixed on him.



Maximilian had turned very dightly, and was now looking into the distance over the western FarReach
Mountains

“Inthebeginning,” Isaiah said, “and for an infinity of time there was nothing but the darkness of Chaos,
who called himself Kanuba. Kanubai grew tired of hislonely existence, and so heinvited Light and
Water to be his companions. Chaos and Light and Water coexisted harmonioudy, but then one day Light
and Water merged, just for an ingtant of time, but in that instant they conceived achild—L.ife.

“Kanubai wasjedlousof Life, for it was the child of the union of Light and Water and he had been
excluded from that union. He set out to murder Life, to consume it with darkness and subject it to Chaos,
but Light and Water united against him in order to protect their child. Aided by agreat mage, Light and
Water defeated Kanubai in battle, and they interred hisremainsin an abyss. They stoppered this abyss
with asparkling, life-giving river, which combined the best of Light and of Water, and they hoped that
Chaos was trapped for dl time.”

Isaiah gave asmall smile, looking at each of hisaudiencein turn. “The mage who aided Light and Water
was aman they knew only asthe Lord of Elcho Faling. It was he who defeated Kanubai in amajor
battle that raged for months through day and night over thisentire land, and he defeated him only with the
aid of Light and Water, who were hisweapons.”

Again he paused. “And who are his servants.”
“You are Water incarnate, are you not, Isaigh?” Axissaid. “And Ligter...Light?’
“Yes” Isaiah said.

Axistook adeep, deep breath, glancing once more at Maximilian, who gill regarded the far distance asif
it werefascinating. “Go on,” Axissaid to Isaiah.

“We mug shift forward intime, many millennia,” Isaiah said. “To atime some two thousand years ago.”

Very briefly, Isaiah told the group the tale he' d told I1shbel. How the Magi had buiilt their glass pyramid,
through which they meant to touch Infinity, over the precise point where Water and Light had placed the
stopper to Kanubai’ s abyss. Boaz had opened the pyramid into Infinity, and in the doing cracked the
stopper. Kanubai had been crawling hisway free ever since.

“Thisiswherethelegend of Kanubai and that of the Lord of Elcho Faling begin to merge once again,”
Isaiah said. “Boaz was amagus of the land, and one so powerful he headed the entire Threshold project,
but he was the son of anortherner, aman called Avadamon, amage the likes of which few of us have
ever met.”

“Ahl” Maximilian said. “We had never known what happened to Avadamon! How ironic, Isaiah, thet his
issue caused the stopper holding Kanubai to crack.”

“Aye, ironicindeed,” Isaiah sad.

“I didn’t know,” said Maximilian. “No one knew where he' d got to. We thought him logt. Isthat
where...” Heglanced at 1shbel.

“Yes” sadlsaiah, “lshbel isadirect descendant of Avaldamon’slinethrough hisson, Boaz.”
“So that iswhere the connection happened,” Maximilian said. “I could not work it out.”

“Will one or both of you start to spesk sense?’ Ishbel said. “What are you trying to say?’



Isaiah looked pointedly at Maximilian, and he sighed, and stepped close to the group so that he became
fully apart of it.

“Avadamon’ seder brother, named Fledge, wasthe Lord of Elcho Falling at that time,” Maximilian said.
“Yes” Ishbd said, “I know this. | just don't understand what this has to do with you, Maximilian.”

“Ishbel,” Maximilian said, “the name of the House of Elcho Fdling is Persmius. | am the current Lord of
Elcho Fdling. You are dso of the family of Perasmius. | knew it thefirst time touched you. | am
descended from Fedge, you from Avadamon.”

Ishbel stared at him. Her face was white, her eyes huge, and she trembled very dightly where she stood.
Sdome cameto her, and put a hand about her waist, but 1shbel scarcdly fdlt it.

Maxd wasthe Lord of Elcho Faling? Maxel?

“Kanubai isrisen,” said Isaiah. “Water and Light are once more incarnate. The Lord of Elcho Falling
needs to assume the throne of his mountain fortress at the edge of the world.”

“Redly?’ said Salome. “Whereisthat, then? 1’ ve never heard of it.”

“Thefortress of Elcho Faling,” said Maximilian, “fdl into disuse perhaps two thousand years ago, fairly
soon after Avaldamon went south. It was abandoned by the L ords of Elcho Falling, who took up
resdencein their summer palace, now the king's paace in Escator.” He took a deep breath. * Elcho
Fallingis Serpent’'sNest.”

“And Ishbdl,” said Isaiah, “through the knowledge gained in her training as archpriestess of the Call, is
the one who shdl need to unwind it for Maximilian—to present to him histhrone. Sheisfar lessan
archpriestess of the Cail than sheis of Elcho Faling, whichis her inheritance, too.”

Ishbel finaly found her voice. *Y ou’ ve been manipulating everyone slivesfor al of our lives, haven't you,
Isaiah? My parents, my entire family...were they murdered so that | would be raised within Serpent’s
Nest? What of Maximilian? Were his seventeen years of hell necessary to hone him for the crown he
needed to assume? Did you alow achild to endure anightmare, and ayouth to lose haf hislife, just so
that you could mold usinto what you wanted?’

“Lister and | did what was necessary,” Isaiah said, “to save usal from Kanubai. The future restsin your
hands, Maximilian and Ishbd.”

“Wdl,” muttered Axis, “thank the sarsit’ s not up to methistime.”

CHAPTER FOUR
Salamaan Pass, Northern Kingdoms

R avennahad no ideawhere Maximilian was. She’ d searched up and down the column, had virtualy
exhausted hersdlf and her horse, and dmost burst into tears of relief when she saw him, StarDrifter, and
Sdomeriding to rgoin the column from apath that led into the mountains.

“Maxel? Where have you been? |’ ve been so worried.”

He gave her aglance, but kept riding so that Ravenna had to push her horse to catch up enough to hear
hisanswer.



“I’ve been out riding,” he said.

Ravennalooked at StarDrifter and Salome, knowing something had happened, but that they were not
likely totdll her.

What were they up to? It involved Ishbel, no doubt. A pang, part of anger, part of jealousy, shot through
her.

“Maxd?’ shesad again.

“WEe ve been speaking with Isaiah,” Maximilian said. “ It was nothing important, Ravenna.”

“Y ou were not so very surprised at the story | related, Axis,” Isaiah said. He and Axiswere |eft done
atop the mountain pesk.

Axisgave ashake of hishead. “I’d heard alittle bit of it from Maxedl before we left Sakkuth. The
rest...wdl, thedetails | did not know, but none of it surprised me.” His mouth twitched. “And | am glad
it won't be meto save theworld thistime.”

“Consdering you did such ashitty job of it the last time around, Axis, I'd be hardly likely to hand it on to
you.”

Axislaughed. He waved ahand at the column grinding its dow way through Salamaan Pass. “And thisis
evacuation rather than invason, am | right?’

|saiah nodded. “Invasion was the only concept my generals could accept.”
“The Skradlings are heading south.”

“They will provide Kanubai with hisarmy.”

“Stars, Isaiah, what about the millions of peopleleft behind?’

“We can leave the Sdlamaan Pass open for some weeks after the Skraglings have moved into
Isembaard, but once Kanuba moves, we shall haveto closeit againgt his eventual march into the north.
People will be able to flee north once word of the Skraglings spreads.”

They were quiet amoment, thinking about the terror that would spread throughout |sembaard. Axis
hoped that the news would spread fast, and that many would have the chance to make their escape.

“And me, Isaiah?’ Axissaid eventudly. “1 have afeding that thereisafar greater reason for you to have
dragged me back from degth other than to have auseful counsdlor for your more insecure moments.”

“Aye, thereis. Thefird reason that |, that Maximilian, needed you back you can see before you.
Kanubal isgoing to invade the north, Axis. Heis going to try and destroy both Elcho Falling and itslord
before they have achance to destroy him. Maximilian will need an army, and heisgoing to need a
generd who can command it for him. Y ou are that man.”

Isaiah now turned to look at Axisdirectly.

“The second reason Maximilian needs you is because he is going to need afriend. Someone who has
been through what he now faces—the assumption of an ancient title, the resurrection of an ancient realm,
in order to repel an even more ancient enemy. Thereis no one about him now who can provide that



friendship, saveyou.”
“Not Ishbe ?’
“No,” said Isaiah, “not Ishbel.”

That evening, just as Maximilian and his group werefinishing their evening med, 1shbd waked into the
ardeaf firdight.

“Maximilian? Would it be possible to spesk with you?”

She looked gaunt and anxious, and held her cloak gripped tightly about her.

“Have you not done enough?’ Ravennasaid. “You can't just walk in here and—"

“Ravenna,” Venetiasaid in alow voice, gripping her daughter’ sarm.

“Maximilian,” 1shbe said, ignoring Ravenna. “We need to talk about what |saiah said today. Please.”
Maximilian gave anod, risng to hisfest.

“Maxed—" Ravennabegan, making to rise hersdlf, but Venetialiteraly hauled her back to the ground.

“No!” Venetia hissed as Maximilian and Ishbel faded away into the night. “Y ou need to let them spesk,
Ravenna. Alone!”

Ravenna stared at her mother, then reluctantly nodded.

Venetia studied her, wishing she knew what to say. She' d watched her daughter work her way into
Maximilian’s bed, and she' d seen—clear to anyone save her blinded daughter—his reluctance to keep
her there. Venetia had traveled with Maximilian for many weeks now, and she thought she knew the man.
Guilt and honor bound him tightly, as did hiswish not to hurt Ravenna sfedings, whom he felt he owed
for hisreleasefromthe Veins.

But guilt and honor and debt did not make a good foundation for arelationship, particularly when
Maximilian gill yearned for Ishbel.

“Ravenng,” Venetiasaid gently, “Maximilian will break your heart eventudly. Y ou do know that, don’t
you?’

“Helovesme”
Venetialooked acrossthe fire to Sdlome and StarDrifter, both watching and listening carefully.

“Hedoes,” said Ravenna. “We ve been through so much together. Y ou just don’t understand.”

“Maximilian, | had no ideayou werethe Lord of Elcho Faling. I'm sorry.”

They had found a spot relatively isolated from the campfires and people, but one with enough light cast
from the many firesthat they could see each other’ sfaces.

Maximilian looked at her, noting the hollowed cheeks, the overly bright eyes. Shelooked very tense and



nervous, but she aso looked more open and honest than he’ d ever seen her.

He wished she could have found that honesty far sooner. He wished he could have been the kind of man
she could have been honest with.

“Y ou never gave me achanceto tell you,” he said.
“What | said, inthe woodsman’'shut...”
She couldn’t go on, but both of them heard her words echo through their minds.

| hate him. Over theyears|’ve had visons of him, and always| know that if ever he catches me, then he
will wrap my lifein unbearable pain and sorrow, for pain and sorrow trail in the darkness a his shoulders
likeamiasma | know hewill ruin my life. Hewill ruin theworld.

“Doyou gill fed that way, 1shbd ?’

She hung her heed, fiddling with her hands.

“Doyou 4till dream of me, 1shbe ?’

Her head came up again, her eyes bright with tears. She nodded.
“And arethey dill the same?’

“Worse,” shewhispered.

Maximilian sighed. “What did you want to say to me tonight, Ishbel ”’
“Judt...just that...that | wassorry. | wish...”

“Don’'t get started on the apologies and the wishes, Ishbd. It isfar too late for that.”
“Thereissomething else”

“y e

“What | learned today—that you had been kept in the Veins for seventeen years—made mefed ill. | find
it difficult to believe that someone could do that to you.”

“I don’'t want to talk about it, Ishbel. It does no good. Besides, they also put you through the horror of
your parents’ deaths.”

“But seventeen years, Maxd!”
He noted the use of the familiar, but was too tired to correct it.
“Itisover and past now, Ishbdl.”

“No,” shesaid, “I don't think it is.” She paused, deliberating what to say next, knowing it could drive a
further wedge between them, but wanting quite desperately to let him know she did know what it had
been likefor him.

“A longtimeago,” Ishbel said, “when we were dmost happy, that night in the woodsman’ s hut, when we
made love...Maxd, one of my skillsisto uncoil memories. When you dept, | lay my hand on that scar on
your |eft hip, and uncoiled—"



“I don’t want to hear this, Ishbel!”

She was crying now, silent tearsthat did down her cheeks. “I know what it was like for you, Maxel.”
He half turned away, moving ahand dightly asif to wave awvay her words.

“What do they want of us?’ she said after alengthy silence.

“To savethisland from Kanuba.”

“I have no idea how.”

He gaveasmall smileat that. “Neither do|. | fear it isagreat mistake choosing meto try to savethe
world.”

“I could not think of anyone better to choose,” Ishbel said softly, but Maximilian did not heer it, for he
had turned and walked away.

Five daysater, Isaiah’ sinvasion force moved into the Outlands.

They met with some minor resistance from small bands of men, but they were quelled within hours.
There was nothing between Isaiah and the north.

Nothing between Maximilian and Elcho Fling.

CHAPTER FIVE
Pelemer e, the Northern Kingdoms

L ook,” sad Sirus, “if we atack from hisleft flank, we [l—"

“That' s shit-talk and well you know it,” said Fulmer, King of Hosea. “That’sall you can talk, yes? You
couldn't fight your way out of abrothd, let done—"

“Shut up,” said Maat, weariness evident in voice and posture and haggard expression. “Just shut up,
Fulmer. Y ou do not help the Stuation et all.”

“Andyou can?’ Fulmer said, hisvoicerigng alittle, betraying hisyouth and inexperience.

Malat sghed, moving away from the other two kings and pouring himsalf a cup of warmed wine, buying
time before he had to answer. The past few months had been stupidity personified as the three kings of
the Central Kingdoms pitted their armies againgt that of the Outlanders, whose forces were led by Chief
Alm Georgdi, who had replaced the murdered Rilm Evenor asthe war leader of the Outlander tribes.

In theory, the armies of the Central Kingdoms should have destroyed the Outlanders. Their combined
forceswere four times the size of Georgdi’s, they had considerably more resources, they fought on their
own territory, which meant they did not have the long supply linesthat Georgdi did, and their armies were

better equipped.
Unfortunately, superiority in theory did not trand ate to success on the battlefield.

They had fought Georgdi up and down the plains between Pelemere and Hosea and, while Georgdi had



enjoyed no mgjor victories, he had suffered no defeats, either. Hisarmy waswdl disciplined, highly
motivated, and battle-killed.

And it enjoyed the supreme advantage of having but one |eader.

On the other hand, the Central Kingdoms armies suffered from lack of coordination, lack of cohesion,
and three supreme commanders who bickered constantly among themsalves and who could barely agree
on the day of the week, let alone a coherent battle Strategy.

“Georgdi isin danger of surrounding us,” Maat said, turning back to the other two, hiswine untasted.
“We ve managed to get oursalves stuck inthis...” He caught himself just before he said nightmare of an
indefengble city. “ Stuck herein Pelemere. Our supplies arelow to the point of nonexistence. Winter
settled in amonth early. We don't have soldiers used to fighting on starvation rations in the middle of
snowdrifts...and Georgdi does. Gods, my friends, they’ ve fought the Skraglingsin Viland for decades.
Fulmer, have you heard anything from the supply train that was leaving Hosea two weeks ago? We need
those supplies, man. Badly.”

“I’ve heard nothing,” said Fulmer. “None of the scouts have yet returned.”

Malat and Sirus exchanged aworried look. No one had heard anything from the north for at least ten
days. The entire area had been blanketed by snowstorms, yes, but they should have heard something.

“I think—" began Sirus, when he was interrupted by the door opening and one of his captains entering.
The captain bowed, excusing himsdf for the interruption.

“Sire” hesaid, “Chief Georgdi Sts his horse outside the city gates, requesting a parley.”

“What?" said Fulmer. “He has come to surrender?’

“No,” said the captain, “he says he has come to warn of the approach of atide of death.”

BroadWing EvenBeat fought hisway through the gusts of snow, hiswings barely able to hold him doft.
He wasterrified.

He d never encountered astorm like this. It wasn't itsferocity so much aswhat it was.

Not just wind.

Not just snow.

Therewas something eseinthear about him.

BroadWing couldn’t see the creatures, but he could hear them, and he could fed them. Whispers, cold,
soft fingers brushing hisface, hisarms, hisbely.

And sometimes, so fleeting he thought he' d imagined it, aface, an I carii face, floating before him.
A cold smilelighting itsfeatures.

Then it would be gone, and BroadWing would be left to fight hisway through the storm once more,
desperate to get to Pelemere, desperate to warn the northern kings of what approached.



“Tell Georgdi he has our word,” said Malat. “ He enjoys safe harbor whilein Pelemere.”

Asthe captain left, Malat looked significantly at Fulmer. “He does enjoy safe harbor while under the
parley flag, Fulmer.”

“Perhaps he wants to surrender,” said Fulmer.

“And perhaps you' re nothing but ayoung fool,” said Sirus, Sitting down in achair. “1t might be better to
dlow Mdat and mysdif to talk to Georgdi.”

“If it wasn't for my forcesand my supplies—" Fulmer began.

“Yes” sad Mdat, “and we re more than grateful, Fulmer. | don’'t know what we would have done
without you. But | think it isimportant to hear what Georgdi hasto say. He has fought with nothing but
honor, and | don’t expect anything else from him now.”

Fulmer grunted, but he said no more, and joined Malat at the table with Sirus.
He hoped they would make Georgdi stand.

Chief Alm Georgdi was nothing like what any of the three men had expected. Somehow, Maat thought,
asthe Outlander entered the room accompanied by three of hismen, al unarmed (and onelooking as
though he’ d come straight from the battlefield, given his grubby clothing and exhausted features), they’d
awaysimagined Georgdi as an enormous bear of aman. A hulk, rippling with muscle, and probably
bristling with afull beard and curling mustachios aswell.

Instead, Georgdi proved to be atrim man of good height, short of hair and clean-shaven, who looked as
if he should be ascholar rather than afar-too-successful warlord. His attire was stylish, his manner
elegant, his eyes bright and honest.

Malat instantly knew that whatever news he brought, it wasn't going to be good.
An gpproaching tide of death?

Georgdi waved asde dl formaities and offers of refreshment, pulling out achair and sitting at the table
without waiting for an invitetion.

“We'reintrouble,” he said, hiswell-modulated voice as el egant as the rest of his appearance.
“ S0 you have cometo surrender,” Fulmer said.
Malat closed hiseyes briefly and prayed for patience.

“All of usareintrouble,” said Georgdi, ignoring Fulmer and looking between Srusand Maat,
ingtinctively knowing the better men at the table even before Fulmer had opened his mouth. “And al our
families besides. Many of them will aready be dead. Our petty little battles must be forgotten in the face
of what approaches.” He turned, gesturing to the disheveled and exhausted man who' d entered with him
and who now took a step forward.

“ThismanisJdia,” said Georgdi. “Lord Warden of the Eastern Plains Province of Gershadi. Fulmer, you
know him, surely? Y es, well. Jdia’ s hometown isHornridge. He staggered into my camp late last night.
Hid?



“I have been running south for these past six weeks,” Jdid said, and the three kings went cold at the
sound of hisvoice, because it echoed with hopel essness, “trying to keep ahead of death.”

“Oh, for gods' sakes, man,” said Mdat, riang from his seet, “what have you to tell us?’

“Severd million Skradlings are gpproaching,” said Jdid, hisvoice fill dead. “ They ate their way through
Hornridge. No one survived.”

Jdlid looked at Fulmer. “Hoseaisno more. Everyone, everyone, is dead. And asthey come farther
south, asthey feed, they are growing stronger, larger. .. different. Gods, sometimes | have caught glimpses
of some of them who bore the heads of jackals! The creatures are now streaming toward Pelemere.

They are perhaps aday away, maybe two if you're lucky. Get everyone out. Get them out!”

“Nothing will stop the Skradlings,” said Georgdi in atone as casud and even asif he were discussing the
arrangementsfor abreskfadt. “I know Skraelings. | fought them with Evenor in Viland. They are
murderous in bands of afew score, and amost impossible in bands of afew hundred. Millions? Let done
the millions of what Jdlid describes? | am not even going to attempt to stay and fight on these plains. You
arewelcometo your Pelemere and your Centrd Kingdoms, gentlemen. Within minutes| am going torise
from this chair and ride back to my army, which | shall gather about me and with al hasteride, flee, back
into the Outlands, which | can elther hope the Skraglingswill ignore, or where we might have some
chance of containing them in the passes between the FarReach Mountains and the Sky Peaks. What you
doisyour choice. If you decide to abandon your kingdoms—which, frankly | advise, because you stand
no chance against these Skradlings—then you may flee with me. The more of usthere areto battle the
Skradlingsin the mountain passes, if it comesto that, the more hope we have of standing firm against
them.”

Fulmer, Maat, and Sirus stared at him. For the moment none of them could spesk.

“Y ou havelost your kingdoms,” Georgdi said, his voice now softer. “By the end of thisweek they will
have vanished beneath a seething tide of death. Get who and what you can out now. Y ou have aday,
two at the most. Sit there and gape if you wish, but, frankly, I’ d be moving.”

With that he pushed his chair back and rose. “1 don't have timeto linger here. My armies spent the night
packing, we will be gone by midmorning.”

“It'sdl lies” Fulmer said, white with shock.
“No,” Mdat said quietly, “itisn't.”

“The Skradings?’ said Sirus. “Millions? What is happening? They’ ve never comethisfar south before.,
And in such numbers...What in the world are they doing?’

“They areled by aman caled Ligter,” said Jdid. “He styleshimsdlf the Lord of the Skraglings. His
Skradlings are swvarming south. Migrating. My lords, | beg you. Flee. Flee”

“| do not think news can come much worsethan this” said Georgdi. “| think—"

“News can get worse,” said avoice from the window, accompanied by ablast of cold air.
Everyone legpt to their fet, turning to face the intruder.

An Icarii man was balanced on the window ledge, one hand till on the shutters which he' d opened.

“My nameis BroadWing EvenBest,” the Icarii man said. He jumped down to the floor, soreading his



hands to show hewas unarmed. “And | did not think | would surviveto get thisfar.”
“What news?’ said Georgdi.

“Isaiah, Tyrant of Isembaard,” said BroadWing, “hasjust led an army of amillion men or more out of the
Sdamaan Passinto the Outlands. Adab hasfalen. They aredlied, | think, thisLister and Isaiah. And
we’—he gestured, taking in everything from Hosea to the FarReach Mountains—*are al but dead, for
thereisnowhereto flee”

“How do you know this?” Georgdi said.

“For weeks | have been looking about the FarReach Mountains, scouting for Maximilian, who entered
Isembaard,” BroadWing said. “My companions and | had reached the eastern parts of the mountains
when another Icarii warned us”

“What intheworld isMaximilian doing in Isembaard?’ Fulmer said.

“I don't think any of us havetimefor that story right now,” BroadWing said.

CHAPTER S X
The Sky Peak Passes

M alat had aways thought he would not fear death when it came, but would accept it with courage and
honor.

Of course, he' d never envisioned adeath like this.

It was not just that death beckoned, or that death strode through the snow toward him, but that it was
taking so damned long about it. The continuing terror, day after day, week after week, was not
something Maat had ever thought to endure, and it had sapped his courage and honor and fortitude.

They’ d fled Pelemere with Georgdi. Not everyone came. At least hdf the population of the city had
refused to believe that a sea of Skraelings seethed down toward them—and who could blame them for
disbelieving? They’ d stayed, despite desperate shouted warnings, and now they were dead.

Mala remembered how, three hours after riding out of Pelemere, he'd pulled hishorseto ahdt and
looked back.

Pelemere should have been clearly visble—ablack blot on ahill inthe middle of avast plain.
Instead it had vanished benesth an undulating river of gray.

Skradlings.

Eding.

Malat, asdl those who' d pulled their horsesto a hat with him and looked back, could not quite
comprehend what he saw. He could not imagine that number of Skraglings; of any creature. HE' d sat his
horse, his mouth agape, and stared, and it was only afew minutes later, when one of his men screamed,
that he' d looked to hisnorth.

A wave of Skradlingswas less than five hundred paces away, and approaching fast.



Thus began the nightmare. Almost three weeks of consgtant battling, of bunching together, of fighting, of
running, running, running eastward as fast asthey could. Mdat estimated that between Georgdi, Fulmer,
Sirus, and himself, they’ d escaped Pelemere with two hundred thousand people—both soldiers and
civilians. Now Malat would be surprised if there were any more than fifteen thousand | ft.

Fulmer was dead, lost that first day.

Sirusdso, lost aweek later when his horse stumbled and then collapsed as a score of Skraglings
swvarmed over it.

The only reason any of them were still alive was because the bulk of the Skraglings were till to the west.
Eating, Mdat supposed; feeding through the Central Kingdoms toward Kyros.

Sometimes, when he managed to snatch afew minutes' rest, Maa would weep, thinking of hiswife and
remaining children, of al those he loved sitting in Kyros, not understanding that within days, weeks at the
most, they would be eaten by these damned. ..damned. ..

Malat wanted to die. He wanted to succumb to the Skraglings' teeth, to their claws, their hunger.

But aways, every timethey faced renewed attack, something in Maat forced him to take up the sword
agan, and widld it, and somehow survive.

For another day.

They werein the western reaches of the Sky Peak Passes now. Georgdi, till dive and somehow il in
control, till hopeful, said that if they could reach agorge he knew of afew days' travel aheed, then they
would have achance. It had a narrow mouth, apparently, and they could defend themselves more easily
there.

Malat didn't redlly care anymore. He put onefoot in front of the other, or sat his horse staring sightlesdy
ahead as it somehow managed to put one foot ahead of the other, and he forced food and water down
histhroat as needed, and he wrapped himsdlf againgt the increasingly bitter cold. About him, the few
civilians and soldiers who survived bunched together for security and warmth and similarly trudged
forward, defending themselves from never-ending attacks by groups of Skraglings, losing afew more
comrades with each attack.

Malat thought there must be atrail of blood leading back to whatever remained of Pelemere.

That they survived at al was dueto the Icarii. Not only BroadWing EvenBest, the man who had warned
them of the |sembaardian invasion into the Outlands, but severa score of others who had joined him.
They warned of approaching Skraglings, scouted clear routes through the territory ahead, and they were
skilled bowmen and women, attacking Skraelings from above. They’d lost afew of their number, and
Maat, as Georgdi, wasincaculably grateful to them. They could have fled, thiswas not their fight, but
they didn’t. They stayed, and hel ped, and died, and Mdat, who' d never had much respect for the
birdmen, now admired them immensdly.

But hedtill didn't think any of them would survive.

Winter closed in with tight, cruel fingers. Every few days heavy snowstorms envel oped them, and in those
gorms...

BroadWing said ghogts lived in them. Perhaps the ghosts of I carii long dead, he didn’t know, but they
were dmost asterrifying asthe Skraglings, although they did not attack or maim or murder. They smply
terrified with sudden gppearances, their etheredl faces materidizing in the snow before vanishing again,



aways accompanied by the barely audible beat of wings, and a constant undertone of whispering...

Malat could not understand how any of them would survive. If, by some miracle, they outran and
outfought the Skradings, and if these snow ghostsfindly left them done, then they sill had amillion
| sembaardians with which to cope.

Their world wasfdling gpart, and Maat did not think anything left within it could possibly endure,

Alm Georgdi wasthefirgt to hear the beat of gpproaching wings.

Hewas huddled in front of acampfire, hisface haggard, his hands trembling from both wearinessand
cold.

Helooked up, hoping it was not bad news.

BroadWing EvenBest landed afew feet away, staggering alittle. He was exhausted, aswas everyone
dse

“Georgdi,” hesad.
Georgdi grunted. Bad news, then.

BroadWing staggered forward, amost collapsing as he sat before the fire. His face was white with cold
and fatigue.

“Georgdi,” he whispered.
“What isit?" Georgdi snapped.
“The Skradlings,” BroadWing said. “The Skraglings....they have abandoned the Centra Kingdoms.”

Georgdi stared at BroadWing, not able to understand what the birdman said. Abandoned the Centra
Kingdoms?*“ They’ ve returned to their frozen wastes?” he said.

“No,” BroadWing said, “they’ ve swarmed into the FarReach Mountains. Every last one of them. The
mountains are covered with them.”

“Whet...why?"

“They are moving en masse into Isembaard,” BroadWing said. “ For the moment we' re safe. From the
Skradlings, at least.”

CHAPTER SEVEN
The Sky Peak Passes

L ister sood with Eleanon, Bingded, and Inardlie on asnowy platform high in anarrow gorge within the
northern FarReach Mountains.

Below them the last ten thousand or so of the Skraglings swarmed southward.

Millions had passed by in the last day or S0, desperate to reach DarkGlass Mountain. They were now
moving supernaturally fast, dmost flowing over the ground, pulled by Kanubai’ s power. By now, Lister



reckoned, thefirst waves of Skraelings would be seething dmost to the gates of DarkGlass Mountain.

He could hardly bear to think of what might be happening to northwestern Isembaard as the Skradling
nation swept through.

Above them, snowflakes drifted gently down from heavy clouds, settling on rocks and clinging to
crevices.

Asthey settled, very dowly they transformed into ice-covered lumps.

The Ledfast nation. Hundreds of thousands of them covering the FarReach Mountains. Thiswas asfar
south asthey, or Lister, would come. |sembaard might have afew more weeks, but then it would be
Kanubai’sand DarkGlass Mountain’ s entirely.

Lister sighed. “It comes to passthen. The Skraglings hurry to their truelord.”

“Pity the Isembaardians,” said Eleanon, watching the Skraglings. “ They can have no idea of what is about
to descend on them.”

“Isaiahand | could not warn them,” Lister said quietly. “Isaiah did what he could to get as many of his
people out of the area as possible. The Salamaan Passwill remain open for aweek or so for refugees,
but then...”

“Then the Lealfast will do what they haveto in order to keep these northern plainsfree, for aslong as
possible, from the armies of Kanubai,” said Eleanon.

“Kanuba will do everything he canto get to Elcho Fdling,” said Ligter. “He |l need to attack before the
Lord of Elcho Fdling atainshisfull strength.”

“Wewill do everything we haveto,” said Eleanon, “but we pray to al gods above, and to the Star Dance
that runs through our souls, that the Lord of Elcho Faling rises soon. Without him we are dl doomed.”

“Liger!” said Inardle. “What isthat?’
At her darmed voice, everyone looked to where she pointed.

A black shape climbed up the steep dope of the gorge on which they dl stood. From this distance it
looked half bat, haf spider, and it certainly moved with the speed and agility one might expect from a
creature bred from those parents, but asit grew closer the figure resolved itsdlf into that of aman
wrapped in ablack cloak (abet fill climbing with the speed and agility of some creature of the night), a
satchel dung over hisback.

Lister laughed, and relaxed.

“Itisone of my comrades,” he said. “Y ou have not met him, for he has been in Escator these many years

pest”

Within minutes the man had climbed to join them. Tall and spare with thick dark hair over lively eyes, the
man embraced Lister, then shook the hands of the Lealfast present as Lister introduced them. “Thisis
Vorgus” sad Liger. “He hasbeen ‘minding’ Maximilian.”

“I have watched the Skradings passby,” said Vorgus. “It isal happening, then.”

“Y ou seem somewhat delighted at the notion,” said Inardle.



“Y ou haven't been stuck in Escator these past thirty odd years,” said Vorgtus. “I’'m dying for abit of
excitement.”

Inardle gave him astrange ook, then raised an eyebrow at Eleanon.

“Maximilianwill need you soon,” said Liger. “It isdifficult to imagine that Isaiah has not yet broached the
subject of Elcho Faling with him.”

“Elcho Fdling,” Vorsussaid. “1 cannot wait.”

“Ashesad,” Lister remarked drily, “he’ s the one who has been stuck in Escator all these years while we
have had the delightful company of the cursed Skraglings.”

“Whereislsaah now?’ said Vorstus.

“Somewhere close to the Sky Pesks Pass,” said Lister. He rubbed his hands together, asif suddenly
tired of the cold, windy vantage point they occupied. “ Shal wejoin him, then?’

Northwestern Isembaard, from the western banks of the Lhyl to the far western branch of the FarReach
Mountains, was aroiling nightmare. Skraglings—or what had once been Skradlings—had seethed out of
the FarReach Mountains and washed down over the northern plains of Isembaard like arotting
inundation of death. Many people had died under the sudden, unexpected ondaught, athough some
managed to escape west into the mountains, but within aday of the creatures emerging from the
FarReach Mountains, northwest |sembaard was utterly logt.

Thefirst wave of dog-headed creatures had reached DarkGlass Mountain aweek or so after they'd
crossed into |sembaard. They seethed over the glass pyramid, climbing over each other in order to reach
its capstone, then diding down the far sde. Within moments the entire pyramid was covered with a
writhing mass of gray, partly transparent creatures, their dog muzzles davering in excitement.

Deep ingde DarkGlass Mountain, Kanubai raised his own muzzle and howled.

The mass of Skraglings covering the pyramid screamed at the sound echoing benesth their bodies, and
they tore off thousands of the plates of glassin their desperation to find the shafts that led directly into the
Infinity Chamber.

Where waited Kanubai.

When thefirgt creatures arrived in the chamber, they abased themselves before Kanubai, rolling over on
the floor and presenting their belliesto him, that he could suckle from them all their life s blood.

By morning, when Kanubai would have had the opportunity to suckle lifdess afew thousand of the
cregtures, adevil-sun would rise over Isembaard, and it would emerge, not from the east, but from
DarkGlass Mountain.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Entranceto the Sky Peak Passes, the Outlands

F rom the Sdlamaan Pass, Isaiah’ s vast army moved inexorably north. Adab and Margdit fell with nary a
murmur. Neither port nor city had been built to withstand Sieges, and they had no military defense, for dl
the fighting men were west with Georgdi.




No one had expected athreat from the south.

No one, for amoment, thought to try and resist thisjuggernaut, sweeping through like an inexorable,
unstoppabletide.

Isaiah sent aforce of some twenty thousand men into Adab, and some forty thousand into Margdlit, to
keep them submissive and to secure his own rear, but he did not enter either place himsdlf. Instead he
pushed north, north, and then dightly northeast, moving the column asfast as possible.

Isaia’ sroute north was accomplished with virtuadly no military action whatsoever. Village after village,
town after town, had laid down before him without afight. Most Outlander men were fighting with
Georgdi to the west, and none who remained was stupid enough to attempt resistance.

By thetime Isaiah had reached the west of the Outlands, aday’stravel from the Sky Peak Pass, he had
something like athird of the numbersthat he' d led through Salamaan Pass. Therest he' d left at various
locations dong hiswinding trail northward, partly to guard hisrear and to keep the Outlanders
subservient, but mostly because he smply could not sustain and feed such amassive number of people
himsalf. The Outlands would need to dig deep into their reserves of food, and no doubt their resentment
would grow by the day, but very soon, Isaiah reasoned privately, they would have far more, and far
worse, things to worry abouit.

The remaining third of Isaiah’s column consisted of the core of his army—his best and most experienced
fighting men. It aso contained hisfive generas (irritated at the lack of fighting, but contented with the
spailsin territory gained thusfar), as | saiah wanted none of them left behind to become bored and
perhaps decide to embark on some military adventures of their own, aswell as Axis, Maximilian and his
company, and Ishbel.

Maximilian was largely content to dlow Isaiah to push north as he wished. He till had to take that find
gep of actualy assuming the mantle of the Lord of Elcho Falling, but Maximilian did not think he needed
to do that until they reached Serpent’s Nest itself. He was mildly surprised at the move to the northeast,
but Isaiah had explained to him that they might meet survivors of the Skragling terror in the Central
Kingdoms at Sky Pesks Pass. Maximilian spent hisdays riding ether with StarDrifter or with Axis,
sometimes with Isaiah, degpening his friendship with Axis and, somewhat to his surprise, with Isaiah.

In the evenings, Maximilian generdly walked the boundaries of the column’s encampment. Alone. He
spent the time deep within himsdlf, returning time and time again, in hismind, to the Twisted Tower,
wondering what he was going to do about its empty spaces. Maximilian had accepted fully that hiswere
to be the shouldersto bear the burden of Elcho Falling, but he doubted his ability to bear the weight well.

Perhaps Serpent’ s Nest held some answers, some hope.

He saw Ishbel occasondly. Sometimes they met in the evening, as Ishbel now made her camp with
StarDrifter and Salome, who shared atent set gpart from that of Maximilian, Ravenna, and Venetia.
Their brief conversations were avkward, and Maximilian supposed she was as glad as he to bresk them
off. There was no animosity between them, but there was a huge abyss of things said and done, of regret,
of loss, and of that enormous weight of sadness and despair with which Ishbel claimed he would burden
her life.

Maximilian supposed they were better off apart than together. He couldn’t bear to watch her gaze turn to
bitterness because of the grief he had brought into her life.

Besides, there was the added complication of Ravenna.



Onthisnight Maximilian sat in histent, one hand gently resting on the Weeper asit lay at hisside,
watching Ravennaand Venetia as they prepared alight evening meal. There was atension between
mother and daughter that hadn’t been there when first they’ d left Narbon so many months ago.
Maximilian was not sure what it was—he had avoided asking Ravenna—but he did know that Ravenna
had suggested none too gently to her mother that she seek somewhere elseto unroll her deeping
blankets.

Venetia had not shifted from Maximilian’ stent, for which Maximilian was grateful. He did not particularly
wish to beleft done with Ravenna, and he did not wish to cement their relationship into semiformdity by
having people say There stands Maximilian and Ravennd s tent, rather than saying, asthey did now,
There stands Maximilian and his party’ stent.

Ravennawas a problem Maximilian did not know how to solve. He'd got himsdlf so drunk that first night
in Sakkuth, both with wine and with enraged, frustrated love; he' d wanted to forget everything that he'd
seen and heard over the past evening, drink himsdlf into oblivion, and dl he' d done was further
complicate hislife. HE d known of Ravennd sinterest, she'd madeit perfectly clear to him on their
journey through the FarReach Mountains, but in the face of finding 1shbel again it had meant nothing.

Maximilian wished he had not dept with her. Ravenna had used the opportunity to dide completely into
hislife, so that now she shared hisbed every night. If she had been some nameless, anonymous woman
Maximilian would have welcomed the physicd rdlief from hisfrugtration, and he could have then thanked
the woman and asked her to leave.

But he could hardly ask Ravennato leave. Not after al she had done for him.
And mogt certainly not now.

At least with Venetiasharing the tent, he had an excuse to avoid making love with her. He found that
difficult...sober.

He sighed, imperceptibly, but Ravennaheard and turned her head to him, and Maximilian could see her
tensing, readying hersdf to rise and cometo him.

At that moment Isaiah ducked through the flap of the tent, and Maximilian rose with atoo-wide smile on
hisface.

Isaiah saw the smile, glanced at Ravenna, and grinned in return. “Maximilian, can we speek?’

“Let’'swak,” said Maximilian. “The crispness of the snow will do my head good.”

“The scouts report that there is a column of men, and some I carii, lessthan aday’ s march to the west,”
Isaiah said. They waked the northern border of the encampment, their boots crunching through the
Sow.

Maximilian could not reply immediately. “ A column”—all that would have been | eft of the fighting forces,
and perhaps even peoples, of the Central Kingdoms.

“How many?’ hesad findly.

“Perhaps fourteen or fifteen thousand,” Isaiah said, “and in a desperate state. There must be more,
Maximilian, further to the west perhaps. There must be more who have survived, | am sure of it.”



Maximilian did not want the comfort. “Fourteen or fifteen thousand?’ Gods, what had happened to
Escator? Had the Skraglings seethed that far west?

“They will reach us by noon tomorrow,” Isaiah said. “ Doubtless they shdl be surprised to seetheir old
friend traveling with theinvader.”

Maximilian spent afew minutes aone before returning to the tent.

Isaiah’ s news had shocked him. It drove home how disastrous had been the wars, and then the Skragling
invasion, for the Central Kingdoms. It particularly shocked him because heredized in ablinding flash as
| saiah spoke that the time had come to leave Escator behind him completely.

It wastimefor Elcho Falling.

Maximilian sighed. Then, suddenly, his shoulders straightened and he swiveled about on hisfeet, turning
to look northeast, toward where lay Serpent’s Nest.

The Mountain at the Edge of the World.

Home, as Ruen never had been.

Much later that night Ishbel woke from anightmare, crying out in fear.

The Lord of Elcho Faling had been standing in the snow, his back to her, when he' d dowly, dowly,
turned hisfaceto look over his shoulder at her.

The Lord of Elcho Falling wore aface, and it was Maximilian' sface, and the despair 1shbel felt now was
worse than she' d felt ever before.

“Ishbel?’ 1t was Salomée s voice, concerned. Since leaving the Sdlamaan Pass, Ishbel had traveled with
Sdome and StarDrifter, sharing atent and deepening her friendship with them both. Axis often joined
them aswdl, but he was with some of the troops tonight, no doubt indulging in soldierly camaraderie and
building useful friendshipsand dliances.

“Ishbd?’
Ishbel felt ahand on her shoulder and findly blinked into awareness.
“I’'m sorry, Sdome, | woke you.”

“Y ou woke half the encampment,” said Salome, “but now we' re all awvake, come Sp someteawith me,
and tell me of what you dreamed.”

“Oh, | don't want to—"

“Youwill gt with me, and Sptea,” said Sdome, somewhat grimly, “and you will tell me of what you
dreamed. | am sick to death of being woken up every second night with your nightmares, and StarDrifter
and | would both like to know to what we owe the pleasure. StarDrifter? Get up.”

Ishbel rose rluctantly, hearing StarDrifter grumble as he, too, sat up from his deeping roll and moved
over to the barely dight hearth in the center of the tent.



Sdomewasdl efficiency, poking lifeinto the cods, setting akettle to steep, fetching mugs from acorner.

Ishbel sat down cross-legged before the hearth, watching her with some admiration. For awoman who
had so recently grown her wings, Sdlome moved with alovely grace. Ishbel was sure that had it been
her, shewould have carelessy dragged awingtip through the coals well before now.

“I’'m sorry,” she said to StarDrifter, who was yawning to one side.

Hegaveasmall shrug. “No one can resist Sdlome. It will be she who rulesthe Icarii nation, when we
discover it, not1.”

Ishbdl saw Sdlome look at StarDrifter, saw them smile dightly at each other, and felt apang of such envy
sheactudly fdt physcdlyill.

Saome sat down herself, checked the kettle, pursed her lipsin annoyance to seeit not yet begun to
steam, then looked at Ishbel. “Tell us about the dream.”

Ishbel thought about trying to squirm her way out of it, but dmost instantly decided resstance was
useless. Besides, shetrusted both StarDrifter and Salome, and perhaps they could offer some advice.

“Itisabout Maximilian,” Ishbel said, and StarDrifter grunted.
“How surprising,” he said.

“StarDrifter!” Sdome hissed. “Go on,” she said to Ishbel. “We need to do something while waiting for
this damned kettle to bail .”

So Ishbd told them: about her experiences as achild, locked in the house with her family’ s corpses;
about what the corpses had whispered to her; about the dreams of the Lord of Elcho Falling that had
continued throughout her life; what she had said to Maximilian in the woodsman’ s hut (at which both
StarDrifter and Salome winced); about her horror when she redlized that Maximilian was the Lord of
Elcho Fdling.

“I lovehim—" Ishbd sad.

“Widl, I'm glad you can findly admit that,” Salome muttered, stirring ahandful of tealeavesinto the
kettle.

“—but | have put such a distance between usand | don’'t know how to closeit.”
“Do you actudly want to?’ said StarDrrifter.
Ishbel opened her mouth, then closed it, not knowing how to answer.

Sdome waved ahand over the kettle, dissipating some of the steam that trickled from its spout. “All this
talk of sadnessand degpair trailing about Maxd’ s shoulders,” she said. “Very dramatic. | commend your
imagination. But what do you know of this sadness and despair? | don’t doubt that you can see and fedl
it, but how do you know its origins, or purpose? It could just as well represent Ravennd s desperate
clutching at Maxe’ s shoulders.”

StarDrifter laughed, and 1shbe managed asmile.

“The despair reaches out to envelop my life,” she said. “It comesfrom Maximilian. Is caused by him. |
wishitdidn't. | wishit wasn't there, but...” Her voicetrailed off, and she gestured helplesdy.



“I have no ideawhat this miasma of despair means, Ishbel,” Sdome said, “but | seethat you lovethe
man, and heyou.”

“Ravenna—" Ishbd sad.

“Hedoesn't love her,” Slome said. “Heisirritated by her. He feelsbound to her by guilt and by the
gars done know what ese, but he doesn’t love her. Y ou. Only you.”

Shetook adeep breath. “For al the gods sakes, girl, none of us can have any ideawhat that vison you
have of Maximilian means, but this| do know. Y ou haveto live your life, and you need to take the risk.
Y ou need to clear the air between Maximilian and yoursdlf. Y ou need to makeiit perfectly plainto him
that, despite dl thistalk of anasty miasma, you want to share your life with him. Damn it, you mugt. Are
you not bound by blood and destiny? Do you not both love each other? Yes, yes, | know both of you
have made mistakes, and said and done things that perhaps you shouldn’'t have. But if you don't take the
chance, Ishbd, you will shrivel up and die, and Maximilian with you, and everyone e se with the tragic
pair of you. Ishbd, thisisthe selfish Sdome speaking herel | want to live. Sort it out with Maxel.”

Both StarDrifter and Ishbel were staring a Salome by this stage, then StarDrifter gave ashort laugh.

“I can add no more to my wife’ swisdom, Ishbel. Sort it out with Maximilian. Y ou must.”

CHAPTER NINE
Entranceto the Sky Peak Pass, the Outlands

T hey had set out asusua in the morning. Up before dawn, striking camp, trudging forward, foot after
foot—most of the horses had been eaten weeks ago. They had long since ceased sending out scouts, for
the Icarii were exhausted, and as Sick at heart as everyone else, and neither Georgdi nor Malat cared to
hear whatever bad news they might bring.

Eventuadly, they knew, they would meet up with the Tyrant of 1sembaard’ sforces. Georgdi and Maat
had discussed briefly what they would do once they met: unconditiona surrender and pray that Isaiah
would feed them. There was not aman or woman among them in any fit sate to fight, and fifteen
thousand starving, exhausted, tottering excuses for soldiers and citizens would be no match for what
they’ d heard |saiah commanded.

They had dso discussed the possibility of retreating—to Pelemere, or Kyros, or wherever. But neither
man had wanted to turn back west. For al they knew, the Central Kingdoms were utterly destroyed.
West lay only rotting flesh and ruins. East lay...something else. They just had to pray that the something
€lse was better than the rotting flesh and ruins.

It was, asaways, BroadWing who brought them the news.

There had been some words among the I carii traveling in agroup just behind and to one side of Georgdi
and Mdat, and then BroadWing had taken off, lurching alittlein histiredness as he rose into the sky.

Malat supposed that with their superior sight the Icarii had spotted something ahead.
BroadWing returned within minutes, landing afew paces away from Georgdi and Malat.
“Do | want to hear it?" Georgdi asked.

“Anarmy, massve,” BroadWing said. “ Stretching asfar east asmy eye could see.”



And that wasfar enough, Madat thought glumly.

“Beforeit,” said Broadwing, till unable to believe what his eyes had shown him, “st aline of kingson
their horses. Waiting for us.”

A line of kings, BroadWing had said, and Malat thought it true enough. Four men sat their horses afew
paces before the mightiest army Malat had ever seen, or even dreamed of .

One of them he knew, Maximilian of Escator (gods, how had Maxd joined up with thisinvasion?), and
the others BroadWing identified to Maat and Georgdi.

“Stars,” BroadWing said, “1 can hardly believeit. There, that man, that is Axis SunSoar, once StarMan
of Tencendor. Then Maximilian of Escator, who you know. Next to him is StarDrifter SunSoar, Axis
father, and now Taon of the Icarii. My king. And the final man must be Isaiah of Isembaard.”

Malat agreed with BroadWing on that point. He could think of no one else save the Tyrant of 1sembaard
who would wear such amagnificent collar of gold, or sit ahorse with such innate arrogance and power.

Malat and Georgdi stepped forward, and amoment later 1saiah pushed his horse into awalk toward
them.

They had closed haf the distance between them when suddenly there was a movement behind Isaiah.

It wastime.

Maximilian sat his horse, watching I saiah ride out to meet Malat and Georgdi, and he knew it wastime,
From the moment he' d received news of the offer of 1shbel asabride, events had pushed and pummeled
him toward this moment. Everything appeared absolutely clear, totaly straightforward. The air hung cold
and frosted about him, the snow crisp and solid benegth his horse' s hooves.

All was so lucid, so crisp, so clean.

Maximilian took adeep breeth, leaned very closeto Axis, whispering, “Back me up!” Then he pushed
his own horse after Isaiah, kicking it into a canter.

Behind him, the entire army stirred in surprise, and Isaiah’ sfive generas laid hand to their swords and
narrowed their eyes.

“What the fuck...?” Arma murmured.
Isaiah heard him coming, knew precisely who it was.
He smiled alittle, glad, and reined his own horse back.

AsMaximilian rode past him he pulled his horse to one side, bowing his head in deference.

Maat and Georgdi halted, surprised but not particularly darmed as Maximilian pulled his horseto ahalt



inaflurry of show before them.

“Welcometo the ancient past, my friends,” Maximilian said, his voice clear and strong, carrying back to
those who waited behind him. “Welcometo Elcho Falling.” His mouth gave anironic twist, and he
nodded over his shoulder, indicating the forces stretched out behind him.

“You are Maximilian of Escator?’ Georgdi said, anote of puzzlement in hisvoice.

Maximilian glanced at Maat as he spoke. “No. | am Maximilian Persmius, Lord of Elcho Faling,
commander of you and yours, of Isaiah of Isembaard and dl his, and of thisarmy behind me. | anvery
much afraid, my friends, that the war has only just begun.”

He held their eyes amoment longer, then he whedled his horse about and rode directly back to the army.

He was pleased (and relieved) to see that Axis had positioned himself dightly to one side and in front of
the spot where Isaiah’ s generals waited on their horses, their faces masks of anger.

Maximilian met Axis eyeshriefly, and Axisgave avery dight nod.

Maximilian reined in his horse before the generds. He could fed the tension rippling from not only them,
but from the entire tens of thousands of men gathered behind them. He could see, fed, intuit, the hands
reaching for swords, the mouths readying themselves to shout out the nation order, the mayhem
that gathered itsdlf to leap.

He was moments away from desth; Isaiah and Axisaswéll, Ishbel and StarDrifter and Sdlome aso.
Everything, the entire world, was a heartbeat away from complete and total disaster.

And Maximilian, for thevery firg timein hislife, felt asif hewas, findly, right where he belonged.
Purposefilled him. The Veinshad not killed him, these generds did not stand a chance againgt him, and
even Kanubai would probably lie down and cower at the sight of Maximilian atop his horse.

Maximilian laughed out loud, flinging out one arm in an extravagant gesture. “My friends, my generds, is
this not the most exquisite moment? | have surprised you, and for that you have my humblest
gpologies...asdso you have them for the fact that | now announce mysalf your commander, Axis
SunSoar and Isaiah of 1sembaard my immediate captains, to whom you shal answer and who shall speak
withmy voice”

All humor vanished from Maximilian’ svoice, and it became tight, ringing with determination. One of the
generas, Morfah, had opened his mouth to speak, but Maximilian gave him no chance.

“I anthe Lord of Elcho Fdling. This’—asif it were one with Maximilian, his horse samped one of its
front hooves on the snow—"istheland of Elcho Faling, arisen from ancient memory. Know me asyour
lord, gentlemen.”

“Fuck you,” said Morfah, and he drew his sword.

Maximilian waked into the Twisted Tower. His steps were unhurried, his posture relaxed. He moved
through the ground level chamber and climbed into the second level. He walked to a chest of drawers,
opened the third drawer from the top, and withdrew a smdll block of stone. He held it, and retrieved
from it knowledge.



Morfah thrust his sword into the air, opening his mouth to shout the ordersthat would see him finaly take
control of thisarmy, and which would see both Isaiah and this pissant Maximilian dead in the snow.

And then he turned to stone, and amoment later crumbled into dust, his horse shying to one Sde at the
unexpected relief from the weight of the man on its back.

Maximilian smiled, the expresson grim, hiseyesmoving dowly over the four remaining generds, now
garing a him in complete shock.

“I amnow your lord,” he said very quietly, and yet in atonethat still carried.
“Maximilian!” Axis shouted, now thrusting his sword into the sky. “Lord of Elcho Faling!”

Aningant’s hesitation, during which Axislooked pointedly at Ezekiel, who then thrust his own sword
skyward, shouting, “Maximilian! Lord of Elcho Faling!”

Another moment’ s hesitation, then the shouting spread through the ranks.
Maximilianl Maximilian! Lord of Elcho Faling!

“How soon loydtiesturn,” Isaiah said, chuckling. He, Maximilian, Axis, StarDrifter, Ezekidl, Mdat, and
Georgdi werein his commodious command tent, having ridden there once the shouting had died down
and Maximilian had given Lamiah, Kezid, and Armat ordersto return the soldiersto camp and to ready
themselves and the army for amarch northeast within the next week or two.

“I wish you'd told me that was going to happen beforehand,” Axissaid. He was till alittle shaken by the
events, and didn’t quite trust the three generds outside not to turn immediately to plotting Maximilian's
destruction.

“I don't think even Maximilian quite knew he was going to do that,” Isaiah said. 1t waswell done,
Maximilian. It wastime for you to come into your own.”

“Will someone please explain what ishappening?’ Ezekid sad. “Isaah?’

“Ah,” Isaiah said, “thereisalong tale behind thisday, Ezekid.” Hetold the generd, aswell asMadat and
Georgdi, the ancient tale of Kanubai, and of the Lord of Elcho Faling, and of al the eventsthat had
brought them to this point.

“Today,” Isaiah said, concluding histae, “Maximilian has stepped out from under the shadow of Escator
andinto thelight of Elcho Faling.”

“What the hell did you do to that generd, Maxe?” Maat said. Hisvoice was very quiet, and he looked
shaken by what he had heard.

Maximilian made asmall gesture with his hand, but otherwise did not answer.

“Lamiah, Kezid, and Armat will have forgotten that smal trick by the end of thisweek,” Ezekid said.
“Maximilian, | am still bemused by thistale, and | do not know whether to believeinit or not, or whether
to believein you or not. Suddenly my world, as everyone's, isturned upside down. Isaiah, you say that
Isembaard isfinished? Thet this...Kanubal ...and hisarmy of Skraglings shdl trampleit into thralldom?’

“Andworse” Isaiah said.



Ezekiel gave asmall movement of hishead, asif to try and shake histhoughtsinto order. “1 cannot
comprehend this, and | wager that every single Isembaardian outside thistent, including the other three
generds, will find difficulty in comprehending it. Maximilian, do not think you have won avictory here
today. Do not think that you have won hearts and loyalties. Shock and deight of hand haswon you the
initial skirmish...but...gods, man, how do you expect to win the respect and loyalty of amillion people
who shall shortly learn that their homeland, and dl their relatives and friends | eft behind, their homes and
memories, lie dying under the terror of an appalling horror? What advantage you won today with surprise
will be gone within aweek, maybe less”

“We have along journey ahead of us,” Maximilian said, “and we can al takeit but onestep at a

Ezekiel made asmal sound of disgust. He turned to Isaiah. “ And you. ..no wonder you changed after
that month you vanished during your campaign against the Eastern Independencies. Are you thetrue
Isaiah, or did he die during that month, and you replace him?’

“Hedied that month,” Isaiah said. “No loss, surely.”
Ezekid just gave another shake of his head, and turned away.
Axis exchanged a glance with Isaiah, then looked at Maximilian. “Now what, Maxd?’

“Wewait herefor Light—Lister—to join us,” said Maximilian, “and then we march north to Serpent’s
Nest, there to rebuild the Mountain at the Edge of the World, Elcho Falling.” He paused, and alook of
congternation came over hisface. “ Gods, Isaiah, the crown of Elcho Falling! It remainsin Escator!”

Isaiah gave asmall shake of hishead. “No, Maximilian. | think you will find that when Lister arrives, he
will have what you need with him.”

Maximilian grunted. “Vorgus, | suppose.” He shifted hisgazeto Axis. “In the meantime, my friend, while
wewait for Ligter, | try to win hearts and loyalties. As Ezekid has so correctly pointed out, my small
trickery today will not impressfor long. A titleisapretty thing, but it will not win me dlegiance.”

Helooked about the tent. “What loyaty do | command among thosein thistent?” he said, softly. “Tell
me, that | might the better understand the task ahead.”

“Mine” said Isaiah. “l am your servant.”
“And mine,” said Axis. *Y ou know that.”
Maximilian gave both men anod. “ StarDrifter?’

“Mineaswdl,” said StarDrifter. “Asadl the lcarii. | spoke with Broad-Wing briefly before | cameto this
tent, and | know how he feels about you. Y ou have our hearts, Maxel.”

“But can | trust Sdlome?” Maximilian said, withasmall smile.
“Ah,” said StarDrifter, returning the humor, “for her I cannot vouch.”
“Ezekid nat, | think,” Maximilian said, looking at the man.

“My loydlties cannot turn on awhim, Maximilian,” Ezekid said. “| admire what you did today, but the
dory Isaiah hastold...it istoo much. My heart remains reserved. |saiah had my respect and thus my
loyaty. You have yet to earn either.”



Maximilian gave him anod, accepting hiswords. Ezekid would be ahard man to win, but once he gave
hisword and hisloyaty, he would betrue. “Mdat?” Maximilian said. “ Georgdi?’

Mdat gaveagreat Sgh. “Yes, you have my loydty, Maxd,” hesaid. “Thishasdl been so muchto
comprehend, but somehow | am not surprised.”

“Thank you,” Maximilian said. “ Georgdi 7’

The man sat for along moment, looking at Maximilian, consdering his position and the words he would
gpeak. “Thisismy land on which we stand,” he said. “The Outlands. Why should | hand my loydlty toa
man who comesto take it from me?’

“Becausethat isthe only way you will ever keep it dive, Georgdi,” Maximilian said.
“I amwith Ezekid,” Georgdi said. “My heart remains reserved.”

“| can accept that,” Maximilian said, “if you can stay your knife, the both of you, until I have achanceto
prove mysdf.”

Georgdi laughed, and even Ezekid raised arductant smile. “Y ou have agreet task ahead of you,” the
Isembaardian generd said.

“Oh, aye, | know,” Maximilian said. “ And somehow | think the two of you shal be harder even than
Kanubai.”

Axisand Maximilian sat donein the tent, everyone e se having departed.
“That was some stunt you pulled today,” Axissaid. “Why did you do it?’
“Becauseit wastime.”

“Had you discussed it with I saiah beforehand?’

“No.”

Axisgave asmdl laugh of admiration. “Y ou have bals, Maxd, I'll give you that. But how confident are
you? Thereisan gppdling journey ahead for you...for dl of us. How good are you, my Lord of Elcho

Faling?

Maximilian gave agreat Sgh. “ Axis, can | confide something to you? | havetold no onethis, dthough
Isaiah and Lister will need to hear it eventudly.”

“Why do | fed likethisisgoing to be bad news, Maxe ?”’

“Because you have experience behind you, Axis.” Maximilian paused, then told Axis about the Twisted
Tower. “Itisour memory palace. Whereis kept al the knowledge needed by whichever poor bastard
had to shoulder the burden of Elcho Falling. But so much has been logt. Itiswell over half empty. | don't
know what to do...” Another small pause. “I hope that when | get to Serpent’s Nest, when | raise Elcho

Falling—"

“Y ou can do that?’

“Yes, | can dothat, at theleast. | hope that when Elcho Falling rises out of Serpent’ s Nest, somewhere



withinitscorridors| will find enlightenment.”

“Stars, Maxd...what if you don’'t?’

“Then | shdl be running to you for advice, my friend.”

“Ishbel doesn't know?’

“No. She has no knowledge of the Twisted Tower.”

“But she was archpriestess of the Coil. You' d think that if the answer wasin Serpent’s Nest, then—"

“Thank you for your thoughts, Axis,” Maximilian snapped. “Do not think | haven’t worried over that as
wel.”

“Wéll, perhapsIsaiah or Lister—’

“Ya pe.ha)sn

In DarkGlass Mountain, Kanubai turned his dog snout north and sneered.
S0, hisadversary had opened his mouth to spout drivel and declare himself.

Kanubai was not perturbed. The Lord of Elcho Falling was wesk; the stink of his vulnerability could be
amelled even from thisdistance.

The man might once more wear thetitle, but Kanubai doubted very much he would be able to wield the
power that came with it.

CHAPTER TEN
Entranceto the Sky Peak Passes, the Outlands

| watched you, Maxel. | watched what you did today in front of that army.

Y ou congtantly amaze me.”

Maximilian had been walking back to his own tent when Ishbel spoke. Now he stopped, looking at her
as she emerged from behind aline of tethered horses. It waslate at night, and Maximilian was weary
beyond belief, but something in his heart lifted at the Sight of her, a her beauty, and at the softnessin her

eyes.
How hewished he had not lost her.

She amiled, alittle teasingly, walking much closer. “But | should not have been so very amazed, eh? Y ou
are the same man who walked into my chamber in Pelemere, and led me straight to the bed. Y ou
overwhelmed me, and | could not resist you.”

“I wish the Isembaardian army were as easy to seduce asyou, Ishbel.”
Shelaughed. “1 will try not to take that asan insult.”

He smiled, too, thinking how ironic it was that now they were torn gpart, how close and easy they could



be with each other. Oh, to have had this camaraderie when they had shared a bed.

Her amusement faded. “ Do you have afew minutes, Maxd?’

“Yes, of course. What isit?’

She hung her head, asif gathering courage, then shelifted her face, and looked him Straight in the eye.

“I have been such afool, Maxel. | have let go the one thing that could have made of my life aparadise.
You.

Maximilian went cold. No, Ishbel. Not this, | cannot stand it. Not now, when it istoo late.
“Maxd, | loveyou.”

He made asif to speak, but she hurried on.

“I have made so many mistakes, so many ill choices. | have said so many foolish things. I—"
“Y ou have visons of despair engulfing your life because of me, Ishbd. Y ou cannot—"

“I am your wife! We have never formaly ended the marriage.”

Helaughed, harsh and logt. “I think our marriageiswell and truly over, 1shbdl.”

“I can accept whatever you bring into my life, Maxel. Whatever it is, because that will be easier than
losing you completely.”

“Oh, gods, Ishbd...I"m sorry, but—"

“No!” I1shbd literdly threw hersdf againgt him, desperate for histouch and for hiswarmth. His hands
closed about her shoulders, and she leaned back to gaze at hisface. For an instant, he leaned down to
her; she was sure he would kiss her, she could fed his breath wash over her face, shewilled him to kiss
her, then he pushed her away and stood back.

“Wecan't,” hesaid. “I'm sorry. What was once between us must be ended.”

“What was between us was misunderstanding and blindness, Maxd, and | agreethat it should be over.
What can be between usis—"

“We can work, we will work, together to raise Elcho Faling, Ishbel. | can’t do that without you. But our
marriageisover.”

“Youloveme” shesaid. “You do.”
13 I_”
“Hedoesn't love you, Ishbd. Y ou tore hisworld apart. He will never forgive you.”

Ravennawalked out of the darkness, acloak wrapped tightly about her. “ Maximilian was aways mine,
from the moment | first laid eyes on him. | helped free him from horror—what have you ever done for
him?What Maxd and | have between usis not something you could ever understand.”

Ishbel sared at Ravenna, then looked a Maximilian, pleading with her eyesfor him to refute what
Ravennahad just said.



He dropped his eyes away from hers.

Ravennalet the cloak fdl free, and one of her hands rested on her asyet flat bely. “1 carry hischild,
Ishbdl. Hisheir. Maximilian Persmiuswill cleave to me now.”

She stared at Ishbel’ s stricken face for along moment, her eyes gloating, victorious, then she turned on
her heel and walked away. “Maxe?’ she cdled over her shoulder.

“I'm so sorry,” Maximilian whispered, staring at Ishbel. “ So sorry.”
Then he dso turned, and walked away.

He paused, just before he vanished from the faint light, and turned his head, ever so dightly, to look over
his shoulder &t her.

I"m sorry.
Then he was gone, lost to the darkness and to Ravenna

Ishbel stood, tears streaming down her face, hating Ravennamore than she could ever imagine hating
anyone, but fedling above dl atide of despair and sorrow and loss wash over her as she watched the
Lord of Elcho Fdling wak away from her into the night.

It was then she understood, findly, what her visions had been trying to tell her: that it would be the loss of
the Lord of Elcho Faling that would disfigure her life with despair, and she sank dowly to her kneesin
the snow, weeping with wrenching sobs as her world shattered into amillion pieces.
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