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THE LANDS BEY OND TENCENDOR

PROLOGUE

Ancient Coroleas

T he blade of the knife did under the skin of histhigh, passing between skin and flesh sweetly and with
exquisite gentleness, the heeat of the blade cauterizing myriad tiny blood vessals. Every now and then the
God Priest who wielded the knife paused, twisting his hand so that the skin lifted away alittle from the
underlying tissues.

Josiakept hiseyes closed. The pain was bearable, just, but only if he did not alow himsdf to
contemplate what the God Priest might do once he had completed making the long rentsin Josia sthighs.

Or only if hedid not dlow himsdlf to hear the gagps of anticipation among the crowd of hundredswithin
the packed chamber, or the smacking of their lips.

Josalay astill ashe might, hiseyestightly closed, ignoring the sounds about him, trying to keep hismind
cam, and yet till he could not stop the tears diding down his cheeks.

It had not been his choiceto diein this manner.

The God Priest paused, contemplating the trembling and blood-streaked young man strapped naked to
thetop of the dtar. The priest’ s mouth pursed in contemplation, then, decision made, he handed the knife
back to hisassstant, nodding at the query in the man’s eyes.

Then he looked back to Josia.

The man was an extraordinary gift. Never before had anyone of such ability, of such family, been gifted
to the God Priests. His soul would make aremarkable deity, and would sdll for such asum...

The God Priest licked hislips, anticipating the gold that would be his by day’send.
But first the young man had to die, and as badly asthe God Priest could devise.

Hisassgtant returned to the God Priest’ sSide, and very carefully handed to his magter thelittle pot of
molten lead.

The God Priest bent down to Josia, the glow of the molten metd reflecting the avaricein the priest’s
eyes.

The assistant leaned forward, knife in hand, and lifted up the flap of skin on the nearest cuit.

Josiasmelled the metd, fdt itswarmth, felt the skin lift away from one of the cuts, and screamed.



He could not stop himsalf. He screamed and screamed, the bresth wrenching in and out of hislungs, his
body convulsing so badly he would have did from the dtar had not he been held tight with straps.

The God Priest poured the molten meta into the cut, taking greet care now that the offering twitched so
horribly, and wrinkled hisnosein disgust at the smell that rose from Josia s burning flesh.

Then he moved to the next cut, pausing only so hisassistant could refill the little pot of molten lead.

Josia escaped to the Twisted Tower. He ran down the path toward the corkscrew fortress, automatically
counting out the eighty-six steps, and thudded against the wooden door, his hand closing about the
doorknob.

Hedid not open it. He could, he knew he could, for the Twisted Tower would not prevent him entry, but
if he entered while the Corolean God Priest was torturing him, then he might corrupt the tower and dl its
contents.

He huddled against the door, sobbing, wretched beyond imagining.
If he entered, then he would be safe, but he would corrupt the tower.

If he stayed outside then eventualy the God Priest would have him, and his soul would be tortured into
one of the Coroleans cursed bronze deities.

Josiaknew what he had to do.
He leaned hisforehead againgt the door, trying to bring hisweeping under control.

Insde the tower, hisfather and brother looked at each other, then both turned their backs on the door,
closing their ears and hearts to the sound of Josia s horror.

The God Priest sighed.

After eight hours of the most exquisite of tortures, the offering was now in awretched state. Both hislife
and his sanity hung by avery thin thread.

It would not belong.

Astired as he was, the God Priest managed a smile and anod to the assembled mass of the Corolean
First. He had saved the very best for last.

Once more he nodded to his assistant who brought forth alarge gray rat, caged in awickerwork basket.
The God Priest lifted out the rat carefully—the very last thing he needed was anip from the creature' s
sharp teeth—and held it down on Josia s belly while his assistant fetched alarge copper bowl which had
leather strgps hanging from its rim. With both careful maneuvering and timing, the God Priest and his
assistant trapped the rat under the upturned bowl, then strapped the bowl tightly to Josid s belly.

The crowd breathed in, dmost as one, and every single man and woman of them leaned forward, their
eyeswide with anticipation.

The God Priest looked about at the crowd, adight smile on histired face, reveling in the moment.



Hetook one of the two ladles his assistant held, paused, and then both he and the assistant best at the
copper bowl! with al their strength, dancing about the dtar in amaddened frenzy.

Josiacouldn't let go. He couldn’t die. All he wanted was to escape into desth, even though he knew the
God Priest would then trap his soul, but he couldn’t let go.

His body was amass of wounds. He had been beaten, tortured, agonized, teased, tormented. Every
moment he existed was now spent in an ocean of pain.

Josiacould not let himsdlf take that final step into degth.
He wanted to weep, but there were no more tears | ft.

He wanted the God Priest and his assistant to cease their inferna din on the bowl for it fractured his
concentration, and if he wanted to die then he needed to concentrate or—

Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods!
Therat, driven into insanity by the noise and reverberation, desperate to escape, bit deeply into hisbdly.

Josiafound he had, indeed, enough voice and breath remaining to scream.

The God Priest continued his beating on the bowl, but now it was dightly lessfrenzied.

He had seen from Josid s face the ingtant the rat had begun to chew into his belly—had seen the
incredulous horror fill the man’ s eyes the moment before he had shrieked.

Then Josia.convul sed.

The God Priest lowered the ladle, stepping away from the dtar and indicated to his assistant to do
likewise.

He was amazed that Josia dtill had the strength to move so violently.
He would make the most powerful deity the Coroleans had ever seen.

The God Priest watched intently, knowing that Josia s death was only heartbeats away ... needing not to
missthe moment.

A movement under Josid srib cage caught the priest’ s eye, and he held his breath.
Therat was almost at Josa s heart...soon...soon...soon...

“Quick!” the God Priest hissed, and the assistant handed him a bronze statue, beautifully carvedin
exquidte detall into the perfect likeness of the man now lying dying on the dtar.

Soon...

Josia's eyes remained wide open. He drew in adeep bresth, readying for another shriek, when suddenly
everything stopped.

Everything about him tilled.



The God Priest’ s own eyes widened; he held his bresth, then he suddenly relaxed.

“Got you,” hesaid, smiling in relief, and cradled the bronze statue againgt his bodly.

Josiaexisted. It was cold and heartless where he was now, but at least there was no pain.
There was nothing, save his existence, and a sense of what lay in the world about him.

A man, reaching for the receptacle which held Josia trapped.

A title, to go with the man. The Duke of Sidon.

Cold. Everything about Josiawas cold.

He wept.

Within the chamber deep in the heart of the Paace of the First in Coroless, dl eyeswere onthe
wondrous bronze deity that the God Priest now handed to the Duke of Sidon.

No onelooked at the corpse lying on the atar, and thus no one saw the rat, wet with blood and shaking
with effort, crawl from the corpse’ s mouth, drop from the atar, and scramble away into adark corner.

No one saw it again, not for avery, very long time.

[ Part One]
CHAPTER ONE

The Sky Peaks Pass, and DarkGlass M ountain, | sembaard

| shbel Brunelle Persmius sank to her kneesin the snow, watching Maximilian Persmius, the Lord of
Elcho Faling, wak away from her into the night.

I’m so sorry, he said to her, over his shoulder. So sorry.
He vanished into the darkness, Ravennaat hisside.

Very dowly Ishbel leaned over, her hands clutching into the snow, until her forehead touched the
ground'sicy surface. She stayed like that for four or five heartbegts, then her right fist beat once against
the snow, then again, and she swore, very softly but very fiercely.

Ishbel straightened, Sitting back on her heds, saring into the night.

Shewasfurious. She had been knedling in the snow, forehead to ground, for only a short space of time,
but in that time she had journeyed from the absolute despair of Maximilian's rgjection to adepth of rage
that she’ d never experienced previoudy.

Ishbel was not angry a Maximilian, nor even a Ravenna, but a herself. She could not believe that she,
Archpriestess of the Cail, wife of the Lord of Elcho Faling, lover of the Tyrant of Issmbaard, and a
Persmiusin her own right, had allowed herself to be outmaneuvered so easily. She could not believe that



she, Ishbdl, had allowed hersdf to be beaten into the snow, and so humiliated.

Even Maximilian’ sformer lover, StarWeb, had not managed so easily what Ravenna had just
accomplished with afew powerful words.

| carry hischild, Ishbd. Hisheir. Maximilian Persmiuswill cleaveto me now.

While Ishbel’ s current anger was directed at hersdlf rather than at Ravenna, Ravenna had managed to
earn hersdf 1shbel’ s enduring enmity—not merely for what Ravennahad said and done, but for the
satisfaction with which she had ddlivered her triumph.

Ravenna stime would come.

Ishbel rose and brushed snow from her skirt and face with irritated, staccato movements. “Am| such a
naive girl to be rendered so easily thefool 7 she muttered. “1 cannot believe | alowed Ravenna such an

eagy victory!”

Fool no longer, she thought, as she strode in the opposite direction from that which Maximilian and
Ravenna had taken.

Ravenna need expect no goodwill from mein the future, and no more easy victories.

Asshewaked, her back straight, ahard glint in her eyes, Ishbel whispered into the night. “Madarin!
Madarin! Madarin!”

Madarin was the soldier Ishbel had healed of atwisted bowel on the way down from the FarReach
Mountainsto Aghat when Axiswas escorting her to be Isaiah’ s new wife. She had no reason to believe
that Madarin was il with that half of the enormous army which Isaiah had now brought asfar asthe Sky
Peaks Pass, but somehow she knew he was here.

“Madarin,” she whispered, every inch the priestess intent on her purpose. “ Come, | have need of you.”

Ten minutes later, as 1shbel stood shrouded by aline of dozing horses at the edge of the huge camp, a
man emerged out of the night.

Kanubai stood in the Infinity Chamber in the center of DarkGlass Mountain and exulted. Far to the north
the Lord of Elcho Faling vacillated, weak and indecisive, while here Kanubai stood fully fleshed and
powerful, and with an army of gray wraiths at his command.

Moreover, here Kanuba stood, fully fleshed from the flesh of the daughter of the Lord of Elcho Faling
himsalf and that would ensure Kanubai’ s success.

There was nothing the Lord of Elcho Falling could do against him.
Kanuba smiled.

There were adozen or so Skraglings within the chamber, al crouched in various postures of servility and
awe before their lord. They were loathsome crestures, but they would do.

Kanubai stretched his arms out and roared, knowing that roar would reverberate in the ears of the Lord
of Elcho Fdling and terrify him.

Ashedid so, one of his hands glanced against the blackened ruins of the once-beautiful golden glass of



the Infinity Chamber.

And as his hand glanced againgt the ruined glass, so DarkGlass Mountain took him. More to the point, it
absorbed him.

The pyramid had been waiting avery long time for just this moment.

Ravennaglanced at Maximilian, walking by her sde. Hisface was set into arigid, featureless expresson
which Ravennaknew meant he hid degp emation.

She did her arm through his, pulling their bodies together as they walked toward the tent they shared with
Venetia, Ravenna s mother.

“I know it hurts” she said, “but it was the right thing to do.”
Maximilian did not reply.

“Ishbd ig't theright—"

“Leaveit be, Ravenna, | beg you.”

Ravennafel dlent, torn between wanting to make certain that Maximilian understood the tragedy that
Ishbel could make of hislife, and knowing that pushing theissue could just as easly aienate him from
hersdf.

His steps dowed, and Ravennafet hisbody tense.
She panicked. “Maxd, it isdone now. Y ou can't go back.”

Maximilian findly stopped, forcing Ravennato hat aswell. “I shouldn’t have turned my back on her like
that. Ever since her childhood, 1shbel has dreamed that eventually the Lord of Elcho Falling would
destroy her life, and now—"

“Maxd, sheisthe onewho will destroy your life.”

Maximilian sighed, the reaction Ravenna dreaded the most. “1 wastoo harsh, Ravenna. Too crud. Ishbe
didn’t deservewhat | just said to her.”

Ravenna grabbed at one of hishands, bringing it to her breast. “ Sheisweak, Maxd. Through that
weskness she will destroy you. Ishbe will midwife nothing but sorrow into thisland.”

Maximilian regarded her, then leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “1 know you mean only goodness,
Ravenna, but | need to speak with Ishbel. | should not have walked away from her in that manner and |
need to make sure sheisal right.”

“Shewill seduceyou!”

Helaughed, genuinely amused. “Not even Ishbd would think of that in thisgreat chill! | treated her most
badly, Ravenna. Let me go, | pray you, so that | may speak alittle more gently to her. | will not linger,
and | promiseto you that | shdl not allow mysdf to be seduced.”

He started to pull back from Ravenna, but she clasped both her hands about his, tightening her grip.
“Thereis something | should show you, Maxd.”



“Not now, Ravenna.”

“No. Now! Maxd, | know you think my aversion to Ishbed either aproduct of womanly jealousy or of
blind bigotry—~but it comes from aknowledge | have yet to share with you.”

“ Ravenna—"

“Let meshareit now, Maxdl.”

Hewas il leaning away from her, but not so strongly now.

“Let me show you, Maxe,” shewhispered, and the snow about them vanished.

Maximilian pulled his hand from Ravennd's, but it was too late. The snowy ground about the army
encampment disgppeared and he found himsdlf stlanding with Ravennaon agravel path that wound
through amisty marshland. Water festered in dank, black muddy poolsto either sde of the path, and
thick mist drifted through stands of gray-green trees dmost denuded of leaves, itstendrils becoming
momentarily hooked on thetrees skeletd branches before twisting free and floating onwards.

It was very warm and Maximilian loosened his cloak.
“Thisisthe Land of Dreams” Ravennasaid. “My land.”

“Why arewe here?’ Maximilian said. He was annoyed with Ravenna, but more so with himsdlf. He
wished, quite desperately, that he had not behaved so ungracioudy toward Ishbel.

And he needed to find some solitude, so that he might wonder if he' d made the right decision...or not.
“I want to show you something,” Ravennasaid.

“Ravenna, | need to get back.”

“No,” shesaid, “you need to seethis.”

She waved ahand to her right, and the mists cleared.

Maximilian saw aroadway, winding its serpentine way toward a distant mountain, gleaming with gold at
itstop, set among the clouds.

Elcho Falling.

Bodies of men and horses littered the roadway. Icarii lay among the dead, and Emerad Guardsmen, and
Maximilian could see Georgdi lying atop ahegp of Outlandersto one side.

L ook, whispered Ravenna.

Anarmy now moved aong the road toward Elcho Faling, pushing asde the bodies of thefdlen asit
went. The army consisted of crestures distorted into gruesome form, their eyes wide and starting—lost
and hopeless. At their head strode aman of darkness.

Thisiswhat 1shbd shall generate, Ravennasaid.

No, Maximilian said.



Thearmy marched itsway to the doors of Elcho Faling, and Maximilian and Ravenna saw, asif they
stood only feet away, the man of darkness reach forth and pound hisfist on the gates.

They will not open for him, said Maximilian.
They shdll, said Ravenna.

The gates shrieked, and opened, and Maximilian saw Ishbel crawl forth on her hands and knees,
weeping.

The man of darkness reached down to her and lifted her left hand, and Maximilian saw the Queen’sring
gleaming on Ishbd’ sfourth finger.

“Y ou have delivered to me Elcho Faling,” said the man of darknessto Ishbd, “and have sent itsLord
into degth. Y ou have done well.”

“If you didethat ring onto her finger,” said Ravenna, “you marry darknessto Elcho Faling and ensure
your own degth. 1shbel isyour doom, Maximilian Perasmius.”

Maximilian could not speak. He continued to stare into the mist where the vision had appeared a moment
ago.

“Ishbel will murder you and ruin thisland,” Ravennasaid. “I know you love her, but she will bring you
and Elcho Fdling and this entire land nothing but sorrow.”

“Enough!” Maximilian said. “ For pity’ s sakes, Ravenna, don’t you know when you have won? Don't you
know when best to stop?’

Kanubai fdt hishand dideinto the glass and ingtantly knew what was happening.
All a once, the Lord of Elcho Falling seemed the very least of his problems.

The pyramid sucked him deep into its blackness where, for what seemed to Kanubai like an infinity of
time, heand it did gresat battle.

Then, suddenly, the pyramid tired of its play, and it destroyed Kanubai, taking of the ancient creature
only what it wanted.

Flesh. Bresath.

“Itisenough,” Maximilian said, findly pulling his hand from Ravenna s grasp. He stepped back, his
booted hed crunching into the snow.

“Don’'t goto her,” Ravennasaid. “Don’'t.”
“I—" Maximilian said, then he stopped, one hand half raised to hisface asif his head ached.
“Maxd?" Ravennasad, putting ahand on hisarm.

Maximilian said nothing, staring into the black night, snow catching at hisdark hair. Kanubai! he thought.



What has happened?

Ravennadidn’'t know what to do. Shefelt heplessin theface of hisfatd fascination for Ishbe. What else
could she say to Maximilian, what el se could she show him, to bring him to his senses?

“Ravenna,” hesad, “1 must go. There' ssomething 1—"
She grabbed hisarm. “Don’'t go to her, Maxel!”

Hetore himsdf loose, dmost sumbling with the violence of his movement. “Just leave it be, Ravennal
Just for one hour, | beg you!”

Before Ravenna could say anything, he was gone, hdf jogging into the night.

The score or so of Skraelings who had watched Kanubal get sucked into the glass now cowered in a
corner of the Infinity Chamber, terrified. Before them they could see Kanubai’ sform in the glass, twisting
thisway and that, being stretched first in one direction, then in another.

From timeto time the glass walls bulged outward as Kanubal fought for his freedom, then they would
snap back into rigidity asthe Lord of Chaos weakened.

“What should we do?’ whispered one of the Skraelings, its hand clutching at the shoulder of its nearest
companion.

“Watch and wait,” the other Skragling replied. It grinned suddenly, itslong pointed teeth glistening within
the ambient light of the Infinity Chamber, itsSlvery orbed eyesbright with calculation.

“And then?’ said thefirst Skradling.
“Whatever necessity dictates,” replied the second.

Some time passed—the Skradlings could not cal culate how much—when suddenly the last vestige of
Kanubai’ sform vanished.

Thelnfinity Chamber fdl into tillness.
“What should we do?’ hissed another of the Skraglings.
“Wait,” whigpered the pragmatis. “Wait.”

And o they waited and, eventualy, something stepped forth from the glass.

It was the height and shape of aman, and with the head of aman, which was dightly lessintimidating than
the jacka head which Kanubal had assumed. In other respects, however, the creature was entirely
un-manlike. Its flesh was not made of tissue and blood, but appeared to be formed of apliable, and
utterly beautiful, blue-green glass. Degp within the creature’ s chest agolden pyramid dowly rotated.

Its head was d s0 glasdike, the creature’ s eyes great wells of darkness.
The Skraglings abased themselves upon the floor of the Infinity Chamber.

“Who areyou, great lord?” asked the bravest among them.



“I antheOne,” the cresture said. 1 am perfection incarnate, for | amindivisble. | am Infinity, inits
purest form.”

“Then we are your servants,” said the Skraelings, who, while understanding amost nothing of what the
Onehad just said, were nothing if not redlists.

As Maximilian strode into the night, and the Skraelings abased themselves before the One, Lister stood
with three of the Ledfast atop a peak in the FarReach Mountains, looking southward toward | sembaard.
Snow and icy wind coiled dowly about them, but none of the four paid the cold any mind.

At firgt sight seeming to be Icarii, with the same elegant human form and huge spreading wings, the
Ledfast were at second glance something else. Their formswere not completely solid, but made up of
shifting shades of gray and white and silver, and smdl| driftsof frost clung to their festures.

“Something bad has happened,” Lister murmured, peering into the night asif he could physically see
south to DarkGlass Mountain. “Kanubai has gone!”

Slightly to one side and behind him, the three L edlfast—Eleanon, Bingaed, and Inardle—exchanged a
quick glance.

What they felt could not be said before Lister.

Something perfect had just occurred.

CHAPTER TWO

The Sky Peaks Pass

R avennawatched him wak away into the night. She tugged her cloak about hersdf, feding her failureto
keep Maximilian from Ishbel even more keenly than the cold. She had truly thought for awhilethat he
redlized the danger. He' d told Ishbel that Ravennawas carrying his child and that he would cleaveto
Ravenna, and then he’ d allowed his guilt to overwhelm him and doubtsto assal him.

He d gone back to Ishbel. Not an hour had passed since he' d turned his back on Ishbel, and now he'd
gone straight back to the woman.

Ravennaloved Maximilian, and she wanted the best for him, but hisweakness asfar aslshbel was
concerned drove her to despair. Maximilian had responsibilities and concerns far beyond | shbe—far
beyond anyone. Hewas Lord of Elcho Faling, and Elcho Faling should comefirgt, otherwise thisentire
land would fdl into ruin.

Maximilian needed to put Elcho Faling before Ishbel, and now Ravenna doubted very much that he
could do that.

For months Ravenna had entertained doubts about Ishbel. In the past few weeksthey’ d firmed into
certainty as she’ d become more certain of the vision within the Land of Dreams. Ishbel had aweakness
about her that would doom Maximilian—and through him this entire land—if he took her back aswife.
But Maximilian resented it whenever Ravennatried to talk to him about Ishbel. Even congdering dl the
pain Ishbel had dready brought into hislife—her loss of their daughter, her affair with the Tyrant,
|saiah—Maximilian wouldn't hear anything said againgt her. Taking Maximilian into the Land of Dreams
tonight had been a calculated risk—Ravennahad dared it only asalast resort—and it had failed.



“Damnyou, Maxd,” Ravennawhispered; then she turned away and walked dowly deegper into the night.
Thank the gods, she thought, that she had concelved Maximilian’s son. The child represented hope.

If not the father, then maybe the son.

Maximilian strode away from Ravenna, absolutdly furious with her. Thiswas not merdly for her perastent
harping about 1shbel, but because she had decided to harp just at the moment when he' d felt Kanubai
vanish. All Maximilian wanted to do wasto try and make some sense of what had happened to Kanubal,
to concentrate on what might have happened to him, and all Ravenna could do was chirrup on and on
about 1shbdl.

Could she not leave well enough done, for just one minute?

He had waked away, not daring to speak. He' d allowed Ravennato think he was going back to 1shbel
because he was so angry that he smply did not trust himself to open his mouth.

And he did not want to think about what Ravenna had showed him. Not right now. Not when something
had just happened to make the entire world shift onitsaxis.

Maximilian waked through the camp, looking for Isaiah, hoping that he had dso felt the surge of
emptiness from the south and hoping that 1saiah might have been able to make some sense of it.

“Maxd.”

Maximilian spun abouit. Isaiah was emerging from between aline of tents, hisface strained.
AXis SunSoar was a step behind him.

“Youfdtit,” Maximilian said to Isaiah.

Isaiah gave acurt nod. “Is there somewhere close we can spesk? My tent is some distance.”

“Not my tent,” Maximilian said. He couldn’t face Ravenna again this soon, and he dso didn’t want her to
hear what might be said on this subject. “ Axis?’

“Mineisclose enough,” Axissaid, and led them afew minutes through the maze of horselinesand
campfiresto histent, set closeto that of StarDrifter and Salome's. He held aside the flap, then indicated
hisfather’ stent. “ Should | ask my father...?

Maximilian shook hishead. “Not just yet.”

Axis tent, likethat of dl the main commanders, was commodious, high-cellinged and well appointed.
The three men pulled out chairsand sat at alarge folding camp table. Axis body servant, Yysell, set out
ajug of de and three beakers, then left the tent.

All threemenignored thede.
“What' swrong?’ said Axis. “Isaiah said something had happened.”
Isaiah and Maximilian exchanged aglance.

“ Something has happened to Kanubai,” said Maximilian. “Very suddenly, within this past hadf hour. It felt



to measif dl the threat associated with him suddenly dissipated.”

Isaiah gaveanod. “1 fet it, too.”

“What do you mean,” Axissaid, “when you say that al the threat about Kanubai ‘ suddenly dissipated’ 7’
Maximilian and |saiah exchanged another glance.

“Kanubal isgone,” said Isaiah. “No more. Dead.”

“Thenwhy thelong faces?’ said Axis. “ Surely, if Kanubal isdead, then...” He stopped, redizing the
implications. “Oh gods...isit DarkGlass Mountain? Has DarkGlass Mountain taken Kanuba ?’

Maximilian gave adight shrug. “I don’t know.” He rubbed at his forehead with one hand, looking
exhausted. “ Kanuba was so powerful...what ese could have taken him save the glass mountain. Isaiah?’

“I think the pyramid might be even more dangerous than Kanubai,” 1saiah said. “Lister,” he continued,
naming hisancient dly, “and | had wondered before if we d been concentrating on the wrong enemy all
thistime.”

“Oh, for dl thegods sakes” Maximilian muttered. “Why do | fed asif the ground is congtantly shifting
beneath my feet?” He paused. “Isaiah, whereis Lister now? When will he be here?’

“Heisflesh now, asl,” said Isaiah. “He can only travel asflesh. He was most recently in the FarReach
Mountains, and it may take him weeksto get here. We need to know what has happened, but | think that
all of usaretoo tired. Maxel, have you been to bed at all? No? Neither havel. | think—"

“| want to talk to you about the pyramid, Isaiah,” Maximilian said.

“Tomorrow, Maxel. Perhaps by then, refreshed, we will have gleaned more of what has happened. May
| suggest we al meet in the afternoon? Axis, bring your father aswell, and perhaps Madat and Georgdi.
In the meantime—"

Isaiah stopped asthe door of Axis' tent opened and Ishbel looked in.

She gave Maximilian an unreadable glance, then looked &t Isaiah. “Isaiah,” she said, “may | spesk with
you? It isimportant.”

CHAPTER THREE
The Sky Peaks Pass

M aximilian tensed, looking away from Ishbel and down at his hands, and Isaiah did not misshis
discomfort.

“Of course, Ishbel,” Isaiah said. He rose, and joined her outside.

“Isthere anything wrong?’ he said, once the flap had fallen closed behind them.

“Not particularly,” said Ishbd. “Y ou have something | need. Whereisyour tent?’

Isaiah indicated a path through the degping encampment, and they waked quietly for awhile.
“What iswrong with Maximilian?’ 1saiah said eventudly. “ Something has happened.”



Ishbel gave adight shrug.
“ Something has happened, 1shbd.”

“I went to him tonight. | told him that | loved him, that I'd made aterrible mistake, and asked—well,
begged—him if there was a chance we could remake our marriage. He, to be blunt, said that no, there
wasn't.” She paused. “ Ravennais pregnant.”

“Oh, thefool!” Isaiah said.

To hisamazement, I1shbe actudly gave asmal smile. “I wasthefool, Isaiah. | cannot believe | made such
agpectacle of mysdf, or that | adlowed Ravennato easly best me.” Again, that dight shrug. “Well, no
more.”

“What do you mean?’

“It meansthat | have decided not to allow myself to be buffeted about by everyone else, Isaiah. Dear
gods, | have more strength than that! | need to make my own way.”

Now it was Isaiah who smiled. “Maybe Maximilian has done better tonight than I’ d first thought. Well
done, 1shbel. | have been waiting for this woman to emerge for sometime. | don’t suppose...”

Asatedt, healowed hismind to linger over some memories of the time when they’ d been lovers,
wondering if Ishbel was now aware enough of her own power to pick up his mental images.

“Not tonight, Isaiah,” she said, and he smiled again.

“What were you and Axis and Maxel doing so closdly closeted?’ she asked. “And dl of you had great
worry lines etched in your faces.”

“ Something has happened with Kanubai tonight,” Isaiah said. “ It fedlsalmogt asif he has vanished.”
“DarkGlass Mountain,” 1shbd said.

“Morethan likely. We decided we were dl too tired to solve the problem tonight, and that we should
deep on it and meet later tomorrow to discussit. Today, | suppose, asit must be closeto dawn.”

“1 will attend, aswell,” Ishbel said.

“Of course”

They drew closeto Isaiah’s command tent, a great square scarlet extravagance of pennants and bells.
“What do you need from me, Ishbel?’ Isaiah said, alowing her to pass through the doorway first.
Shewaited until they were both well inside the tent, and the doorflap closed behind them.

“The Goblet of the Frogs,” she said, naming the magical goblet that 1saiah had shown Ishbe in his paace
at Agha. “1 assume you brought it with you.”

Isaiah gaveanod. “And you want it because...?’

“Becauseit isof my family,” she said. “My ancestress Tirzah fashioned it. And | want it because | think it
can teach me many things.”

Isaiah studied her for amoment. All the time he had known her there had been an auraof fragility about



her, or of worry, or of uncertainty. All of that had now gone.
“What happened tonight, Ishbel?” he said. “What redlly happened?’

“Maxd and |...everything between uswas colored by my fear of the Lord of Elcho Falling. The whispers
I’d heard when | was a child in the house with the corpses of my family—"

Isaiah nodded. Asan eight-year-old girl 1shbel had spent amonth trapped in the charnel house of her
family home, the corpses of her family rotting—and whispering—about her.

“—had taught meto fear the Lord of Elcho Faling, for he would bring nothing but bleakness and despair
to my world. All through my girlhood and into my marriage with Maximilian, | had visons of how one day
the Lord of Elcho Faling would turn his back on me and ruin my world. Maxel and |—" 1shbel madea
helpless gesture with her hands. “1 wanted to love him, but | feared what he would do to my life. He was
the Lord of Elcho Falling and everything | had ever experienced had taught meto be terrified of him.

“Wdll, last night StarDrifter and Salome convinced methat | had to take the chance. That together Maxel
and | could have something extraordinary. So | went to him and begged him, and he rgected me and
presented me with his pregnant lover. Then he turned his back on me and walked away.”

Ishbel took a deep bresth. “And in the doing, he destroyed my world and fulfilled thevisons|’ve
experienced over al those years. An extraordinary blackness, acomplete despair, overwhelmed me. It
crushed me. | collgpsed in the snow as he waked awvay. And then...”

“And then?

“Fury consumed me. Not at Maxel, nor even at Ravenna—although, by the gods, | despise the woman
and will surely have my revenge on her—but at mysdlf. For being so stupid. For alowing myself to be so
eadly outmaneuvered. That fury was dso arelease. The worst had happened, and it was my faullt, redlly,
rather than that of Maxel, and now | was beyond it, and if | didn’t want this to happen again, | needed to
collect mysdf somewhat.”

“That's quite atransformation for such ashort period of time.”

“It was dmogt ingtant, Isaiah. | was suddenly faced with the devastation I’ d dwaysfeared. .. but it wasn't
the Lord of Elcho Fdling sfault, it wasmine. It was...” 1shbel paused, trying to find the wordsto
describe what she' d felt. “ It was asif I d experienced a gigantic release of pressure, | think. It was done,
it wasover, | didn't have to fear any more—not if | decided to take control and take back that strength |
had logt.”

“You don't fill long for Maxel?”’
“Not on histerms.”

Isaiah stared at her, then he very dowly amiled. “Well, wdll. | have been waiting to meet thiswoman for a
very long time. Maxd has an uncomfortable time ahead of him, | think.”

Shereturned hissmile. “Ravennawill have to cope with hisblack moods, not I. For the moment, sheis
welcometo them.”

|saiah walked over to apack in one corner of the tent. He rummaged about in it, then withdrew a
carefully wrapped parce. “For you,” he said. “For the Lady of Elcho Faling.”



“What' s happened?” Axis asked Maximilian once Ishbel and Isaiah had | ft.

“Ohgods...” Maximilian groaned and rested hishead in his hands for amoment. “How did you manage
it, Axis, Faraday and Azhure?’

Axisgave ashort laugh, remembering that time so long ago when he had loved two women, and thought
to have them both. “How did | manage it? Not well, Maxd . What happened tonight?’

“Ishbel cameto me, told me she loved me, that she wanted us to remake our marriage.”
“Andyou said?’

“Ravennais pregnant, and | fed responsible for her—"

“Ah”

“—an| told Ishbd that it wasimpossible. Axis, you have no ideahow guilty | felt walking avay from
Ishbd.”

“Y ou can il assume respongbility for Ravenna s child and take Ishbel back as your wife.”
Maximilian stared a his hands and didn’t say anything.

“Do you want to take Ishbel back as your wife, Maxel?” Axis asked softly.

“I don’t know. Everything between us...there has aways been such dishonesty and distrust, such—"
“Degpth of emotion?’

“Such mismanagement, Axis. Do | love her? Once | thought | did, then when | found her with Isaiah, and
our daughter dead, then | was certain | hated her. There is such distance between us. She hasfor years
believed that the Lord of Elcho Faling would only ever bring her entire world to despair and dismay, and
tonight...wdll, tonight | fulfilled thet prophecy for her.”

Now it was Axiswho said nothing, watching Maximilian and dlowing the man to talk it out.

“Thereis so much ese | need to concentrate on, Axis. Elcho Faling, and whatever has happened to
Kanuba. DarkGlass Mountain, and these damned | sembaardian generals who distrust me and doubtless
plot against me. | do not need to be distracted by women just now.”

Axisgaveadight shrug.

“Ravenna hates 1shbel,” Maximilian continued. “ For months she has spoken of her in nothing but dark
terms and dismal tones. Her constant harping sets my teeth on edge. Tonight, as Ravennaand | waked
away from Ishbel, Ravennathought | was having second thoughts about rejecting Ishbel.”

“Wereyou?’

Maximilian ignored the question. “ Ravenna pulled meinto the Land of Dreams, and there she showed me
avison.

“Of whet?’

“Of Elcho Falling laid Siege by an army of misshapen creatures, and with Icarii and human dikelyingin
piles of the dead. A creature, adark nameless formless thing, walked to the gates of Elcho Faling, and



they opened and Ishbel crawled forth and welcomed the creature into the citadd. It told her that it was
glad she had doneits bidding, not only in alowing it entry to Elcho Faling, but in my murder. Ravenna
sadthat if | again took 1shbel as my wife, then the vision would become aredity. Ishbe will murder me
and betray Elcho Faling. She may not mean to, but shewill doit.”

“Ravennahas adark and bitter twist to her, Maxe.”
“But what she showed me...I don’t think she conjured that vision. It must be atrue warning.”

“I once thought that Azhure was my deadly enemy, too, Maxd, and | mistreated her so horrificaly she
amost died. If shehad died...” Axisshook hishead. “Maxel, | saw atruth, but | misinterpreted it so
badly | dmost lost the woman without whom. ..well, without whom | would have accomplished none of
what later | managed. Trust your heart, Maxel.”

“Hearts can be wrong.”
Again Axis shrugged. “What are you going to do?’

“Raise Elcho Falling, one sone a atime.”

Madarin waswaiting for Ishbel when sheleft the tent, the bundle carefully held in her arms.

“I have arranged everything, my lady.”
Sheamiled & him. “Redly? Where?’

Heled her back the way 1saiah had originally brought her. It was just on dawn now, and soft light
permeated the crowded lines of horses and tents and equipment and campfires. Overhead, one of the
Icarii drifted down toward a group crouched about one of the fires, while everywhere degpy men
emerged into the new day, yawning and stretching tiff, cold limbs.

“l amglad | canfindly be of serviceto you, my lady,” Madarin said asthey walked. “ Having saved my
life, thereis nothing | will not now do for you.”

“| shdl not ask anything too corrupt of you, Madarin, but whatever €else you can giveme, | shall beglad
enough of. | think that...oh gods, Madarin, where did you find that?’

Madarin grinned as Ishbel stopped in her tracks and stared ahead. He was a middle-aged man, scarred
and toughened by yearsin the military, and he had thought himself way past deriving pleasure from
watching the wondering surprise of alovely woman, but he supposed that perhaps he wasn't so
hardened as he' d thought.

Ishbel was staring at the tent Madarin had sourced for her. Before she' d goneto find Isaiah, she had
asked Madarin to find her atent of her own. Shewas sick of sharing with othersasif shewerea
statel ess refugee, and she' d resolved that she would now house herself in a manner which befitted her
new determination to be her own woman.

She' d imagined that Madarin would find for her one of the small, grayish canvas tentsthat soldiers used.
It might be cramped and lowly, but it would be hers.

Instead, he had found for Ishbel amagnificence that was more beautiful even than Isaiah’s scarlet
extravagance.



The tent was of asimilar size and shapeto Isaiah’ s—full square, and large enough to hold within it alarge
canopied bed, adining or conference table, and an area set about with cushions and low stoolsfor more
casud converang—but instead of being scarlet it was of avivid blue, picked out with gold and silver
braiding, and hung about with tiny bells and golden tassdls.

Thetent itsdlf was extraordinary enough, but the great pennant that fluttered from its pinnacle was amost
miraculoudy lovely.

It had been sewn with cloth of abluefar more vivid than that of the tent. On thisfield of blue someone
had gtitched a device that |eft shbel momentarily speechless.

The device depicted an outstretched woman’s arm, pae-skinned and delicately fingered. About thearm
coiled adim golden rope, its coils and knots intricate about the upper part of the woman'sarm, but
uncoiling to smplicity by thetimeit reached her wridt.

Behind the woman’ s hand was depicted the faint outline of arisng sun.

“I have been working on that pennant for many months,” Madarin said softly, “and looking for the
opportunity to giveit to you for weeks now. | wanted to give you something, as you had given me my
life—something that represented who and what you are.”

“Madarin...” Ishbel didn’t know what to say, or how to thank him.

“Thetent,” Madarin said, hisvoice alittle choked at the tears gleaming in Ishbel’ s eyes, “isaspare tent
that Isaiah carrieswith him on campaigns. It can be used by him if hisusud scarlet tent is damaged, or it
can be used for avisiting, or captured, king. | do not think he will mind that now you useit.”

Ishbel wiped away atear, then turned to Madarin and made adight bow. “ Thank you, Madarin. Y ou
have no ideawhat you have done for methisday.”

The tent was smply but comfortably furnished. Ishbel washed, then unwrapped the goblet. She stood a
while, staring at the beautifully caged glass, running asoft fingertip over the frogs gamboling about the
reeds.

Then shelay down to deep, curling her naked body about the goblet under the blanket.
She sghed, and drifted into deep to the goblet’ s soft refrain.

Hold me, soothe me, love me.

Ishbel dept, and for the first time in many years, she did not dream.

An hour or two into deep, Ishbel’ sarms relaxed enough that the Gobl et of the Frogsrolled dightly away
from her body. The goblet didodged the covering blanket asit moved, exposing itsrim to the night air.

For long minutes after that movement there was nothing but stillness, then something stirred within the
yawning mouth of the goblet.

The darkness within the goblet bulged, then something emerged, jumped across Ishbel’ swhite
arm—causing her to stir alittle, but not wake—and legped down silently to the floor.

It wasalarge gray rat.



It paused a moment, looking about the tent, its dark eyes gleaming, then it scampered for the door and
did underneath its loose canvas bottom.

Minutes later it was moving about the boundary of the encampment, scurrying from shadow to shadow,
until it reached open ground and was free to race southward across the snow-covered plains.

CHAPTER FOUR
The Sky Peaks Pass

R avenna stood in the tent she shared with her mother and Maximilian. She had not returned immediately
to thistent after Maximilian had | eft her, but had waked awhilein the night, thinking.

“Maximilian acknowledged you before Ishbd?’ Venetiasaid. She was astriking woman, in her dark
coloring and beauty much like her daughter, but with more warmth about her eyes and mouth.

Ravennafolded a blanket from the bed she shared with Maximilian, then shook it out and began folding it
over again. “Yes”

She glanced a her mother and gave asmal amile. “You are surprised.”
“Yes | am.”

“Well—I think he regretsit now. We argued over Ishbel, and he walked away from me, angry. | think he
went back to her. Has he come here?’

Venetiashook her head. “Ravenna, you can’t stland between those two, even with that child you are
carying.”

“Mother, | have no choice. |—"

“Why?Why? Ravenna, | do not understand this desperate clinging to aman! No marsh witch needsa
man the way you seem to want to cling to Maximilian!”

Venetia stopped, took a deep breath and moderated her tone. “Maximilian loves Ishbd and is
uncomfortable with you as hislover—you must know this. None of this makes senseto me.”

Ravennatook her mother’ s hand, and they sat down on the edge of the bed.

“When | first came back from the Land of Dreams, that night of the storm, | appeared on your doorstep
with Maximilian and StarDrifter. Remember?’

Venetianodded.

“Wetdked,” Ravennasaid. “I told you that I’ d felt something darker coming, something from another
world.”

“Yes, | remember.”
“| said | felt asif the world was about to pull apart.”
“Ya”

“I was not entirely honest with you. | did not tell you dl | had seen or come to understand.”



Ravennapaused, choosing her words carefully. “Maximilian and Elcho Faling, and through them this
land, are under dire threat, Mother. There is something coming, something vile, something which will
wrench gpart thisentire world.”

“ Ra/mﬂa ”

“Ishbd isitsservant. Not willingly, nor even conscioudy, but in some manner sheisthe catalyst of
disagter. If Maximilian takes her back aswife...l am not sure how, nor even why, but if he doesthat,
then heislogt, and Elcho Falling islost, and dl fdlsinto catastrophe.”

Ravennagently stroked her mother’ shand. “That iswhy | act as| do. That iswhy | fight to keep
Maximilian away from Ishbel, and why, inthe end, | conceived this child. | do not know if Maxd is
strong enough to resst Ishbel’ s dangerous charm. Tonight he kept turning back to her, so | took himinto
the Land of Dreams and showed him what had been shown to me.”

((Aml?!
“Hewasangry. | showed him what he did not want to know. He turned from me and walked away.”

“Ravenna...” Vendtiadid not know how to put what she needed to say. “Maximilian is a powerful man,
onewho knows hisown mind. Y ou can't force him to do anything.”

“I know, and that iswhy | am terrified hewon't listen to me.”

“Ravenna, you said the child...you conceived the child because you were afraid that you would not, in
the end, be able to keep Maximilian from Ishbel. How doesthe child help?’

“How?Thisisason | carry, Mother. Maximilian’ s heir. The next Lord of Elcho Faling should Maximilian
fal. Or betempted into ruination.”

That pronouncement stunned Venetiainto amomentary silence. Marsh women ensured they only ever
conceived daughters. They had no use for male children, their world being an entirely feminine one, save
for those occasions when they went to men to get with child.

“A son? What use do you have for ason, Ravenna?’
“Not for me, mother. For Elcho Faling. A new lord, should Maximilianfal.”

Venetiastood up, pulling her hand from Ravenna s grasp. She moved to stand by the brazier and held
out her hands, asif shewere cold.

Asindeed she was. Cold penetrated to the very depths of her soul, but Venetiadid not think the heat
from the brazier would help that chill.

What in the name of al gods was Ravenna doing? She thought to toy in something thet wasfar, far
beyond her, and Venetiadid not like to think of the consequences.

Ravennaroseto her feet and moved to where Maximilian had |eft his pack. She rummaged withinit for a
moment, Venetiaturning to watch her, then she straightened, abundle in her hands.

“Ravennal Y ou cannot take the Weeper!”

“It istoo dangerousto leave in Maximilian’ s hands. This bronze statue contains a great and powerful
mystery, and may aid meto...oh!”



Venetiacame over. “ Ravenna? What happened?’
“The damn thing hissed & me!”

“Leaveit, Ravennal The Weeper isnot yours, nor is Elcho Falling’ s destiny your concern. Why can’t you
See sense?”’

Ravenna hugged the cloth-wrapped bronze statue close, even though its hissing was now distinctly
audible. “1 am going to do everything I can, Mother, to ensure that Elcho Faling—"

“Put that down.”
Both women turned to face the tent entrance.

Maximilian stood there, one hand still holding back the flap of canvas that served asadoor. “Put it down,
Ravenna”

“Maxd,” Ravennasad, “1 wasjust—"
“Put it down!”

She held hiseyesfor along moment, then very quietly and with great deliberation laid the Weeper on the
bed.

Maximilian walked forward, retrieved the Weeper, then brushed past Ravennato where his pack lay to
one side of the bed.

“Did Ishbd take you back?” Ravenna said.

“I didn't go to Ishbel,” he said, keeping the Weeper under one arm as he stuffed afew shirtsthat were
draped over achair into hispack. “I went to talk to Axisand Isaiah.”

“About?’ Ravennasaid.
“ About matters we needed to discuss!” Maximilian snapped, throwing the pack over his shoulder.
“Whereareyou going?’ Ravennasaid.

“I’'m moving into my command tent. Y ou and Venetia can keep thisone. This camp is moving onto awar
footing and | don’'t havetime for—"

“Me?’ Ravennasad.

Maximilian looked at her, very steedily, then alowed his eyesto drop deliberately dowly to the Weeper.
“For didoyaty, Ravenna.”

“It isshba who—"

“It was not |shbel who just tried to take the Weeper!” Maximilian moved toward the door. “ Serge and
Doylewill betending me. One of them will collect the rest of my belongings.”

He paused in the doorway, looked a Ravennaa moment, nodded at Venetia, and | ft.
“Y ou pushed too hard,” Venetiasaid, “and assumed too much. He' s gone now.”

Ravenna shot her adark look before sitting abruptly on the bed.



Axisdept for four or five hours before he rose, washed perfunctorily, and dressed.

It had been alittle over twenty-four hours since Maximilian had declared himsdlf asthe Lord of Elcho
Fdling to Isaiah’ sarmy and the tattered remnants of Georgdi and Malat’ sforces. A great deal had
happened since and Axis wanted to scout the camp to get a sense of what the soldiers—and more
particularly Isaiah’ s generals—thought and were doing. Loyalties continued to balance on aknife edge,
and Axis needed to know which way they teetered.

The camp appeared fairly quiet, which reassured him. Men were going about the usua business of
soldiersin camp; there were no tight groups of whispering men, no furtive eyes diding away from Axis,
no glaring gapsin the tent lines where men had decamped through the night.

He paused in amazement when he saw the blue tent with the pennant fluttering aboveit. He recognized
the symbolism ingtantly—I shbel—and he a so recognized the man standing outsi de the entrance to the
tent.

Madarin, the soldier Ishbel had healed of atwisted bowe when Axis had escorted Ishbel south from the
FarReach Mountains. That occasion had been when Axis had become very aware that 1shbel had been
far morethan just a“ward” of the Cail.

“Madarin,” Axissaid amiably, stralling over, “1 see you have found new duties.”
“Lady Ishbd saved my life; it belongsto her. She caled meto her servicelast night.”
Axisnodded at the tent. “1shbel isinsgde?’

“Adeep, my lord.”

“I do not wish to disturb her, Madarin. Tell me, how does she?”

“Wdl, my lord.”

“Hmmm.” Axis dared at the tent again. “Where did this come from?’

Madarin explained how Isaiah carried aspare ceremonia tent with his military column.

“And the positioning of it?” Axissaid. Thetent was erected right at the edge of the main encampment,
closeto the tents of Maximilian, StarDrifter, Isaiah, and most of the other senior members of the army, as
well asthe large tent | saiah—and now Maximilian—used for command briefings and medls. Yet Ishbd’s
tent was set dightly apart. Not much, but just enough to lend whoever inhabited it a certain € oquent and
mysterious reserve...and command.

“I chosethislocation,” Madarin said.
“Then you have donewell for your lady,” Axissaid. “ The pennant?’
“| ditched it for the lady mysdlf,” Madarin said.

Axis opened his mouth to comment, saw Madarin’sface, and decided it better to leave doing so. He
gavethe soldier anod of farewdll.

As he moved through the encampment Axis paused and spoke briefly to severa men, stopping to have a
longer conversation with Insharah, the man with whom he' d ridden north from Aghat to collect Ishbdl.



Insharah was now a senior commander within the Isembaardian force, having proved himsdf over this
past year more than capable of promotion. Hewas till agood friend of Axis', however, and as such he
was Axis best conduit back into the heart and soul of the Isembaardian force.

“Tell methemood,” Axissaid, oncethey had exchanged greetings.

“One of shock,” Insharah said. “ Firgt this Maximilian, who had spent so many weekstrailing dong with
the column as a captured king, declaring himsdf lord of this or that and taking control of the army from
Isaiah. Maximilian isacomplete unknown, and what we' d seen of Isaiah had not suggested to usthat he
would just hand control of the entire army to Maximilian. No one quite knows what to make of it, Axis,
or what to think.

“But worse was the news that |sembaard has been overrun by some army of ...wraiths. Everyoneis
concerned about their families. Mysdf included.”

Insharah paused to give Axisasharp look. Insharah had awife and children in Aghat, just acrossthe
River Lhyl from DarkGlass Mountain where, apparently, this ghostly army gethered.

“I can give you no assurances,” Axissad, “savethissmal hope. The Skradlingsloathe water. 1t will take
them days, if not weeks, to summon the courage to crossthe Lhyl. | hope that will give people enough
timeto evacuate.”

“Evacuate where?’
“Either up through the Salamaan Pass or down south, to the Eastern Independencies.”

Insharah shook hishead dightly. “If this Maximilian wants our loyalty, Axis, then he shall need to assure
usthat our families are safe. If we don't get that assurance, | cannot answer for how many men might
decideto ad their familiesthemsalves”

Axis nodded, understanding. He rested a hand on Insharah’ s shoulder, thanked him for his honesty, and
moved on. He walked down to the areawhere Isaiah’ s generals had their tents. There were the usua
activities going on that he would have expected: some empty dishes being carried out of Kezid’ stent,
while Kezid’ sbody servant was busy washing his master’ slinen in atub to one sde of Kezid’ stent.

Axis moved toward Armat’ s tent—the youngest genera was, in Axis opinion, the most dangerous of
them—when there came the sound of footsteps behind him. Axisturned about. It was a soldier that he
recognized as one of Insharah’s men, with amessage that Axis was wanted at one of the horse lines.

Axis gtrode off, missing the look of sheer relief that crossed the face of the guard outside Armat’ s tent.

An hour after Axis hed risen, Ravennadipped quietly through the flap of Maximilian’s command tent.

If Maximilian wouldn't, or couldn’t, repudiate Ishbel completely, then Ravenna needed to know it—and
be able to plan from there. Asin taking Maximilian into the Land of Dreamsto show him the vison which
haunted her, Ravenna knew she was likely pushing too hard, but she needed to do this badly enough to
risk the consequences.

Maximilian was adeep on acamp bed. Serge, one of the two Emerad Guardsmen who had
accompanied Maximilian on hisjourney from Escator into |sembaard, rose from the siool wherehe'd
been gitting by the brazier. Ravenna nodded toward the door.



Serge hesitated, then |eft.
Shelet out asmal sgh. She il had enough influence for thet, at leest.

Ravennapulled achair over to where Maximilian continued to lie degping, then put ahand on his
shoulder and shook gently.

“Ravenna?’ Maximilian murmured, blinking deepily and risng on one ebow.
“Why are you cutting me off, Maxel ?’

Maximilian sat up, swinging hislegs over the sde of the bed. He rubbed his eyes and sighed. “L ook,
Ravenna—"

“What have | donewrong?’ Ravenna knew as soon as the words were out that they wereill-advised.
She wished futildly she could snatch them back.

“Apart from trying overhard to run my lifefor me? Apart from trying to stedl the Weeper, probably in
order to force meto your wishes?’

“Maxd, | know | shouldn’t have tried to take the Weeper, but—"

“Ravenna, at the moment | need to concentrate fully on gaining complete control of thisarmy. Thereare
hundreds of thousands of men gathered about this tent, and as many in the provinces behind us, all
weaponed and ready for war, none of whom trust me. | don’t have time—"

“For me?’ Damn it! Now she was acting like ahysterica tavern wench abandoned by her soldier lover.
“I don't have timefor your games, Ravenna.”

They stared at each other silently at that, and Ravennawondered that such a distance could have opened
between them in such ashort time.

It was Ishbel’ sfault. “I see Ishbel has found hersdlf abright new home,” Ravenna said, referring to the
tent she’ d seen on her way to Maximilian’s command tent. By the gods of dreams, such ostentation! “Did
you give her that?’

Maximilian had noticed the tent earlier when he’ d gone out just before dawn. “No, | did not procure that
tent for Ishbd. But she has every right to it. SheisaPeramius, and centrd to both theraisng of Elcho
Faling and thefight againg.. . .whatever itisweface”

Unlike mysdlf, Ravennathought. “Y ou will need to makeit clear to her that you will not take her back as
your wife. Y ou—"

“Oh, for gods sakes, Ravenna, stay out of this! Let it go!”
“Y ou know why | cannot do that.”

Maximilian rose, pulling on apair of trousers with sharp, angry movements. “Y ou are doing yourself no
favors”

“Asnether areyou.” Ravennastopped. “I’m sorry, Maxd. | shouldn’t have said that.”

“Ishbel doesn’t concern you, Ravenna. Leave her alone.”



Ravennasat slently as Maximilian pulled on his boots and then ashirt and jerkin.
“Shewill kill you, Maximilian,” shesaid eventudly.

“Stay away from her. | can look after mysdlf well enough.” Maximilian sat back down on the bed.
“Look, | am sorry if | have given you to understand that you and |...that we...” He stopped and sighed.
“We should have talked about thisalong time ago.”

Ravenna gave ashort, humorless laugh. “Y ou do not need to put it into words, Maximilian Persmius. |
can seethelie of theland well enough. All | want for you, Maxd, isabright future. | did not save you
from the Veins only to lose you to that witch, Ishbel.”

Maximilian's eyes darkened at that last. “Isthat what the child was for, then? Just another meansto keep
me from Ishbel ? Another weapon to use againgt her?’

“Thischild,” Ravennasaid, “is Elcho Fdling sfuture”

“Only if | recognizeit assuch,” Maximilian said very quietly, then grabbed his cloak and |eft the tent.

CHAPTER FIVE

TheRiver Lhyl, North of Aghat, | sembaard

H ereward stood on the deck of the riverboat, arms wrapped about her upper body hugging her thin
shoulders. Her dark hair blew into her eyes and across her face, obscuring her vision, but she made no
move to tuck the strands behind her ears.

Her black eyes stared straight ahead, amost unblinking.
To the far bank.

Skraelings seethed there, staring back at her, globules of salivadripping from their jacka-like jaws,
athough she thought their teeth both more numerous and larger than ajackd’s. Their huge clawed hands
clenched, desperate for her.

But they would not cross the water. They hated the water.
The River Lhyl wasall that stood between Hereward and atearing, agonizing degth.

The Skradlings till panicked Hereward, still caused her ssomach to clench in atwisted misery of fear and
physical nausea, even though it had been weeks now since they had appeared on the riverbank opposite
Isaiah’s palace of Aghat.

Weeks since her, and Isembaard’ s, world had disintegrated.

Hereward had lived ardatively good life within the palace. She was the result of afurtive, swesty, and
extremely hurried union between adave girl and one of Isaia' s soldiers, but the who of that soldier
meant Hereward had been freed at birth and had been given the chance at aresponsible gppointment
within the palace in adulthood.

Her father was Ezekid, now the most senior genera to the Tyrant Isaiah.



Ezekid had had very little to do with Hereward during her childhood. He d been careful to ensure that
she (and her mother) had adequate housing, and that Hereward had a good schooling. Ezekiel had taken
greater interest in Hereward once she' d reached adulthood, and had secured her a position within the
palace. By the time she' d reached her mid-twenties, Hereward had attained the position of kitchen
seward, apretentioustitle for the person who supervised the med sfor the various departments of the
palace: the Tyrant’ s private chambers; hiswives apartments (there were over eighty of them and
Hereward could never remember dl their names); the nursery where the Tyrant’s many children were
housed (Hereward didn’t even try to count them, et done memorize their names); the myriad governors,
generals, guests, scribes, bureaucrats, servants, soldiers, and daveswho lived in and about the palace. It
was an exhausting job, but Hereward took pridein it. She was free, she earned a good wage, and one
day, she hoped, she might have saved enough to open atavern...in Sakkuth, perhaps. Hereward had
had enough of therigidity and formdity of paacelifea Aghat.

Then, everything had changed within the space of an hour or two.

|saiah had |eft to undertake his northern invasion many months earlier, Ezekid with him. Paacelife had
quieted to utter tedium as over ninety percent of the people who had inhabited the paace left to trall
behind the Tyrant. Mot of the wives had |ft for the eastern cities, their children with them. There was
but ahandful of soldiersleft. Servants and daves had enough time to enjoy a Sesta during the hottest
hours of the day.

And then oneday...

Hereward had been in the paace’ s vast kitchens. She spent alarge part of her day there, talking to the
cooks, planning menus, supervising the cartage of food from the kitchensto wherever in the vast pdace
complex it was needed. It had been a strange day, for everyone had been unsettled without being able to
pinpoint areason. If a servant dropped a spoon, then everyone jumped at the clatter, shooting dark
looks at the unfortunate offender. Hereward could not concentrate on the menus—and there were so few
of them, by the gods, surely she could manage this small task!—and kept having to ask the cook with
whom she spoke to repeat what he had just said.

For some reason, everyone kept looking to the windows.
Just before midday there had come a shout from the outside.

No. Not ashout. Hereward thought later that it had been ahowl of sheer terror, the sound knifing into
the bright midday sky.

For an ingant everyone in the kitchen froze.

Then Hereward started to walk toward the door which led into the great courtyard beyond. Her legsfelt
leaden, every step an effort, and her chest felt asif agreat hand had clenched about it.

Somehow, Hereward understood very clearly in that moment that her life was probably either about to
end or to change 0 utterly that she would wish it had ended.

There was agreat deal of commotion in the courtyard. People were grasping at the shoulders of others,
asking them what had happened, what was wrong.

Others pointed to the gates which led to the river, and covered their faces with their hands and wailed.

Not wanting to, but unable to stop herself, Hereward walked toward the gates. She stepped through
them, ignoring the people who brushed past her—either going in her direction to see what had gone



wrong, or rushing back toward the palace, faces set in masks of horror.

Hereward stopped some twenty or so paces the other side of the gates. From this vantage point she had
aclear view of the River Lhyl, and the far bank, where stood DarkGlass M ountain.

She stood and looked, unblinking.

Her mind could not process what she saw. It tried to present to Hereward various interpretations, all of
which she knew wereincorrect.

DarkGlass M ountain had not somehow become enveloped with every billowing white sheet hung out to
dry in lsembaard.

DarkGlass Mountain was not covered in asudden storm of snowy thistle flower.
DarkGlass Mountain was not burdened under asudden and unexplainable invasion of white locusts.

Insteed, the glass pyramid was covered—crawled—with an undulating, horrific tide of gray wraithlike
creatures. They were coming from the north. Hereward was vaguely aware that the far riverbank was
covered with the crestures as far north as she could see.

People were pushing and bustling about her. Hereward thought that some of them might be screaming, or
shouting, or some such. She didn’t redlly know or care. Right in this moment, al she could do was stare.

Then someone said: What if they crosstheriver?

Utter panic consumed Hereward. She racked in ahuge breath, tried to expd it, and couldn’t. She turned
to run, but couldn’t. Her legsjust would not work.

Then came another shout (or perhaps awhisper, Hereward did not know).
Skraglingd

Hereward knew of them. Every since the Tyrant Isaiah had brought Axis SunSoar back from the dead
and into the palace, stories of Axis' life had circulated about the palace staff. Hereward had heard about
the Skraglings. She knew of their horror.

Skradlings?

Somehow Hereward managed to force hersdlf to breathe, and then she managed to take a step back
toward the palace. Another breath, another step, and then she was running with everyone e se, buffeted
and bruised by the mass panic, her long black hair coming free of its pinsand half blinding her.

Shedidn’'t care. All shewanted to do wasto get insde the kitchens and think.

The kitchens were virtualy deserted. Hereward sank down to her haunches behind the door, ingtinctively
finding ahiding place. Her handswere buried in her hair, her eyes were staring, her chest heaved with her
huge bresths.

She didn’'t know what to do. She ill could not order a single thought, let a one decide on acourse of
action.

Jegial, one of the cook apprentices, darted into the kitchen from outside. He ran into a Side room where
everyone stored their cloaks and outdoor sandals, then came out almost instantly, his cloak about his
shoulders. He grabbed a hessian bag of root tubersthat one of the gardeners had only brought in an hour



previoudy, dumped the tubers onto the floor, then hurriedly filled the sack with aflask of wine, some
bread, some fruit that was sitting on a serving platter to one side.

Then he saw Hereward.

“Hereward,” he gasped, now twisting the neck of the sack closed and tying it with twine. “We haveto
get out of here”

Where? she thought, unable to articul ate the word.

“Wehaveto go!” Jegid said. “Didn't you see what—"

He stopped. It was perfectly obvious that Hereward had seen.
“Wehaveto go,” he repeated more dowly, emphasi zing each word.
“Where?’ Hereward managed to say.

“I, ah...east. Far away.”

East? Hereward thought. East into the dry horror of the Meachor Plains?* Perhaps I saiah will be back,”
shesad. “Thearmy...”

“They are months gone, Hereward. Perhaps they are dead. We need to get away from here now! If we
Say...”

If westay... Hereward' s ssomach literaly heaved at the thought of what would happen if they stayed.
“They won't crossthewater,” she said. “The Lhyl will protect us. They—"

“They will find away to crosseventualy,” Jegid said. “ Stay here and dieif you want, Hereward. | am
goingtolive”

And with that he was off.

Gradualy the kitchen staff returned. Some sat or stood like Hereward, stunned and unable to think or
act. Othersdid as Jegia, grabbing what they could and running...where, Hereward was not entirely sure,
but running.

After what gppeared to Hereward a very long time, she rose, clutching at atablefor aid in getting to her
fedt.

She must have been crouched down for hours—her legs and back were stiff and cramped.

“We haveto aid oursdves,” she said to no onein particular. “No onewill cometo help us.”

“Issiah—" said one of the cooks, aman called Heddiah.

Hereward gave asmal shake of her head. “Isaiah won't come.”

“Hehasan army,” said Ingruit, avegetable preparer.

“He and they are either dead or they have forgotten us,” said Hereward. “We must shift for ourselves.”
“We need to leave, then,” said Heddiah.



“Yes,” Hereward said.
“East—" Heddiah began.

“No,” Hereward said. “Not east. Wherein the east? Into the Meachor Plains? Into the mountains where
live the bandits? In onewe' d starve or die of thirst within aweek, in the other we' d be murdered before
the Skradlings had their chance at us. And in both, we' d stand no chance whatsoever once the Skraglings
manage to get acrosstheriver. Have you seen how many of them there are? Millions! Milliong!”

Hereward stopped, gppalled at the note of hysteriain her voice.

“No,” she continued, now controlling her voice and trying to inject as much persuasion into it as she
could. “Not east. Even if we wereleft done, or if we survived the Meachor Plains, it would take us
many weeks before we reached any kind of safety.”

“Where then?’ said awoman called Odella
“North,” Hereward said. “North, up the River Lhyl.”
“But the Skradlings arejust acrosstheriver!” said Heddiah.

“They can't touch us,” said Hereward. “Not on aboat. We just don’t touch the western shore...we
can't touch the western shore, ever. Even if somehow, somewhere, the Skraelings manage to cross the
river and surround us on both sides, they till can't reach usin the middle of theriver. It isthe safest
place”

There was silence as people considered her arguments.

“Wetakeaboat,” Hereward continued, “ and with the winds driving southwesterly we can tack upriver,
many leagues each day. We can reach the north within...what? Ten days?’ She actually had no idea, but
no one contradicted her.

“And then?’ said Oddla

“And then we go wherever is safest. By the time we reach the north we will have a better idea of what is
happening. There will be news.” How they were going to gather news and information when they were
stuck in the middle of the river Hereward did not know. But there would be news somewhere, somehow,
surely. “We can make achoice then. But at least it isfar away from here. We cannot stay here.”

Now Hereward stood on the riverboat’ s deck, looking at the Skraelings hungering on the far bank. That
terrible day in Aghat seemed ayear away now, athough it had only been a matter of afew short weeks.
The remaining kitchen staff had eventudly agreed with Hereward that the boat north would be the safest
and quickes, if the most terrifying, means of escape. They had commandeered ariverboat large enough
to hold their party—some twenty-eight, counting spouses and children—and had set sail northward. Five
or six of the men had river experience, and they quickly taught the others how to steer and set the sails o
they could tack into the wind and sail north againgt the Lhyl’ s gentle current.

The winds had not been as good asthey’ d hoped, and they had not traveled asfast asthey had
expected, but at least they had kept safe. They were careful to stay in the center of the river where the
water was deepest and where the riverbanks were each some twenty paces away. Skraglings haunted
the western bank, hordes of them, scores of tens of thousands of them, hungering for the Tasty! Tasty!
Tasty! that the boat held. The Skraeling whispers pervaded the hull of the boat, and everyone had to



grab what deep they could while the terrifying whispers did cold and malicious about them.

Hereward hardly dept. It was dusk now, and Odellahad called her awhile ago to come and eat with the
others.

Hereward wasn't hungry. She flt that if she took her eyes off the Skraglings for just one moment then
they would attack.

Somehow they would find their way over the water.

If she did deep, Hereward had nightmares of waking to find them crawling over her, their terrible claws
snkinginto her flesh...

She' d cometo hate Axis SunSoar and | saiah. Somehow she’ d managed to associate her current plight
with these two men.,

Whoever had heard of Skraelings before Axisarrived in Aghat?

And why had |saiah deserted them? Why had he taken everyone who could possibly have saved the
people of Aghat north into the lands above the FarReach Mountains?

Hereward had dso cometo loathe her father, Ezekid, although she had never felt much affection for him.
Ezekiel had aways been so distant, and Hereward felt that he only concerned himsalf with her out of a
sense of resigned duty. She was abastard and had no placein hislife. Ezekid had awife and legitimate
children,

Those children, her half-brothers and sistersraised in luxury and privilege, lived in Sakkuth, well away
fromthisplace.

All of them had |eft her and her friendsto manage asthey may.

The Skradlings roiled and whispered on the far bank. Their long, thin arms reached out for her, their jaws
drooled, their teeth caught the last of the light, and their tongues bulged obscenely from their mouths.

Hereward had never felt so done and so hopelessin her life. She had never been able to even imagine
feding thisway.

After amoment, she turned, and walked belowdecksto join the othersin their evening medl.

CHAPTER SIX

The Far Reach M ountains and Dar kGlass M ountain,
| sembaard

| t was amost dawn when Eleanon and Bingaed heard Inardle gpproach their eyrie atop the mountain.
“IsLigter till adeep?’ Eleanon said as Inardle crouched down beside them, and she nodded.

“He stayed awake for hours, wondering about the pyramid, sending his senses scrying south,” she said.
“And?’ Bingaea asked.

“Hefdt nothing other than the fact of Kanubai’ sdeath,” Inardle said. She paused, looking at the faces of
the two birdmen, trying to read their expressons. “And you?’



Eleanon and Bingaled glanced at each other.
“WEe ve been waiting for you,” Bingded sad. “ Three are more powerful than two.”

Inardle nodded, relieved and pleased that they had waited. They mugt, like her, and like Lister, be
desperate to discover precisaly what had happened at DarkGlass Mountain.

“Should we do this?’ she said.
“Areyou having doubts?’ Eleanon said.
Inardle gave ashort laugh. “ Of course! And you have no doubts? Don't tell me that.”

“We need to know,” said Bingaledl. “ There is only one reason we have come on this adventure south
with Lister. To grab some power and destiny for ourselves. Maybe this Lord of Elcho Faling will prove
the road to our ultimate destiny, maybe there is some other path for us...we need to know, Inardie.”

“Yes,” sad Inardle, now settling down cross-legged, as did her companions. “We need to know.”

They sat facing one another inasmall circle. Eleanon raised his hands before him, frowning in
concentration. For amoment, nothing, then atall glass pyramid gppeared within the cup of hishands. In
dimension and height it was the same asthe glass spiresthe Ledfast had given Isaiah, Lister, and
Bad’uz, but unlike those spires, thiswas of adark, amost black, glass and was very dightly twisted, as
if ahand had corkscrewed it while the glasswas dtill hot from its making.

“Lister would panic if he knew we had this much power,” Bingaled said, looking at Inardle as he spoke.
“I shdl not tell him,” she responded. “He knows nothing about what we truly are.”

“It is better the world does not know,” Bingaleal said, “just what powers we do command.”

“Shush!” Eleanon said. “ Concentrate!”

Bingded shot him anirritated glance, but did asingtructed, and al three gazed intently into the dark,
twisted spire.

For severa heartbests nothing happened, then the spire glowed with light, cleared, and al three Ledfast
found themsealves looking directly into the Infinity Chamber.

Severd Skraelings huddled in one corner, but the Leafast’ s attention was completely absorbed by the
man-shaped cregture of blue-green glasswho stood with his back to them. He was moving his hands
very dowly over thetortured, blackened glasswalls of the Infinity Chamber and, as his hands passed
over the glass, so the glasswas restored to its full golden beauty.

The creature paused, becoming aware of the intruders, and turned about unhurriedly.

“Who areyou?’ said the creature. “I know you somehow.”

Thethree Lealfast glanced between themsalves, then Eleanon took a deep breath and answered.
“WeaetheLedfast,” he sad. “Wetraveled awhile with the Skraglings. You are...?’

The creature smiled, just asmall uplifting of his mouth. *'Y ou do not know?”

Again thethree Ledfast exchanged a glance, coming to asilent decision, then Bingalea spoke. “You are



the One, who the Magi once worshipped, and for whom they built the pyramid. Y ou are perfection
incarnate, and you are Infinity.”

The Onelowered hishead in assent. “1 am dl of those things. Y ou wish to spesk with me? Why?’

“We do wish to peak with you,” said Eleanon, “but we thought the Skradlings with you might like to be
alowed to go hunt. | am sure our conversation would bore them.”

The On€e' s eyes narrowed, then he waved ahand in dismissal at the few Skraglings who remained within
the Infinity Chamber. “Hunt,” he said. “Now.”

The Onewaited until the chamber was empty. “Y ou wanted them gone,” he said. He paused,
congdering. “1 know you now. Ledlfast you may call yourselves, but you hold within you the learning of
the Magi who once honored me. How e se could you have built that dark spire you use so effortlesdy, or
even the ones you gave about to others...yes, | know of them. And how isit you command the powers
of theMagi?’ Hisvoice hardened, just dightly. “Come, tell me now, if you vaue my benevolence.”

“Y ou know of Boaz and his battle with the pyramid, Threshold?’ Eleanon said.

The One bared histeeth dightly—they were curioudy trand ucent—and they glimmered in the soft light of
the Infinity Chamber. Two thousand years ago the renegade Magi, Boaz—a member of the Persmius
family—had turned againgt his brethren and the One incarnate within the pyramid, seeking to destroy
both the cult of the Magi and the pyramid. The One could not be destroyed—no one had the power for
that—but the ideathat Boaz even thought to make the effort had infuriated the One.

And made him wonder if the Persmiusfamily might try again.
Like Kanubai, the One had no love for Elcho Faling or its master.

“Boaz caused the Magi to be dishanded,” said Eleanon. “Many died, or killed themselves so that they
might not have to endure aworld which no longer permitted worship of the One...of yourself. But afew
took what they could of the Magi’ s hoard of books and scrolls before their libraries were burned, and
they traveled north, escaping the soldiersthat Boaz' s brother, Zabrze, sent after them. These few Magi
arrived in the far north after years of travel and travail.”

“They taught you,” the One said.

“Y es. We wel comed them, for they brought atantalizing glimpse of afuture we had not considered, and
power that we had never dreamed existed.”

“Tedl me” said the One after aconsdered pause, “are you loyd to the Lord of Elcho Fdling?’
Inardle opened her mouth to speak, but Bingaded forestaled her.

“Not necessarily,” he said. “I1t would depend very much on what we might find at the end of the path the
Magi showed to us.”

The One' s mouth curved upward in awide smile. “We shall talk some more, | think,” he said.

CHAPTER SEVEN
The Sky Peaks Pass

T hey met very late that afternoon for an early supper in the command tent. Maximilian had been out, and




arrived in the tent once everyone had gathered. He looked tired and strained, and only nodded in
greeting as he entered. Two serving men were il bringing in platters of food, setting them down before
those dready seated at the table. Maximilian ignored the table, and walked over to join the four men
gtanding at the wine servery.

“Georgdi, Mdat,” Maximilian said. “ Are you somewhat recovered? Have you dept? How are your
peoples?’

“Most are wdl enough, Maxd,” Mdat said. “ They are grateful for the shelter and opportunity to rest and
eat after so many weeks on the run from the damned Skraelings. But within aday, | think, they shal be
rested and fed enough to start worrying about what lies behind them—how much of their homeland
remains, and if any of their families survived the Skraglings horror. What | will say to them, | cannot
think.”

“We can send a scouting party to seewhat isleft,” Maximilian said. “1 think—I hope—the Skradlings will
stay south of the FarReach Mountains for the time being. | want to know what has happened to Escator.
Georgdi?’

“I"d like to know what Isaiah’s....sorry, your army has|eft of the Outlands, Maximilian,” Georgdi said.
“Once my men have rested sufficiently, | shal need to ride east to Margdit. | assumeit still stands after
Isaiah dragged dmost amillion soldiers and settlersthrough it.”

“It dill stands,” Maximilian said, “but Isaiah left many thousands of his soldiersthere to secure hisrear.
Wait,” he said, as Georgdi opened his mouth to speak. “1 know you want them gone, that you want us
gone from the Outlands, but unfortunately this provinceislikely to becomethefirst to fee thefull force of
the Skradlings push north. I am not going to shift men from the Outlands until | know what is happening.”

“Whichiswhat we need to discusstonight,” Axis said, Sanding to Maximilian’ sright, with hisfather
StarDrifter SunSoar at his elbow. He handed Maximilian a glass of wine, then nodded at the table. “ Shall
we St? The serving men haveleft usin peace.”

Saome, Ishbel, and Isaiah were dready seated and had been conversing in soft tones. Now they fdl into
awatchful slence asthe men gpproached the table, dl eyes on Maximilian.

In histurn, Maximilian watched Ishbel out of the corner of his eye as hetook his seat at the head of the
table. Of dl of them she looked the most rested, and certainly the most collected, and he wondered at
the tranquillity she gppeared to have acquired after hisrgection of her.

He thought of the vison Ravennahad shown him of 1shbd crawling through the gates of Elcho Faling and
opening the citadd to the dark invader.

Then he remembered what Axis had said the previous night: | had seen atruth, but | had misinterpreted
it, so badly | dmost lost the woman without whom....well, without whom | would have accomplished
none of what later | managed. Ishbel’ s chin rose dightly under Maximilian’ sregard. He thought she
looked very lovely, with her blue robe and soft fair hair falling over one shoulder, and very noble, with
her unexpectedly tranquil and collected demeanor.

Shedidn’'t look to him like awoman who would betray Elcho Falling, but then who was he to judge?
Maximilian gave her abrief nod, then acknowledged Salome and Isaiah.
“What has happened?’ said StarDrifter. “ Axis said something about Kanubai? That he has. ..vanished?”’

“The sense of threat from Kanubai abruptly ceased late last night,” said Maxel. “Both Isaiahand |, and |



assume Ligter, could sense Kanubai previoudy. That sense has vanished.”
“DarkGlassMountain,” Ishbel said. 1t hastaken him.”

“Wethink s0,” said Isaiah. “We think—"

“Who 2?7’ said Ishbdl.

“Y ou have been in the pyramid, Ishbel,” Maximilian said. “ Do you truly think it capable of taking
Kanuba?’

Shelooked at him without hesitation, or embarrassment. “Y es. It hates, Maxd, and that hateisa
powerful force.”

Again Maximilian contemplated her. 1shbel conversed easily with him, and he found that remarkable after
the way he had treated her the previous night. He had been sure that she’ d be awkward and
embarrassed, and he had spent much of the time before this meeting trying to think of waysto put her at
ease. Now dl those strategies were very obvioudy redundant.

“The glass pyramid isadangerous enemy,” Ishbel continued. She glanced &t Isaiah. “When Isaiah and |
enteredit...oh, | can't explainit, but it wasadmost asif the pyramid lived. It could reach out itswalls and
touch us. Kanubai might have been powerful, but was he powerful enough to best what he thought was
andly?’ she concluded with an expressve shrug.

Maximilian gave her another nod, then looked at Isaiah. “No one knows DarkGlass Mountain aswell as
you,” hesaid. “Tdk to me. What isit capable of ? What will it do?’

Isaiah Sghed, rubbing at his eyes and using the movement to buy timeto think. What was the glass
pyramid capable of ?

“Itishugely powerful,” he said findly, “and hugdly angry, asIshbel said. That anger and hate stlem from
itsancient past, when one of the Magi, Boaz, |shbel’ s ancestor and the nephew of the then Lord of Elcho
Fdling, caused it to be dismantled. | think, although | have no way of truly knowing, that it wants
vengeance.”

“Agang whom?’ said Maximilian.

“Anyonewho standsinitsway,” Isaiah said, “but more particularly, against Boaz and Tirzah, who tried
to destroy it, and so againgt al their descendants. Ishbel definitely, but aso you, Maximilian, asyou are of
the same bloodlines and you are powerful enough to threaten it. It may have adso inherited Kanubai’s
feud with Elcho Fdling. | don’'t know. | judt...l just don’t think it isgoing to St there and glow in the sun
cheerfully. I think it will act. | think it has acted.”

He paused, thefingers of one hand tapping dowly on the tabletop. “I think that the glass pyramid isthe
greater danger. Kanubal was known. The pyramid is utterly unknown. Not even the Magi completely
understood it or its powers.”

“So even though Kanubai may be dead | cannot go back to Escator, curl up in my bed, pull the covers
over my head, and dream of happy hunting partiesin the forests north of Ruen?” Maximilian said with a
wry twist of hismouth.

Isaiah smiled. “No, Maxel. Y ou cannot. There are ill greet trids ahead of us. None of us can afford to
relax.”



“And so what are you going to do about this?” said Georgdi. The Outlander general |ooked tense and
frugtrated. “My homeand has been invaded, and currently al you seem to proposeisthat your million
soldiers and settlersjust mill about in confusion. Y ou don't even have any true or tight control over them!
|_”

“I havein no manner proposed we do nothing,” Maximilian snapped. “I am here to consult and to
decide, not to dither.”

Georgdi shot him alook, but said nothing.

“Theworldistorn gpart, Maxd,” Maat said. “If you want to ask for the loyaty of every man and
woman north of the FarReach Mountains, then you shall need to gtitch it back together again. Otherwise
no onewill fight for you.”

“Malat makesastrong point,” Axissaid. “| talked to some of the Isembaardian soldierstoday, and there
isgreat restlessness. They may have owed Isaiah their loydty, but they do not know you, Maxdl.
Moreover, they areterrified of what happensto their familiesin Isembaard. Rumorsfly, and men talk of
ading ther families by themsdlvesif you cannot do it for them.”

“And the generds?’ Maximilian said.

“Quiet,” said Axis. “l have seen Ezekid, and the othersrest in their tents. | will talk with theminthe
morning...but they will take instant advantage of any discontent within the army. We need to decide what
to do with them.”

Maximilian grunted. “Isaiah,” he said, “do you know where Lister is?’

“I believe heis moving north from the FarReach Mountains,” Isaiah said. “He will want to join you at
Elcho Fdling.”

“What he wantsisimmaterid,” said Maximilian, “ particularly with what has happened over the past day.
What are these glass pyramids, or spires, that you have used? Axis hastold me of them. Do you have
onewith you?’

“Inmy pack,” said Isaiah. “Not with me here.”
“Fetchit, if youwill,” Maximilian said, and Isaiah rose and | eft the tent.

“Axis” Maximilian said, “what do you know of Lister? What did you learn about him while you lived and
traveled with Isaiah?”’

It was not Axiswho answered, but StarDrifter. “1f | may,” he said, seeking permission from both Axis
and Maximilian to speak, and at their nods continued. “Of Ligter | know little, but Axisand | know
something of the force that travelswith him.”

“Force?” Maximilian said. “I thought he traveled with the Skraglings.”

“Hedid,” StarDrifter said, “ but dso traveling with him, and till with him | assume, isa great force of
winged people”

StarDrifter told the group around the table about the ancient history of the Icarii in Tencendor: how, when
many generations ago they had escaped from persecution into the Icescarp Alps, agroup of Icarii had
continued traveling north into the frozen wastes.



“We thought them to have died,” said StarDrifter, “but now Axisand | believe that they survived. They
must have traveled deep into the frozen wastes and there, so we think, athough we cannot explain why
they did this, they interbred with the Skraglings to create anew race. They call themsdlvesthe Ledfas,
and they command great magic through the Star Dance.”

“I believed the Star Dance had been destroyed,” said Maximilian.

“Sodidl,” said StarDrifter, “but the glass pyramids that |saiah and Lister use for communication were
made by the Ledlfast, and they tap into the power of the Star Dance, athough anyone who commands
power can usethem. | don’t know how, but the L ealfast ill use the Star Dance.”

“One of them flew down to Aghat,” said Axis, “to stage an attempted nation of Isaiah in order to
encourage his push north. He escaped before my eyes, using powerful enchantment. If the rest of the
Ledfast command such power, then they may be powerful dlies”

“Or powerful enemies” said Maximilian.

| saiah reentered the tent at that moment, and sat down at the table. In one hand he held aglass spire,
about the height of aman’s hand, which pulsated with arosy light. He placed it on the table, then gave it
agentle shove, sending it diding down the table to Maximilian.

Every eye at the table followed its passage.
Maximilian stopped the spire with one hand. He studied it briefly, then picked it up.

“Itisathing of great beauty,” he said softly. Then helifted his eyes and looked again & Isaiah. “How
doesit work?’

“You cannot useit?’ Isaiah sad, histone alittle chalenging.
Maximilian held Isaiah’ s gaze for along moment, then looked back to the spirein his hand.
Everyone at the table watched him, and for severa heartbests nothing happened.

Then, suddenly, the glass glowed through the gaps of Maximilian' sfingers. Firg pink, then red, then it
flared suddenly into a deep gold before muting back to a soft yellow. The ascetic face of a middle-aged
man appeared in its depths, histhin mouth curved in adight smile.

“Lider,” said Maximilian softly. “Wel met, at lagt.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

The Northern Borders of the Far Reach M ountains, and the
Sky Peaks Pass

L igter stared into his glass pyramid at the face of the man who looked out at him.

“My Lord of Elcho Fdling,” he said, and made adight bow.

About him snowflakesfdl from the sky, twisting lazily in myriad fantastic patterns. As each one hit the
ground, it transformed into abirdman or birdwoman, their features and the line of their wings rimed with
frog.

The Ledfad.



They gathered about the black-clad Lister in acircle, intensely watchful, their forms gradually solidifying.
Three of them—Eleanon, Bingded, and Inardle—stood at Lister’ s shoulder, exchanging unreadable
glances before they |ooked into the glass spire that Lister held.

“Y ou have been agresat troubleto my life,” Maximilian said to Ligter, “for | am led to believe that you
were the one to orchestrate my seventeen years spent inthe Veins.”

“The path to greatness must necessarily be strewn with obstacles that—"

“Don't feed me such bandities, Ligter. | am not in the mood for it thisday.” The focus of Maximilian's
gaze changed dightly to take in Lister’s companions. “Who are those who stand about you, and where
aeyou?’

“My companions arethe Ledfast,” said Lister, “and they are your servants. Asam |. Asfor our location,
we stand at the foot of the FarReach Mountains where they meet the Sky Peaks.”

“How soon will it take you to reech me?’

“The Ledlfast could be with you within the day, two at most, should you asK it. I, like my companion
Isaiah, am confined somewhat by the limitations of human flesh. Nonetheless, | do command some
powers and could be with you within ten days.”

“Thendoit. Lister, what do you know of Kanubai? Something has happened.”

“DarkGlass Mountain has eaten him, my lord,” Lister said. “1 ever thought the pyramid was the greater
danger.”

“Then you will do well to get here as quick asyou may, Lister, that you may share with me the benefit of
your infinite wisdom—as wel| asaplan of action that will seeusadl at home safe and sound before our
hearths within the month. Now, step aside, that | may converse with whoever will spesk for the Ledfast.”

Lister raised his eyebrows at Maximilian’ start voice, but obediently stepped aside for one of the
Ledfast, aman of handsome aspect and keen, frosty eye.

“Your name?’ said Maximilian.
“My nameisEleanon,” said the Ledfast male, “and | spesk for the Ledfast.”
“Y ou are their commander?’

“Y ou are our commander,” said Eleanon, his voice heavy with sincerity, “but | spesk on behaf of the
Ledfast Nation.”

“Theentire‘nation’ of the Ledlfast iscurrently with Lister?’

“Yes, my lord,” Eleanon said. “We number perhaps aquarter of amillion. Thelarger mgority are women
with children and the older among us, but myself and my brother, Bingded, lead afighting force of
bowmen and women of somefifty thousand. We are experienced and ablefighters, my lord, and we are
at your command.”

Maximilian did not reply for amoment. Then: “ And you and yours can be here within two days?’
“If you dedreit. Do you wish the entire Ledlfast Nation to descend upon you?’

Maximilian’s mouth curved in awry smile. “| think not, Eleanon. Y our fighting force, however, | shdl be



very glad to welcome, Where will the great number of your people stay?’

Eleanon leaned to one side and conferred with Bingaeal before turning back to Maximilian. “ They will
stay within the FarReach Mountains, my lord,” he said. “It is safe enough for them at the moment, and
provides good shelter. If needed, they can move. Quickly.”

Bingaleal and Inardle exchanged alook and a secret thought: The Nation can move from the FarReach
Mountains as needed. Either way, north to Elcho Faling, or south to whatever the One might offer us.
“Good,” Maximilian said. “They can also act as sentind's should anyone, or thing, move north. Eleanon,
do you have any reports of what is happening within |sembaard?’

“Many thousands, tens of thousands, of 1sembaardians are fleeing north through the Salamaan Pass,”
Eleanon sad. “Men, women, children.”

Maximilian Sghed. “We shall need to provide for them. Nothing pursuesthem asyet?’

“Nothing but rumor from Aghat,” Eleanon said. “We know nothing of any solid fact about what has
happened in Isembaard.”

“Very wel. Should | expect you the day after tomorrow, then?’

“Yes my lord.”

“Eleanon, isthere any way you can warn me of your arriva two hoursin advance?’
Y es, said Eleanon, and Maximilian nodded.

Good. Eleanon, who do you serve? Me, or Lister?

If you tell usto tear Lister’ shead from his shoulders we shall do it, even though he has been a pleasant
companion to us.

Maximilian raised an eyebrow. “Good,” he said again, thistimein his speaking voice. “I shdl see you and
your fighters soon.” He gave avery smal smile. “Y ou shal be some good news from my south, and |
have had little of that recently. IsLigter till close?’

Eleanon bowed, handing the pyramid back to Lister.
“My lord?’ Ligter said.

“I am assuming Vorgusiswith you,” Maximilian said, naming the man who had, for al hislife, acted as
Abbot of Persmiusin Escator, and who had conspired with Lister to inter Maximilianinthe Veins.

“Yes, my lord.”

“With my crown.”

“Of course, my lord.”

“Then | will see you both within ten days.”

“I shdl look forward to meeting you, my lord,” said Lister, “and aso to renewing my acquaintance with
Isaiah.”

Maximilian gave avery smdl, tight smile, and the next moment the pyramid that Lister held dulled back



into lifd essness.

“Jugt think, Eleanon,” Lister said cheerfully, “within two days you meet the StarMan, Axis SunSoar
himsdf.”

Eleanon gave him ashort look, then turned away.

Areyou certain we should gtill professloyalty to the Lord of Elcho Falling? Bingaled said in Eleanon’s
mind as they walked away from the group.

Eleanon’ s tride did not falter and he gave no outward sign of Bingaledl’ s private communication.
For the moment, he replied, whileit suits our purpose.

And the One? Bingded sad.

When we know more, Eleanon said, we can make our choice.

Inardle watched Eleanon and Bingaed wak away, feding unsettled and disturbed. Her brotherswere
clearly attracted to the power the One offered, but Inardle preferred to keep amore open mind. The
One was unknown, the Lord of Elcho Falling less so. Theway of the Magi suited Eleanon and Bingded,
but not so much Inardle, for the Magi had despised women and offered them little power.

Stll...theway of the Magi, and the One, offered such rewardsthat it could well be that the Onewas
what the Ledlfast needed.

“I hope you have no weakness, Maximilian Persmius,” Inardle muttered, “for otherwise you and your
world are dead if the Ledlfast should turn our backsto you.”

CHAPTER NINE

The lnfinity Chamber,
Dar kGlass M ountain

T he One could fed the use of the spires. The Ledlfast had congtructed the glass spires with Magi
knowledge (with the power of the One) and their use away's touched the One' s soul.

He moved dowly about the Infinity Chamber, running his hands over the ruined glass, restoring it to itsfull
beauty and power. Within aday or two the Infinity Chamber would once again be whole, and would
once again connect the pyramid with Infinity.

Then would the One be at full power.

He hummed as he worked, and occasiondly sang snatches of song he could recall the Magi singing to
him in reverence asthey built the pyramid. He wastrying out his voice, seeking the perfect pitch and
timbre, endeavoring to make it as perfect and as beautiful as was the caged golden glass and the
dimensions of this chamber. The One also appreciated deeply the ability to spesk and sing. So long he
had been nothing but an entity which had existed first in the abstract and then as aglass pyramid. Now he
was flesh incarnate, and he could move and speak and act in amanner he’ d never been ableto
previoudy. Physical form brought its own chalenges, but the One enjoyed challenges.

He awayswon.

As heworked and sang, the One thought about the L edlfast. It was no accident that some of the Magi



had escaped so far north when the traitor Boaz sought to destroy the pyramid two thousand years
previoudy. The One had ensured that their knowledge did not die, but lived on within the Ledlfast.

They would be hisnew Magi.
They might hesitate for the moment, but the One knew that eventudly they would bow before him.
Servants.

“All my servants,” the One whispered, his hands continuing their dow purposeful movement over the
blackened glass, “dl working my will.”

He paused amoment, amused as he recalled that he had cometo flesh at that very same moment
Ravennahad shown Maximilian Peramiusthe vison within the Land of Dreams.

“Dear Ravenna,” the One whispered, one of hisfingers now stroking a piece of glassthat once more
glowed golden. “ Sweet Ravenna, believing everything | show you. So mdleable.”

The One' s hands resumed their dow dance over the glass. The Persmius family had tried to destroy him
through the renegade Magi, Boaz, who was a prince of the Persmius blood. They would not get the
chance again. When the One moved againgt Maximilian Persmius and his erstwhile bride, Ishbel, the
death strike would come from any one of four or five directions.

Maximilian would never be ableto anticipate or counter dl of them.

The One smiled, then resumed his singing, perfecting the pitch of hisvoice until the Infinity Chamber rang
withitsglory.

CHAPTER TEN
The Sky Peaks Pass

| f I'd had to ligento asinglemore ‘my lord’ from Lister,” Maximilian muttered, “I swear | would have
shattered thisdamn glass”

Helooked up at thetable. “It shal be most interesting for you, Axis, StarDrifter, and Salome, meeting
your long-lost cousins.”

“I have only just got used to my new immediate family,” Sdome said. “Now you say there arefifty
thousand more arriving the morning after next? And aquarter million more lurking in the mountains? |
shdl never remember al their birthdays.”

The group about the table laughed, then chatted about inconsequentia things for afew minutes asthey
ate and drank.

“Maxd,” Axissaid eventudly, “we need to talk about thearmy. It is—’

“I know,” said Maximilian. “We can gpeak tomorrow. For now | am weary, and can think clearly of
nothing but my bed.”

“Before you think too longingly of bed,” Isaiah said, “there is something | need to talk to you about. |
would aso ask that Ishbel stayswith us. This concerns both of you. It isapersona matter. Axis, would
you stay, too?”



The group broke up with that, leaving Maximilian, Isaiah, Ishbel, and Axis sitting about the remains of the
meal. Serge and Doyl e shepherded in some servants to clear the table and to set out fruit and cheese,
and then the group was | eft one.

“If | can take amoment,” Maximilian said to Isaiah, “before you speak? Thank you. The Isembaardian
soldiersworry about their families. Who can blame them? And | worry about what is happening down
south, what is happening at DarkGlass Mountain and with the Skraglings. Isaiah,” he said, leaning
forward alittle, “1 am going to test our newfound trust.”

“You want meto go there,” Isaiah said.

“Yes. | want you to go into Isembaard, do what you can for your people, and discover for me what that
cursed glass pyramid is about, what it is doing, and what it has become. We know too little about it. Can
you do that for me?’

Ishbel answered before Isaiah could speak. “Maxe! That istoo dangerous! Isaiah isaman apart from
many others, and with powers that few can command, but even so you are surely sending him to his—”

“I want to send some of Eleanon’s Ledfast fighterswith Isaiah,” said Maximilian quietly. “They can move
quickly, and they are of great power. They command the Star Dance, and, from what | have heard of the
nation attempt on your life, Isaiah, they are handy enough with their bows. Isaiah, | will giveyou
half of Eleanon’ s force—twenty-five thousand. Will you go?’

“Yes” Isaiah sad, “if the Lealfast agree. | cannot travel asfast asthey, Maxd, but | can move faster than
ordinary men. Once | reach theriver, | can travel faster.”

“Wewill discussthe detailslater,” said Maximilian. “Axis, what do you think?If | send their Tyrant into
Isembaard to rescue what he can, and with astrange, magica, powerful force at hisback, will it ease
some of the men’sfears?”’

“It will surely surprisethem,” said Axis. “But, yes, it will dlay ther fears, for awhile. At least you are
being seen to do something, and they trust Isaiah. Mostly. But. . .are you sure about the Ledfast? We
know so little about them. To trust them with such amissionis—"

“Foolish?’ said Maximilian. “Perhaps, but neither can | afford not to usethem. | can’t Sit about for ayear
trying to gauge the Ledfast and their potentid for treachery. I'll risk it, Axis. Isaiah knows how to look
after himsdlf, and how to command men.”

“Becareful, Isaiah,” Ishbel said, meeting hiseyes. “Please.”

Maximilian hesitated as he looked between them, then spoke. “Once the L ealfast are here we can hash
out the details, but | needed to spesk to you first, Isaiah.”

Then helooked at Ishbel. “Ishbd, | shouldn’t have treated you the way | did last night. [—"
“It doesn't matter, Maxd,” shesaid. “Y ou have chosen Ravenna.”
“|shbe—" Maximilian said.

“Itisover now, Maxel,” 1shbel continued, her tone even and calm, her posture relaxed. “ That isthe best
for both of us, | think. I’'m sick of harboring fears and grudges, and it istime we forgot what lies behind
us and just concentrate on what waits ahead. We both need to get to Elcho Faling.” She paused. “What
lies between you and Ravenna doesn’t bother me, Maxd. Truly. | wish you the best.”



“Ishbe—" Maximilian said again, hisvoicetight.

“There was something you wanted to say to myself and Maxe?” 1shbel said to Isaiah, and Maximilian bit
his tongue and looked away.

Axislooked at Ishbel, his eyes narrowed. A pretty speech and, even better, one that sounded relaxed
and sincere. Had shetruly turned her back on Maximilian?

I saiah took adeep breath, and now Axislooked at him. That had been a breath of sheer nerves. Stars,
what was |saiah going to say?*“| need to talk to you about your child,” Isaiah said to Maximilian and
Ishbd. “Particularly now | won't be here much longer.”

“Thechild isdead,” 1shbel said. “ She no longer matters. There' s nothing you need say. Please don't drag
up the pagt, Isaiah.”

“She does matter, Ishbel,” Isaiah said. He took another deep breeth. “ Kanubai rose into flesh in that
moment when Ba' a’ uz killed your daughter, and | took Ba d’ uz' s head and that of the dog.”

| saiah stopped there, wanting Maximilian and Ishbel to understand what he was trying to say without him
actudly having to say it.

There was slence, everyonelooking at Isaiah.

“Maxd, Ishbd,” Isaiah said softly, dragging each word out, “Kanubai took flesh and was born of the
sacrifice of your daughter. That was his plan. He wanted to take the flesh and blood of hisenemy. He
was born of both of you. And now...whatever has taken him aso has that blood coursing through its
vans”

Again aslence, savethat this one wasrigid with shock and horror.

“I’'msorry,” Isaiah whispered, looking at 1shbel. “1 should have taken better care of you.”

Ishbel |eft after that. She could not bear to stay another moment, nor could she bear to see Maximilian's
face.

That child had been so important to him. It was bad enough that the baby girl had died, but now to hear
thisfoulness...to hear that Kanubai, and whatever had taken him, had Maximilian’sand Ishbel’ s blood
coursing throughit...that the girl had died to create flesh for Kanubai...No. That was too much.

Ishbel could not have looked at Maximilian’ sface at that point.
So shejust rose and | eft.

Maximilian caught up with her within Six or seven paces, catching at her arm with hishand, forcing her to
stop and face him.

“Ishbel, I'm sorry.”
“Stop gpologizing to me, Maxd. And just let me befor awhile, please.”
“We need to speak at some point. Tonight or tomorrow.”

“Yes, very well. But not now, please, Maxd.”



“Not now,” he said softly, letting hishand dide from her arm. “1shbd...”
She stared a him, clearly wanting to get away.

“Ishbd, if you need me, you can find mein the command tent.” He nodded at the tent they’ d both just
left. “1’m no longer sharing atent with Ravennaand Venetia”

Then heleft her staring after him as he ducked insde the tent.

Ravenna stood in the shadow of atent as Ishbel passed. She had watched the command tent for a half
hour or more, knowing Maximilian and his commanders and Ishbel wereingde, and not surprised at, yet
resenting, the fact she had not been asked to attend.

Shefdt physicaly and emotionaly exhausted. She could not understand why Maximilian kept 1shbel
close after she had logt the child he' d wanted so much, and then trested him so vilely by flaunting Isaiah
as her lover. She could not even comprehend why Maximilian could still consider 1shbd an dly after
Ravenna had shown him thevision, thetruth, for the Land of Dreams did not lie.

But Maximilian wanted Ishbel as much more than an dly, didn’t he? No matter what he had said to
Ishbd last night in the snow, Maximilian still wanted her. Ravenna had watched as |shbel emerged from
the tent, clearly upset about something (had one of the othersjustly questioned her apparent good faith?),
and then Maximilian had followed her, not a bregth later, catching at 1shbel’sarm and pulling her close
for aquiet conversation.

Ravenna had been sure Maximilian would lean down to kiss Ishbel, but he did not, and that likely due,
Ravennathought, to 1shbel’ s determination to tease him and make him beg for her after he'd humiliated
her before Ravenna.

Ishbel would have her way with him eventually. Shewould cgole Maximilian into her bed and hisring
onto her finger.

Ravennawas now certain of that. There was nothing | eft that she could do or say to make Maximilian see
sense, and redlize that 1shbel would bring catastrophe to hislife, and to Elcho Faling and the entire land.

Shefdtill at the thought, and wished that Maximilian had been a stronger man.

Ravennawatched as |shbel walked away toward her tent, then she moved away quietly into the night.

Ishbel stood twenty or so paces from her tent, not yet willing to enter it. She needed the night air, needed
it to clear her mind and heart and restore some peace to her soul.

She wished Maximilian had not followed her out once she' d waked away from him.
“Areyou dl right?” Axissaid softly, stlepping up behind her.

“Not particularly,” shereplied, not looking at him.

He stood with her slently for alittle while, his eyeswandering over the starsin the sky.

“Did you mean what you said to Maxd,” he said findly, “that what lay between you isover?’



“Yes” Ishbd sad. “Thereisafreedom, you know, in not loving him asonce did, and in not yearning
for him. It ismore peaceful.”

Asoncel did...Axiswondered what she meant by that.

“Will you bemy lover?’ hesad.

Shelooked at him, momentarily startled. “Y ou waste no time, Axis SunSoar.”
“I meanto befirginline”

Ishbel laughed softly. “My answer isno, Axis. | have had enough of loversfor the moment. The gods
adoneknow my last wasill-timed enough.” She hesitated. “ Did you mean it?’

He gaveasmdl amile, hiseyesreflecting the sarshine. “No.”
“Azhureisalucky woman,” 1shbd said.

Axisshrugged dightly. “Not so lucky, if you think that she rests till in the Otherworld while her husband
livesuntouchablein this.”

“Doyoumissher?’

“Not asmuch asfirg | did. When Isaiah pulled me from the Otherworld, from death back into life, my
yearning for her was athrobbing pain. Here.” He tapped his chest. “I used to write her |etters every night.
| think Isaiah had a servant steal them from my bedchamber so that | would think they had been spirited
by magic into the Otherworld.”

Ishbel smiled.

“Then Isaiah sent me north, to fetch you from Ba d’ uz,” Axis continued, “and my yearning for Azhure
dulled. I no longer write her letters. | think of her most days...but | do not yearn for her.” He sighed.
“Shehaslost me, | think, to the adventures of life.”

“Do you think you will ever love again? Asyou did Azhure?’

“Not as| loved Azhure, no. Not that, not ever again. But love, in adifferent manner, shape, and form?’
AXxis paused. “1 hope so, Ishbd. | could not bear to live this new life completely without love.”

When Axisleft Ishbel he thought to stroll past the tents of the generals, to seeif al was peaceful. But as
he turned to go, he saw that StarDrifter and Salome' s tent was still lit, and he decided to speak with
them.

The generds could wait until morning.

StarDrifter and Salome were Sitting up on their bed, quite naked, Salome leaning againgt StarDrifter’s
chest, one of his hands resting on her distended belly. Sdome was now some seven months pregnant,
glowing with satisfaction at the placein life she had unexpectedly found herself, and somewhat amused as
shesaw Axis dight discomfort at finding hisfather and her in such intimecy.

But he pulled up astool, sat down, and nodded at Salome' sbelly. “What do you think, StarDrifter?” he
asked hisfather. “What kind of son are you breeding thistime?’



“A peeceful one” said StarDrifter, watching his son alittle carefully. He was not sure how Axiswould
react to this child—for so long Axis had been the favored, and then the only, son.

Now hewould have abrother.

Axisgaveadight smile a StarDrifter’ swords. “Neither Gorgrael nor | had ever been * peaceful’ sons,”
he sad, referring to his haf-brother and onetime Lord of the Skraglingswhom Axis had eventudly killed
in battle. “And Salome, if you forgive mefor saying this, isaconsiderably less‘ peaceful’ woman than
either my mother or Gorgradl’s.”

“Thenfed your brother,” said StarDrifter. “Place your hand on Sdome sbelly and fed him.”

Axis hestated. It was not smply the familiarity, and the amusement in both Sdome sand StarDrifter’s
eyesat hisuncertainty, but the fact that he would be able to intimately sense the baby. All Icarii could
sense and communicate with unborn children, and it was not an ability they had lost with the Star Dance.

Axiswas not sure if he wanted to meet his new brother just yet.

“Axis? Sdomesad.

Heleaned forward, diding his hand over the mound of Salome' sbelly as hisfather withdrew his.
Her skin was very warm, very soft, and very tight over her womb.

Axiscould literaly fed the curve of his brother’ s body and two very dight bumps, either of hands or of
feet.

And he could fed more. Therapid thrum of hisbrother’ s heart...and his brother’ sinterest, the movement
of histiny body as he shifted within the womb so that more of his body was exposed to the gentle
pressure of Axis hand.

“What do you sense?” StarDrifter said.
“Curiogity,” said Axis. “You had not told him about me. He did not know he had an elder brother.”

“There hasbeen solittletime...” StarDrifter said, waving ahand languidly, and Axis shot him asharp
look, then looked back to his hand, which he shifted gently thisway and that.

“Heisgentleand peaceful,” Axissaid. “You areright.” His mouth quirked. “ That isunexpected ina
SunSoar. He wantsto learn, heis so curious.”

Then Axisblinked, leaning back from Salome' s body and removing his hand from where it rested.
“Hewill beagreat singer,” hesaid. “A beautiful voice. StarDrifter, what have you named him?”’
Salome and StarDrifter glanced at each other.

“StarDancer,” said StarDrifter.

“And how shdl hedothat,” Axissaid softly, holding hisfather’ s eyes, “when none of us have accessto
the Star Dance?’

“The Ledfagt arrive soon,” StarDrifter said. “ They shall tell us how to touch the Star Dance again. They
cantouchit, and they will tell us”



Axis doubted very much that the Lealfast would just “tell” anyone, but StarDrifter had now broached the
subject Axiswanted to speak to him about.

“How do you fed about them, StarDrifter?” he asked. “ They number so many, aquarter of amillion, and
shall be so strange to us. From my brief glimpse of the one who staged the nation attempt on
Isaiah, they are an dien people. They are—"

“They arelcarii,” StarDrifter said.

Axis shook hishead dowly. “1 don’t know, StarDrifter. They have the outward shape of an Icarii, but
they are dtill so strange. They have Skragling blood in them—and abilities that are beyond us, and
beyond even what we commanded when we had the Star Dance and were at the full height of our

powers.”

He paused. “And they givetheir loyalty to Maximilian, to the Lord of Elcho Falling. Not to you as
Tdon”

“Therewill comeatime” StarDrifter said, “when both the Lealfast and the I carii shal be one nation
again. They camefrom us, Axis. They shdl returnto us.”

Axis grew more uncomfortable by the moment. Almost everything about thisvisit had disturbed him, just
dightly, and he felt adistance between himsalf and hisfather that he hadn’t felt previoudy.

Heredly didn’'t think the Ledfast would prove firm and fast and immediate friends to the I carii, and he
suspected that StarDrifter expected them to accept him astheir Taon.

“Perhaps,” Axisanswered, then hetook hisleave of Sdome and StarDrifter.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Sky Peaks Pass
| shbd?’

Ishbel twisted about on the stool, caught in the act of brushing out her hair before she dressed it for the
day, irritated that Maximilian had found her at such an intimate moment.

“May | St?" Maximilian said, coming further into the tent and nodding at the chair to one sde of Ishbd’s
mirror. “I’m sorry to disturb you before your bregkfast.”

“Of course.” Ishbd set her brush to one side, keeping her movements dow and ordered and her
expression carefully neutra as she regarded Maximilian.

“Ishbel, | do need to speak to you about what happened the other night in the snow.”

“Thereisno need to—"

“I should not have treated you in the manner | did. Y ou did not deserveit.”

“Y ou have done nothing these past months but alow meto believe that was how | should be treated.”
“We have both said things hurtful, and done things that—"

“Maximilian, leavethis, please. | meant what | said earlier. Our past isnow past. Itisgone. | redlized that



after you'd left. Thereisno point in either of ustrying to resurrect arelationship that has caused us
nothing but pain.”

Maximilian regarded her steadily for along moment, and Ishbe had to drop her eyes. That little speech
had sounded ridiculous.

“Y ou dways said that the Lord of Elcho Faling would bring you nothing but pain and grief, 1shbdl. |
cannot believe | fulfilled that prophecy so readily.”

“Itisgone, Maximilian. Y ou have Ravennanow, and her child, and—"
“Did you not hear what | said about the command tent, 1shbel ?’

“Y ou can't possbly want meto believe that not an hour after you turned your back on me, you then did
the same to Ravenna.” Ishbel paused. “ Can you?’

Maximilian shifted his eyes away from her as she had so recently averted hers.

“Youamazeme,” Ishbd sad. “I can't believeit. Y ou were willing to grind me into the snow with your
hed and—"

“Ishbel—"

“And for what? For what? To then do the same to Ravennanot an hour later? | cannot believe you have
the nerve, Maximilian, to St there and. ..and expect meto fdl about with gratefulness and dewy-eyed
radiance and hold out my armsto you!”

“That isnot why | came herel”

“Of course not. Oh, I anwdl rid of you, Maximilian Persmius! Do you know whét | felt asyou walked
away from mein the snow? Do you know? It was anger, not at you or Ravenna, but at mysdf for having
alowed mysdf to be so foolish asto love you!”

Ishbel closed her eyes briefly as she took a deep breath and damped down her anger. “Maximilian, |
harbor no ill will toward you. | will do anything | canto aid you. But | will not love you. You need to
understand that very clearly. | want control of my life back, and | want never again to find mysdlf so
hideoudy vulnerable aswhen | loved you. Y ou wereright al dong. The marriageisover. Theloveis
over.”

“Y ou have abandoned love in short order, it seems.”

“Asyou abandoned love, and two women, in short order.”

He said nothing, looking down at his hands, the musclesin one cheek working.
Finaly, helooked at Ishbdl. “May | ask something?’

She sighed. “Why not?’

“Have you ever had any other visions or dreams than those which you told me about—mysdf, in the
snow, destroying your world?’

Shelooked at him quizzicdly. “What kind of visons?’

“Y ou, on your knees, opening the door of Elcho Falling to alord of darkness”



Now Ishbel looked very steadily a him for along moment before answering. “No. The only nightmares|
ever had were about you, Maxdl.”

Helooked a her sharply at that, but 1shbel continued straight on. “Where did you get that little gem
from?’

He gave adight shrug of his shoulders, again not meseting her eyes.
“Ravenna?’ she said, and Maximilian’s mouth tugged upward in asmall smile.

“Yes” hesad. “ Shetellsmethat you will bring nothing but sorrow, and destroy me, Elcho Faling, and
the entire land in the process.”

Ishbel laughed hollowly. “ Oh, that | had that much power, Maxel.” She paused. “Do you believe her?’
“She showed methevision. | saw it.”

“Wdl then, believeit if you must. Mdat istaking of riding to the Centrd Kingdoms. | can go with him. |
believe heiswifdess now the Skradings ate his—’

“Ishbd!” Maximilian took adeep breeth. “Don't.”

“But you have seen thisvision.”

“Don't taunt me, 1shbel. Visons can be misinterpreted.”

“I hopeyou didn't say that to Ravenna. It might have made her very cross”
Another smiletugged at Maximilian’s mouth. “ Do you mean metreechery, Ishbd?’

“No. But | am assuming that what Ravenna deduced from the vison wasthat | am weak-willed and
prone to disasters of monumental proportions.”

“Y our vison of me destroying your world...did it eventuate as you had thought?’

“Very close, but not quite, perhaps. | am till here, breathing, and my world is not shattered. Only my
fear and doubt were destroyed.” She paused. “1 alowed you to create such misery in my life, Maxd,
because | loved you, and | won't—"

“Allow that to happen again?’ hesaid. “Yes, so you have said.”
Their eyes met, and both amost smiled.

“Y ou have not come here to ask meto leave, Maxel?’

“No. | want you to stay.”

“And Ravenna svigon...”

He shrugged, thinking of what Ishbel had said: Only my fear and doubt were destroyed. “Maybeitis
truth, maybe not.”

Ishbel hesitated, then spoke. “ Thank you for telling me about it, Maxd.”

He nodded. “Will you stay with my column?’



“Y ou are going to Elcho Falling?

“yYes”

“Then | will gay with you. Elcho Faling ismy home, too, Maximilian.”
“I know that.”

“Good.”

Herose, waking to the tent door. “Ishbel, be careful of Ravenna.”

She cannot possibly do me the harm that you have done, Ishbel thought, but was too tired to put those
wordsto voice. She gave anod.

“We need totak again,” Maximilian said. “ About Elcho Faling.”
She gave another nod.

Helooked at her, then turned and left the tent.
CHAPTER TWELVE

The Sky Peaks Pass

M aximilian spent the morning with Axis and Ezekid, ingpecting some of the |sembaardian unitsand
talking with the soldiers. He had a brief lunch, then, fedling restless, he waved awvay Serge and Doyle,
took his cloak, and walked out into the countryside.

Therewas ahill about three or four hundred paces from the northern border of the camp, and he made
for it at abrisk rate, enjoying the exercise.

The hill was perhapsfifty paces high and he climbed it easly. By the time he reached the summit he was
sweating gently, thoroughly warmed by the exercise. He circled about the summit, taking deep breaths of
the chilly ar, enjoying itsinvigoration.

His breath steamed, and he clapped and rubbed his hands together as he took in the view. It was Htill late
winter, but spring could not be far away, and on the summit, where the rocks were warmed by the sun,
the snow had melted away.

The great Isembaardian army, swelled now by Georgdi’s and Malat’ sragged column and afew I carii,
stretched away to the south and east dmost asfar as Maximilian could see,

What was he going to do with such amass? And how was he going to keep it together?

Hedid not fool himsdf that the shout of loyalty in that ingtant after 1saiah had so Sunningly handed
command to Maximilian, meant much at al. The men had done asthey were told, but their hearts had not
been behind their voices. Maximilian was not surprised a what Axis had told him, that the men murmured
about their familiesand worried.

He, too, would worry and murmur.
Heturned dightly, catching sight of 1shbel’ s blue tent with the pennant fluttering in the breeze.

A smiletugged at the corner of his mouth.



She amazed Maximilian, dmost as much as she disconcerted him. He had been so sure that he had
devagtated her world with his coldness and denia two nights ago in the snow. But instead I1shbel had
straightened her back, tossed her head, and emerged from it the stronger.

So much stronger.

Maximilian was not entirely surewhy he'd goneto talk to her earlier in the day. Y es, he had needed to
sound her out about Ravennd svision, because it worried him. But Maximilian thought aso he had gone
to make sure she hadn'’t been pretending when she' d said, so calmly and assuredly, that what had once
been between them was now past.

His smile faded as he remembered how he' d rushed after her, and made himsdlf look like afoolish youth
by telling her that he’ d now moved into the command tent.

Without Ravenna

Well, it had left 1shbel unmoved. He had truly destroyed whatever had once been between them with his
ill-thought guilt over Ravenna s pregnancy.

A movement below caught hiseye.

It was Ishbel, leaving her tent. She stopped outside to talk with the sembaardian soldier—Madarin,
Maximilian thought his name was—who guarded it, then Madarin was turning to the hill and pointing.

Ishbel turned to ook, her hands shading her eyesin the bright sunlight, and then she started for the hill.
Maximilian fet aflutter of nervesin his stomach.

He sat down on a patch of exposed, dry rock, his eyesfollowing Ishbd’s progress toward the hill. She
walked and then climbed smoothly, without any hint of breathlessness.

All the monthsin the saddle had strengthened her, Maximilian thought, and then had to fight to stop
himsalf wondering just how strong and supple her body—aways dender and lithe—might be now.

“| thought you would have seen enough of mefor theday,” he said as she reached the summit and sat
hersdlf down beside him.

“Y ou just happen to be occupying the top of the hill,” she said, “where | thought to St and digest my
lunch.”

He smiled. “Who isthat soldier—Madarin? He seems devoted to you.”
“Y ou haven't heard of him?’
Maximilian shook his head.

“Wel, you'll need to ask Axisfor the details,” Ishbd said, “but he is devoted to me because many, many
months ago, when he was part of the detail accompanying Axisto bring meto Isaiah, | heded him of a
twisted bowel. My skills as the Archpriestess of the Coil did not only encompass deeth.”

“I keep finding ever more hidden depths within you, Ishbel.”
She made anoncommittal movement of her shoulders, and they sat in slencefor alittle while.

Maximilian’s atention was eventualy caught by amovement to the west. There was something in the



“Icarii,” Ishbel said, who had caught hislook and frown of concern. “Can you see? One of them has such
pink feetherd”

Maximilian smiled, rdlaxing. “Yes. | can see. There must be fifteen or sixteen of them. Where have they
comefrom, do you think?’

“Perhapsthey have heard that they have anew Taon, and that he travels with you.”
Maximilian nodded dowly. “Word must befiltering out into the eastern lands.”
“StarDrifter will be happy to gather his people about him.”

Maximilian nodded again.

Ishbel drew adeep breath. “1 came up here because | wanted to apologize for the way | spoketo you
thismorning.”

“| deserved it.”

Another smd| slence.

“Surely we must be done gpologizing to each other now,” Ishbel said, and Maximilian laughed softly.
“If yousay s0.”

Now the silence was alittle more awkward.

“I don’'t want to hurt you, Maxd,” 1shbel said. “If Ravennahas shown you avison where|—"

“Don't...” Maximilian said. “Come with meto Elcho Faling. You area Peramius, and it isyour home as
much as mine. Whatever happens, happens.”

He picked up asmall fragment of rock where the frost had splintered it from the greater one, and turned
it over and over in his hand. It struck him, once more, just how different were Ravennaand Ishbel.
Ravenna had not once stopped trying to persuade him that Ishbel was a nightmare just waiting to wake,
while, contrariwise, Ishbel had not once, in dl the months she' d had the opportunity, said asinglething
againgt awoman she had every causeto loathe.

Ravennawould hate it that 1shbel had offered to stay behind, and he had refused.
“All Peramians must betruefataigts” Ishbel said, and Maximilian laughed out loud.
“Grimfatdigs” he agreed, dill amiling.

“I wish our baby had lived,” Ishbel said.

Maximilian hesitated, wondering where thiswould lead. “Sodo |,” hesaid.

Ishbel didn’t take it any further, and Maximilian thought that somehow they had, in thosetwo smple
statements, probably encompassed as much—and as well—asiif they’ d spent hours begating their breasts
about the tragedy.

Ishbel took a deep breath. “ Are you looking forward to Elcho Falling?’



“Yes” Maximilian said. “How long have | been on the road now? Eighteen months? Longer? Y ou dmost
aslong. | |eft Escator to find abride...and herel ill am, on theroad. So, yes, | am longing for Elcho
Falling—longing for ahome. Longing for an end to thisjourneying.”

“And Elcho Falling ishome, not Escator?’

“I think so. Escator seems so far behind me. | don’t think | could go back there and be happy. | would
aways beregtless. | was dways restlessthere, | think, perhaps knowing that it would not be where |
ended my days.”

“Y ou should not talk so about ending your days.”

He shrugged.

Ishbel chewed her lip, looking over the vast encampment. “ Do you worry about thisarmy?’

“Yes. | have noideawhat | can do to hold it together. Isaiah could barely doit, and | am not Isaiah.”
“Perhaps you need to alow it to fracture gpart.”

Helooked at her, frowning. “What do you mean?’

“Look at us, Maxel. Here we sit, talking comfortably, and when have we ever done that? Neither of us
keeping any secrets. ..and when before have we had such truth between us? What did it take, Maxd, for
usto reach this moment where we could trust each other and be friends?’

Sherose, and Maximilian had to squint into the sun in order to look up at her. He thought she smiled at
him just before she turned to walk down the hill, but was not sure.

He watched her dl the way back to her tent, thinking about what she had said.
Perhaps you need to alow it to fracture apart.
What did it take, Maxd, for usto reach this moment where we could trust each other and be friends?

The frown smoothed from Maximilian’ sface, and he amiled, tossing the fragment of rock highinto theair
before catching it again.

Suddenly he could see the road ahead to Elcho Falling clear and straight.

“Thank you, Ishbel,” he murmured, then rose and made his own way down the hill.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The Sky Peaks Pass

| shbel sat in her tent, the Goblet of the Frogsin her hands. It waslate at night. Madarin had long settled
down in hisbedding in asmal shdlter built into the back of the tent, and Ishbel supposed that she, too,
should go to bed. The Ledlfast were dueto arrive in the morning, and it would be aday partly of
excitement, partly of nerves. No onetruly knew how the |sembaardians would react to the arrival of such
asupernatura force—or even how the Ledfast themselves might behave.

She turned the goblet over and over. It felt wonderful in her hands: the glass was smooth and warm, and
even when it did not whisper to her the goblet managed to convey such love and warmth that 1shbel



found it difficult to pack it away.

It was s0 beautiful. 1shbel thought that her ancestor, Tirzah, must have been extraordinary to have
created something this beautiful.

It was because she loved the man for whom she created me, the goblet said.

“Boaz,” Ishbel murmured, so relaxed by the goblet’ s soothing presence that the fact it spoketo her did
not mar her serenity in the dightest.

Love can do many amazing things.

Ishbd amiled, just dightly. “Y ou think that Maximilianand1...”
Itisapossbility only.

“I don't think s0,” said Ishbd. “1 am the stronger without him.”

Possbly.

“| can't think that—"

“Taking to yoursdf, Ishbe ?’

Ishbel 1ooked up, startled.

Sdome was standing just insde the door of the tent, looking at her quizzicaly.

“Taking to mysdf only,” Ishbd said, folding the goblet away in apiece of cloth. Sheamiled. “I find it
helps, sometimes.”

Salome smiled back, sitting down on astool and arranging her robe and wingsto her satisfaction.
“Thebaby?’ Ishbd said.

Sdome rested ahand on her growing belly. “Heisdoing well, but | am dmost at that point where | will
be happier with him outsde of me than ingde. StarDrifter will not dlow meto fly. He says| ill antoo
unganly in theair—" Salome made amoue “—and my flight muscles not yet strong enough to bear us
both. I might harm his precious son should | topple from the sky.”

“| am sure heisjust asworried for you, Sdlome.”

“Well, perhaps.”
“Maxd and | saw some Icarii flying in today. What do you know of them?’

“Ah! StarDrifter is so pleased! Apparently BroadwWing sent word back with severd Icarii when first he
redized StarDrifter was heading north with Isaiah’ sforce. Now Icarii are heading to join with their
Tdon.” Sdome amiled. “Many are coming, including agoodly number, BroadWing told methis
afternoon, who were once with Axis vaunted Strike Force. All | can hopefor, my dear, isthat
StarDrifter’ sentire family does not regppear. | smply could not manage.”

Ishbel laughed.

“Now,” Sdome continued, “you must tell me dl about you and Maximilian. Y ou told me yesterday what
trangpired when you went to declare your love for him, but now it appears that Ravenna has been left to



mope aone with her mother, and Maximilian isdl of a sudden casting hooded looks your way!” Sdome
smiled in genuine warmth. “And now you tel me that you and he met earlier? Hal Do you remember that
day when first we became friends, and | said how | admired you for the fact that you so carelessly
manipulated the love of kings and tyrants—without even being aware of it?’

“ YS”

“Any other woman would have crumpled with despair at Maximilian’ srgection, I1shbel. | know of no one
who could have managed such a disaster with aplomb and dignity. And now ook at you! Y ou wear your
clotheswith such.. .difference. Two days ago that gown would have hung dispirited on you. Now you
wear it asthough it were avestment fit for the most powerful empress. Asthough you were the most
powerful empress. What isyour secret?’

“Y ou asked methat on thefirst day we met, as| recall,” 1shbel said.
“Tell mewhat happened once Maxe had walked away from you, Ishbel.”

Ishbel gavealittle shrug. “I became angry—at mysdlf. | couldn’t believe I’ d alowed myself to Snk so
low. So, Sdome, that ismy only secret.”

Sadome' seyes drifted to the cloth-wrapped goblet, and she did Ishbel ady glance, but did not comment
onit.

“How do you fed for Maxel?’ she asked.

“Exhaugted,” 1shbed said, then gave asoft laugh. “I am exhausted with loving him, and am enjoying not
having to do s0.”

“Well, then, you arefinaly your own woman,” Salome said, rising to her feet with admirable grace
considering her advanced pregnancy. “Ravennaisangry.”

“Shethinks |1 will ruin Maximilian’slife, and the entire world besides”

“Venetiahad atak with methismorning,” Sdlome said. “ She worries about her daughter.”

“I do not,” 1shbel said.

“Perhaps you should,” Salome said, then leaned down to give Ishbel agood-night kiss, and departed.

Maximilian was fast adeep in histent when he was startled awake by ahand on his shoulder.
“Doyle?’ hesaid, risng onto one elbow.

“My lord,” Doyle sad, hisvoicetight, “thereis something | need to tell you.”

Far digant, the Ledfast fighters glided through the night. They journeyed in their magica form, dmost
transparent crystals of snow that diced through the air againgt the wind. At night they wereinvisble;
during the day they could be seen only in numbers, and only then asafilmy gray cloud high in the sky.

Asthey flew, Eleanon, Bingded, and Inardle talked, traveling far enough away from the othersthat they
could not be overheard.



“The Oneisextraordinary,” Bingded sad, as he had said many times on their journey north toward
Maximilian.

“Heisdangerous, too,” Inardle said.
“He promises more for usthan Maximilian,” said Eleanon.
“But a what price?’ Inardle said. “What shdl he ask of us?’

“We have dways thought that only the Lord of Elcho Falling had the power to achieve what we needed,”
sad Eleanon.

For amoment the three L edlfast shared the dream to which al Ledfast aspired. Wholeness. Freedom
from their half-and-haf nature—half Skragling, haf Icarii. The Lealfast despised both Skragling and | carii
and yearned for their own future, their own identity.

Wholeness.

Formerly they had thought only the Lord of Elcho Falling had the power to strip them of both their
Skradling and Icarii blood, but now...

“Now, thereisthe One,” Bingded said, “and suddenly we have a choice. Inardle, we must consider that
choice, and we must keep our choices open. The nation depends on the decisions the three of us make.”

“But we must not be hasty,” Inardle said.

“Indeed not,” said Eleanon. “We fly to Maximilian, we condder him, and then we learn as much aswe
can about the One and what he offers, and then we consider him aswell. We shdl not be hasty. But we
shall do whatever is needed to better the Ledfast. But for the moment, our loyaty shall be publicly with
Maximilian. Until...”

“Wefind abetter choice,” said Bingaled, “and are certain in that choice.”

Far below them atiny dot scampered south.

It wasthe rat which had crawled from the Goblet of the Frogs, and it was moving supernaturally fast.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
The Sky Peaks Pass

M aximilian drew the razor down the side of his cheek, then flicked off the soap and bristlesinto adish of
water at hisfeet. He drew the razor down his other cheek, and then again, flicking away the soap and
bristles after each pass, and then over hischin.

Axis sat on achair in the command tent, watching the Lord of Elcho Faling as he shaved in the predawn.
Maximilian |looked more relaxed than Axis had seen him in awhile, and he wondered at it. Axis had
spoken to Insharah very early this morning, and the soldiers were more edgy than ever. They didn't
know why they were Sitting here in the snow when back home their land was, for al they knew, being
torn gpart and their families daughtered.

Maximilian would somehow need to pull amiracle down from the sky if he wanted to retain control of the



any.
TheLedfast.

“What will happen today, Maxel?” Axissaid. “ Tens of thousands of Ledfast are, presumably, going to
descend from the sky. 1t might not do much for the mood of the camp, which isaready restless. Do you
haveany...” Axis stopped, searching for the word.

Maximilian wiped the razor on acloth, then set it to one side. “Plans?’ He picked up atowel and wiped
his face and neck clean of soap, then handed the towe to Serge, who cleared away the shaving
pargpherndia. “Yes, of akind. Axis, | need you to assemble as much of the army as you can manage by
midafternoon, in the space surrounding that small hill about four hundred paces away to the north. Y ou
know it?’

Axis nodded. It was agood place for one man to address a huge crowd.
It was aso agood place for one man to be obliterated by an angry mob.
“I can't protect you there, Maxel,” Axis said softly.

“I know. I live or die by my words and actions today.”

“Y ou seem very cam about it.”

Maximilian gave adight shrug.

“Have you heard from Eleanon?’

“Yes. Heand hisfighters are close, gathered about an hour’ sflight from here. They know whento arrive,
and where. Don't worry, Axis. | will be careful with theintroductions.”

“What do you want me to do with the generals?’

Maximilian didn’'t answer immediately, considering Axis. “ The generds?’ he said after amoment. “ At the
front again, asthey were when we met Maat and Georgdi. Now, Axis, you have a couple of hundred
thousand men to organize. Best get toit.”

Axis gave Maximilian ameasured |ook—the man was keeping something from him—~but in the end he
just nodded afarewell as herose and |eft.

It had been avery long time since Axis had command of an army, and never one of quitethissize. He
had yet to fed out his chain of command through dl of the units, and still depended very greetly on
Insharah to relay his orders through the mass of men.

Stll, Axis had spent agoodly portion of the nights on the long trail Sitting about campfirestalking, and
entertaining with his harp and voice, and athough therewasinitia disquiet and muttering, by noon most of
the army was moving, as asked, north toward the hill where Maximilian would address them.

They took no gear with them and only hand weapons—AXxis had thought about ordering they take no
weaponsat al, but knew that, firstly, he’ d never be able to enforce such an order and, secondly,
weaponless men were even more likely to be moved to anger and action when faced with astrange and
unnerving situation than those who at least had asword or knife to hand.



Oncethe bulk of the men were moving, Axis and Insharah walked toward the generas' tents. Axis
wasn't looking forward to talking to them, and even lessto persuading them to attend this gathering.

“They’ ve been too quiet these past days,” he said to Insharah as they approached Lamiah’ stent. “I
should have spoken to them earlier.”

Insharah shrugged. “No doubt they’ ve been plotting and planning,” he said, and then there was no more
time for words asthey halted before the sentry at Lamiah’ stent.

“Y our magter isin?’ Axissaid to the man.

“Washing, my lord,” the guard said. “He would not wish to be disturbed before heisfully garbed.”
“Lamiahisalaggardindeed,” Axissad, “if he still wanders undressed at thistime of day.”

He stepped forward, meaning to enter the tent, but the sentry grabbed at hisarm. “My lord—"
The sentry got no further, for Insharah wrenched him back.

“Watch what you do, man!” Insharah barked, and Axis sent the sentry ahard look before he lifted the
tent flap and stepped insde.

It was empty. Empty, that is, save for a stripped camp bed and dirty dishes with congedled and mouldy
scraps stuck to their surfaces.

Therewas no man, let done agenerd, washing.

Axisfrozeto the spot, then suddenly he was outside, running for the tents of Armat and Kezidl.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The Sky Peaks Pass

R avennawandered the rapidly emptying camp. No one paid her any attention, which suited her purpose
yet till managed to annoy her.

Shewasn't surewhat to do. Over the past day and night—mosily spent wandering, walking,
thinking—she' d tried to think of what she could do to negate I shbel’ s danger. It was obvious that
Maximilian would take Ishbel back and would heed no warning, no matter how clear, of the risk about
Ishbdl.

But what to do about it?

Ravenna had no friends, no alies. Once she could have counted on her mother, but now even Venetia
was st againgt her.

| do not understand you, Venetia had said to Ravenna over and over during these past days and nights.
Why dling to Maximilian? Why cling to aman?

Invain would Ravennatry to explain that it was not so much the man as everything he represented that
shefought for. She could not just leave and wak home to the marshes.

But Venetiawould only shake her head and turn away.

Ravennasighed, looking about, feding lost and unsure. Maximilian had caled agreat mesting at ahill to



the north. The rapidly growing emptiness of the camp was starting to unnerve her, and Ravennathought
she might aswell follow the last of the columns winding north. Just as she was about to turn and do o,
she caught aglimpse of Axisrunning through the tent lines.

Ravenna stopped, her heart pounding at the look on Axis' face.
He was heading toward Maximilian’s command tent.

Quickly Ravennamoved through the tent lines. She masked hersdlf in darkness, so that neither Axis, nor
Serge or Doyle standing guard outside the tent, could see her approach, and reached the tent just as Axis
pushed hisway through the flgp.

Ravenna positioned hersdlf directly behind the tent, leaning against the canvas as close as she dared,
ligening.

“The generas have gone,” Axissaid to Maximilian, who Ravenna could hear rising to hisfeet. “They’ ve
likely been gone since the first night after you took control. | haven't seen them, and no one ese has
ather.”

“All the generds?’ Ravennaheard Maximilian say.

“Ezekid remains,” Axissad, “but Kezid, Lamiah, and Armat have gone. They have at least two days
dart onus, Maximilian.”

Ravenna heard Maximilian bresthe in sharply. For amoment he didn’t say anything, and Ravennaleaned
both her body and senses closer to the canvas. She wanted to use alittle of her power to actudly see
indgde, but wasworried that Maximilian might detect it.

Shewould use her earsonly.

Inside the tent, Maximilian put afinger to hislips, and leaned hishead closeto Axis .
“Ravennaisoutsde,” hemurmuredin Axis ear. “Takeyour lead fromwhat | say.”
AXis eyesdarted to the canvas wall of the tent, then he gave atight nod.

“Gone,” Maximiliansaid. “Thisisill luck, indeed. How isit you did not redize they were gone, Axis?
Gods, they have the power to utterly undo me!”

“I'm sorry, Maxel,” Axissaid.

Maximilian gave agrunt, asif reluctantly accepting the gpology. “If you werethem,” he said, “what would
you do, Axis? Where would you go? How would you eventudly move against me?’

Again Axis eyes shifted briefly to the tent wall. “Isaiah hasleft haf hisarmy scattered about the eastern
and southern Outlands. I d be making for those units—gtars, Maxe, that’ s at least two hundred thousand
men. That’ s not counting dl the settlers who came with the army—another half amillion people scattering
about the southern Outlands. The generals may well garner more fighting men from them.”

“And once the generals have their two hundred thousand, at least?” Maximilian said.

“They have two choices. They head back south through the Salamaan Passinto Isembaard. But that's
only if they’refeding particularly suicidd, and | think they’ re anything but that. Or they may come after



you. Y ou have some pretty magics, Maxe, but those generals, once they have a substantial force behind
them, could defeat you easily. . . particularly as you have not yet cemented your hold over the army you
have here”

There was another silence, and Ravennaleaned so close to the canvas her ear now rested againgt it.

“They have perhapsthree days start on us, Axis. Can we catch them? Can you catch them if | send you
after them?’

“Perhaps. With the Ledfast, dmost certainly. Their magic and their wings can do what athousand men
on horseback could not. Maxed, thisismy fault. | should have had them placed under guard. | should
have watched them closer.”

The Ledfast. Ravenna had heard of them from her mother, who had been told of them by StarDrifter.

Axissghed. “There ssomething ese. | did go to check on them two days ago—but | was called away
before | managed to get too close. But | saw their men about, washing the general’ s clothes, carrying
empty dishesout of one of their tents...Maxd, their men were disguising the fact the generdls had gone.
We can't ignore the fact that many aready know the generds have fled and are likely to beralying a
force against you to the east or south, and we can’t ignore the fact that soldiers among what is now your
army conspired to hide the fact they had gone. What you need to do today, my friend, isto buy yourself
enough timethat | can catch the generals before too great adamage isdone.”

Maximilian paced about with short, angry steps. “1 can't send you now,” he said. “Wewill need to wait
until after the Ledlfast have arrived, until after | have addressed the army. Then | can send you, and the
Ledfad, after the generds.”

“| pray the Ledlfast are everything you hope,” Axissaid softly.

“Asdol,” sad Maximilian, “for if they cannot catch those generadsthen| amlost.”

Ravennadrew back from the tent, moving quickly through the close-struck tents until she wasfar enough
away from Maximilian that she could risk her power.

She was shaking, knowing that she had been handed a golden opportunity.
Those generals could save Elcho Falling for her.

But should she dareit? Should she?

“Oh, Maxd,” shewhispered, “if only you had chosen to believe me.”

Then she moved.

She had, she thought, some two hours to accomplish what she needed.

The One paused in his continuing task of restoring the glass of the Infinity Chamber. He looked closely
into one newly refurbished piece of golden glass, and saw Ravennawalk away from her eavesdropping.

He smiled, then returned to hiswork.



So mdleable. So predictable. And who knew, she might even prove useful.

Maximilian gilled, every sensetrained on the back wall of the tent.

Then herelaxed dightly. “ She sgone,” he said.

“How much of that was theater,” Axissaid, “and how much truth?”

“Sometheater and alittletruth. But...1 knew they’ d gone, Axis. Doyletold melast night.”

Axiswished the earth would open up and swallow him. He dumped down into achair. “Oh stars, Maxdl.
| am sorry. | am usalessto you.”

Maximilian shrugged and waked away, fussng with some gear on afolding table to one side. “ They have
gone...and to some extent that suits my purpose. Once Isaiah and haf of the Ledfast fighters have
departed for I1sembaard, | will be sending you and the other half on ahunt for the generals.”

“Then wewill find them for you.”

Maximilian turned back to look at Axis, ahaf smile on hisface at the determination in Axis voice.
“Maybe, maybe not, but at the least it will give you achanceto test out these Ledfast, and seejust how
good, or not, they are.”

“Why do you say the generadls betraya suitsyour purpose?’ Axissaid.
“Y ou know | have worried about thisarmy, how | can keep it together.”
1] Ya”

“Ishbel said something to me yesterday that made me think. She said that sometimes a group needsto
fracture gpart before it can ever solidify into aunified force.”

Axisleaned forward, frowning. “And so...you are going to let thisforce just tear asunder? Maxel, are
you sure that isagood idea?’

Maximilian gave ashort laugh. “I am not so sureit isagood idea, Axis, but | do know that to try artificid
means—whether promises or fear—to keep this eclectic combination of forcestogether isafar worse
mistake. | could perhaps hold it together for afew months. ..and then what? Have it fal apart just when |
need it most? Have one among it stab me in the back just when | thought | had histrue loyaty?’

Maximilian sat down in achair opposite Axis. “I want to know just whoisloya to me, Axis, and | think |
am going to find that out within the next few weeks. | am not going to fight to keep thisarmy together or
under my contral. If it wantsto fracture, then so beit. | would rather enter Elcho Faling with atiny
fraction of what | have now if it meansthat fractionisutterly loyd. Tdl me, Axis, you welded
once-enemies together under the single banner of Tencendor. How did that fare?’

Axis dropped his eyes.

It had failed. “1shbel suggested, and | agree with her,” Maximilian sad, “that by dlowing thearmy to
fracture now, then I will ultimately control afar stronger force. People will come home eventudly, Axis”
Heamiled, just dightly. “I hope.”

“Thisisadangerous path to treed, Maxd.”



“All paths are dangerous.”

When Axis had left, Maximilian went to Ishbel’ stent. She was standing just outside, looking toward the
mass of men gathering about the northern hill.

Madarin melted away from her sde for afew paces as Maximilian approached.
“Ishbd,” Maximilian said. “Y ou will aitend thisgathering at the hill?”
Ishbel looked at him, her eyesworried. “If you wish, yes. What are you going to do?’

He answered only with agentle smile. “Y ou told me once that you could ‘ unwind’ the memories of the
scars on my body.”

143 Y&”

“Areyou apowerful enough Archpriestess of the Call, 1shbe, that you could share such amemory with
thisentire gathering?’

Ishbel took a deep breath, her eyeshuge. “Yes.”
“Will you, if | akit?’
“Ya”

“Thank you. Madarin? Will you escort your mistressto the hill, and ensure that sheis safe and
comfortable a the inner edge of the gathering?’

CHAPTER S XTEEN
The Plains of the Central Outlands

K ezid, Lamiah, and Armat had moved swiftly once Maximilian had taken control of the |sembaardian
army. The man’s murder of Morfah had demonstrated that he had hitherto unsuspected powers, and that
they would need to be careful about him whilein close proximity.

But Maximilian was still aman, and he could gtill be assassinated. ... preferably with abuffer of ten
thousand men widding swords and spears between him and the three generals.

And ten thousand men, at the very minimum, could easily be arranged.

| saiah had managed to keep his generds under control. Just. But whatever fragile loyalty the generals
owed to Isaiah did not in any manner transfer to Maximilian. In fact, like Morfah, the three generds were
aghast that 1saiah had just so casualy handed control of closeto amillion soldiers and settlers, amillion
|sembaardians, to aforeigner no one knew and who was hitherto nothing more than the king of atiny
poverty-ridden kingdom. Maximilian’stalk of Elcho Faling did not impressthe generdsin thelesst.

The generals were damned if they were going to dlow Maximilian to take acommand they considered
their right.

Anamy of haf amillion men, haf amillion moreloyd stlers, and aland waiting to be conquered. The
Skraelings could keep Isembaard.



They’ d crept out of the encampment by the Sky Peaks Pass as soon asit had falen dark on the day
Maximilian had taken control of the army. There waslittle loyaty—make that next to none—to
Maximilian within the |sembaardian army, and there were scores of soldierswho had conspired with the
generasto see them safely and quietly out of the camp, and who had promised to make it appear asif
the generas il kept to ther tentswithin the camp.

Neither Kezid, Lamiah, nor Armat had gpproached the senior generd, Ezekiel, to come with them. He
was an old man, and set in hisways, and they suspected his friendship with Axis SunSoar.

In the new order of things, Ezekid would play no part.

Now, severd days after they had crept out of camp, the generds and asmall band of intensely loyd (and
ambitious) soldiersrode as hard as they could for the east. Isaiah had |eft hundreds of thousands of
soldiers scattered at stations from the Sky Peaksto Margdlit, and then further south to Adab and the
entrance to the Salamaan Pass. The generas barely dept. They commandeered food and fresh horses
from the supply stations Isaiah had established along hisrear, and in the brief time they spent at each
gtation they infused enough doubt into the minds of the soldiers Sationed there that they would never give
Maximilian ther loydlty.

Wewill return, the generdstold the men, and we will bring amighty force with us.

It was midmorning, and Lamiah called for abrief halt to blow the horses and to eat asmall meal
themselves. They did not dismount, but alowed their horseslong rein in order to stretch their necks and
backs, and passed food and water from man to man.

“Thisisableak land,” Armat muttered about a mouthful of bread and cheese. “Few trees.”
“Nowhereto hide,” Kezid sad.

Everyone, whether generd or one of the ten men who rode with them, looked about uneesily. Therewas
indeed nowhere to hide, and they dreaded seeing either a cloud of dust further back along the road they
had traveled, or one of the damned flying creatures who had arrived with the ragtag column commanded
by Georgdi and Malat. They had discussed traveling separately in order to increase the chances that at
least one of them would reach the large forces stationed to the east, but none of the three general s trusted
the others enough to alow them out of hissight.

It was arace against time, they knew it. To be honest, none among their group could believe they'd
made it thisfar without hearing ahue and cry on the road behind them.

“ThisMaximilian will beeasy prey,” Lamiah said, “if he has managed to dlow usthisfar.” He grunted.
“What commander of any worth could fail to notice that those most dedicated to his downfal have
dipped away in the night?’

“And Axis,” said Armat. “ The great legendary war leader. Hal | doubt he can even pissin agraight line.”
The group laughed.

“We should reach Margdit within aweek if we continueto travd thisfast,” said Kezid. “And then...”
And then...

“Andthenthislandisours,” said Armat. “The Skraglings have emptied it for us. All we need doisbury
Maximilian and Axis and tekeit for ours.”



“And perhaps not,” said awoman’svoiceto one sde, “for Maximilian and Axis know you are gone and,
within the day, mean to throw at you amagica force that will see your murdered flesh scattered for a
league dong thisforsaken track.”

Men dropped food, grabbed for reins, and drew their swords. They swung their horses about to where
the voice had sounded, and saw standing afew paces away an ethereal woman.

Armat recognized her ingantly. “ Y ou are Ravenna,” he said, “Maximilian’ slover. And awitch, | can see,
from your wraithlike gppearance.”

Ravenna—or rather, the glamour that represented her—Ilaughed. * Indeed, a witch-woman, but
Maximilian’sformer lover. He has abandoned me.” She rested her hand on her belly. “And his heir.”

“A foolish mistake,” Lamiah said, watching the glamour warily and hefting his sword. He knew the sword
was of no use againg this enchantment, but he felt better with it in hishand. “What do you here,
witch-woman?’

“| cometo warn you, and aid you,” said Ravenna.
“Why?" Armat said.

Kezid gave ashort laugh. “ She said she was Maximilian’ sformer lover. He has dighted you, eh,
Ravenna?Y ou want revenge.”

Ravenna hesitated, then nodded. “ Y es. And | want power, just like you.”
“We may not want to shareit,” Lamiah said.

“Y ou will be dead without me,” Ravenna sngpped. “And al | want is one single mountain at the edge of
the world. Nothing more. Y ou can take whatever ese you want. Just one mountain.”

“It must be avery powerful mountain,” Kezid said.

“And it will bemine” Ravennasaid. Her glamour took one step forward, and such was the menace she
imparted that every single man reined his horse back a pace or two.

Armat waved ahand airily. “A single mountain, then. And for that, what do you offer us?’

“A glamour,” said Ravenna, “more powerful even than the one | use now. Onethat will mask you from
the sight of the creatures that Maximilian sends after you. And once you have made your escape and
gathered your forces about you, | shdl offer you information from within Maximilian’ s camp.”

Lamiah gaveasmdl shrug, asif indifferent.
“You areasupid man, Lamiah,” Ravennasaid. “Without me you will be dead by the end of the day.”
“We can outfight anything that—"

“Not these,” said Ravenna. “Not the Led fast. They traveled with the Skraelings, and are ablood
combination of Skragling and Icarii. They are deeply magica and dangerous crestures, far more so than
the lcarii.”

Lamiah locked eyeswith Kezid, then with Armat. A decision made, he then gave asingle nod to
Ravenna. “If you give usthis glamour enabling usto escape these Ledfast, and then feed usinformation
from within Maximilian’ s camp—yproviding you can get it now you no longer share his bed—then what



precisely do you want in return?’
“The mountain. And that you live to defeat Maximilian,” said Ravenna

Again, anod from Lamiah. “Then hide uswithin your glamour, witch-woman Ravenna, and we shall do
asyouwish.”

Ravennalet her glamour fade, and cameto her conscious sdif, hidden deep within Maximilian’sarmy
encampment.

Her eyes were glassy with tears, but otherwise Ravenna had her expression under tight control.
What she had just done was the most heart-wrenching action of her life.
Betraying Maximilian.

She had started on a path that might, if she were not careful, lead to Maximilian’ s deeth. ..but was that
death not assured anyway, if he took Ishbel back to his bed?

Ravenna brought her emotions under control. She had said to the generals what they had wanted to heer,
in words they would understand.

“It doesn't need to be thisway, Maxel,” she murmured, “if only you would lisgento me.”
“Ravenng?’
Ravennajerked about.

Her mother was approaching, her face creased with anxiety. “ Ravenna? Where have you been?| have
been looking everywhere for you this past hour.”

“Just wandering, Mother.”

Venetiastood amoment looking at her daughter. “I felt the touch of a marsh witch's power, Ravenna
What wereyou doing?’

“Nothing,” Ravennasaid, too sharply, and pushed past her mother.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Sky Peaks Pass

A xis SunSoar climbed to the top of the rocky hill, pausing there to take a breath. He had once more
assumed the dl-black clothing of the BattleAxe, lacking only the twin axe emblem on the chest of his
tunic jacket.

Outwardly very calm and confident, Axiswasin fact extremely nervous. If matters got out of hand here,
there was not athing he could do to protect Maximilian.

He rested one foot on arock, relaxing his body, and |ooked about.

To the south, agreet bank of low, gray snow cloud wasrolling in.



The Ledfast. Axis had no ideahow Maximilian was going to manage their introduction, and was il
highly concerned that the sudden apparition of the ghostly Ledlfast descending from the sky might
provoke the |sembaardian soldiersinto panicked action.

He looked down at the throng of men about him.

The Isembaardian army surrounded the hill, stretching back many hundreds of paceson al sdes. The sea
of faces moved gently, congtantly, as men shifted on their feet, bent close to aneighbor to murmur afew
words, and turned this way and that to gauge the emotions and reactions of those about them.

They were on edge. Unsure,
But at |east they were here, and they were prepared to listen.
Axiswondered what Maximilian would say to them.

He looked to the front ranks of the mass. Here in the inner circle, perhaps four or five paces down the
hill, stood anyone who had any seniority at dl.

StarDrifter and Salome, very watchful and tense.

BroadWing EvenBest, the senior of the carii below StarDrifter and Salome, aswell as severa other of
the I carii who had traveled with Georgdi and Malat, were nearby. They would meet their long-lost
cousinstoday, if dl went well.

Axis hoped that StarDrifter would behave himsdlf.

Georgdi and Mdat sat alittle further about the circle. They were looking much better than when Axis had
first met them afew days earlier. Rest and food had banished the grayness and gauntness from their
faces, but they looked as uneasy as Axis felt—surrounded as they were by so many armed men.

Like StarDrifter, they had afew of their closest retainers standing just behind them.

A little further on stood Ishbel. She looked impossibly lovely, clothed now in arose-colored heavy silken
gown (Where does she get such gowns? Axiswondered. Madarin?), her fair hair coiled in anintricate
knot over one shoulder. Amid al these tense-faced men, amid dl the uncertainty and nerves, Ishbd was
an oass of serenity and surety.

Axiswondered how shedid it.

There was something el se about her. Axisremembered how she had been after she'd healed
Madarin—every inch the archpriestess, alittle haughty, very sure of hersdlf, ready to face down the entire
world if need be. She had that air about her again this day.

Axisamost smiled as heimagined her sngle-handedly gutting every soldier who might step forward to
chdlengeMaximilian.

She saw the glint of humor in hiseyes, and her own mouth curled upward. They shared amusement a
moment, then Axisinclined his head, glanced at the soldier Madarin, standing guard behind Ishbel’ s chair,
then allowed his eyesto roam further.

Venetiastood just dong from Ishbel, and two or three paces from her stood Ravenna.

AXxis sudied Ravennaamoment. He did not trust her now, not at all.



Why had she been listening to his conversation with Maximilian? What would she do with the
informetion?

Shelooked cam enough, and completely unthreatening, but till...

Of everyone who was someone within this gathering, the only notable absentee was Isaiah. Axisknew he
was here somewhere, and that Maximilian would require him later. But for the moment the stage was
Axis, and then Maximilian's.

Axis stood straight, taking a deep breath.

Hiswasthetask of introducing Maximilian formaly to thisarmy.

Ishbel tensed as Axis prepared to speak, feding very nervous about what Maximilian might want her to
do later, and looked around at the great gathering of soldiers.

They weredl watchful. Most were silent, but here and there Ishbel could see men lean close, muttering.
Their eyeswereflat and unsympathetic.

Ishbel could understand their concerns and their disinclination to give Maximilian anything but the most
cursory of respect.

Did they know, she wondered, that three of the generals had absconded? Y es, they likely did.
Then Axislifted his head and spoke, and, like everyone el se gathered here, she had eyesfor no oneelse.

“My friends,” Axissaid in an easy voice which nonetheless carried agreat distance, “do you know who |
am?’

Silence, and Ishbel looked about, concerned.
Axislooked completely relaxed, and not at all disconcerted by the lack of response.
“Who am 1?7’ he repeated, his voice as calm and as even as previoudly.

“You are Axis,” cameavoice, and Ishbel |ooked its way, recognizing one of the soldiers who had ridden
with Axiswhen he' d rescued her from Ba d’ uz' s men.

Then, from aman that Ishbel did not recognize, another response.
“Youarealegend.”

Axislaughed, soft and easy. “Aye, | an alegend. A man, abattle leader, agenerd. An Enchanter, agod,
aghog. | have ridden with the stars and walked the hdls of the Underworld.”

Heamiled, just alittle, just enough to charm every man and woman who saw it, and Ishbel thought that
had he smiled at her like that when he’ d asked her to be hislover, she would not have refused.

“I am the Skraglings nemesis,” he said, and at that hisface hardened and his eyes glittered.

There was amarked response among the ranks. Tens of thousands of men shifted, and their regard
became keener, their interest sharper.



“I know where the Skraglings are now,” Axissaid, turning in dow circles so he could gaze upon each
section of thearmy inturn. “They arein Isembaard, where are so many of your families. Soon,” he said,
histone now very strong, implacable, “we shall have to do something about that.”

Now there was a cheer, then another, and then ten thousand more, and Axis had to hold up ahand to
dlencethearmy.

“| am agreat battle leader,” he said. “ A legend. But do you know why | am here, thisday?’
Slence, watching.

“I have come back from death, struggled back from the Otherworld, to introduce to you alegend both
ancient and new. A legend to whom even | bow my head.”

“I had not thought Axis so great the flatterer,” muttered adry voice just behind Ishbel, and she turned her
head very dightly.

Maximilian stood there. So great had 1shbel’ s attention—as everyone el se' s—been on Axisthat she had
not heard him approach.

“Areyou ready, Ishbe?” he murmured, and sheinclined her head.
He gave her asmdl smile, and then Ishbel turned back to Axis.

“I have come here,” Axiswent on, “to introduce to you thislegend. This place, thisday, this moment,
witnesses the rebirth of the grestest legend thisworld has ever seen.

“My friends, | commend to you my Lord of Elcho Faling.”

Axisturned about in onelast full circle atop the hill, catching every eyein the mass below him, then he
stepped down, passing Maximilian, who now stepped up to take his place.

Good luck, Maxd. | have doneall | can for you.
Axis moved to stand beside Ishbel, and she exchanged asmall smile with him.

Axiswondered if hisface looked as strained as hers. He looked up. The skies were gray now, and
clouds till billowed to the south. There was astep behind him, and Axisturned his head to see
BroadWing, one of the Icarii who had aided Maximilian to cross the FarReach Mountains, and who had
then fought with Malat and Georgdi as the Skradlings seethed through the Centra Kingdoms.

BroadWing looked to the gathering clouds. “ The ghogts arrive,” he muttered.
The Ledfast. Gods, Axis hoped so, and then fresh nerves set his somach roiling.

Maximilian stood as easily ashad Axis, likewise turning in dow circles so he could meet the eye of each
rank inturn.

“Y ou may know something of me,” Maximilian began, hisown voice carrying aswell ashad Axis . “A
king of asmal eastern kingdom called Escator, aking of an amiable people, and who had little elseto do
save supervise the weekly bean market.

“But | cameto my throne strangely, and from a strange place—and | go from the throne of Escator



strangely, and to an even stranger place. Perhaps you know something of my early manhood—trapped in
agloam minefor seventeen years, and with no memories of my early life beyond the hanging wall,
because to remember would have been to go mad.”

He stopped, asif thinking, and Axisfrowned dightly. He had to do something morethan this... “Ah,”
Maximilian said, “but what are words? Any man could stand before you and spend haf hislife describing
who he wasin words without any of them truly showing you what hewas. Y ou need to know me before
you can trust me, or before you can choose to lend to me your lives. Ishbedl, if you please.”

Ishbel drew a deep bresth and walked toward Maximilian.
Hetook her hand briefly as she reached him.

Thank you, Axis saw him mouth, then Maximilian let go of 1shbe’ s hand and addressed the massed
soldiers once more.

“Allow meto present to you Ishbel Brunelle Peramius, Archpriestess of the Coil, my former wife, and a
woman more powerful than perhgps you can imagine.”

AXxislooked at Ravenna at that.

Her face was arigid mask of impassivity, but Axis could see that the tendons of her neck weretight, and
he thought she must be angry. She would hate it that Maximilian had called Ishbd to him, and not her.

Axislooked back to Maximilian, who had unbuttoned hisjacket and tossed it across a nearby rock, and
was now rolling up the deeve of hisleft arm.

Axisfrowned. What in the stars name was he doing?

Maximilian held Ishbel’ s gaze, then heraised hisbared arm, and turned in adow circle so that al could
seeit.

“I have scarsdl over my body from my yearsinthe Veins” Maximilian said. “ Scars caused by the
vengeful swords of guards, and scars caused by the collgpse of the uncaring rock face. Thisone here”
he tapped his arm just above the elbow, whereran alivid, twisted scar, “1 will ask the Lady Ishbel to
uncoil for you, so that you may see and understand from whence | came.” He hesitated, then spoke
again. “Whatever happens next, my friends, do not fear. It will pass.”

Now he held out hisarm to Ishbel.
She hesitated, then stepped close and wrapped both hands lightly around his arm over the scar.
She bowed her head, Maximilian doing likewise so that their foreheads dmost touched.

For aminute...slence, then...

Axisfound himself exigting in nothing but blackness. He had no name, and he had no identity, savethat of
his number: Lot No. 859. If he had ever had aname, he did not know it.

Therewas nothing in his existence save the rhythmic raising of the pick above his shoulder and burying it
in the rock face before him, over and over. Five swings over hisleft shoulder and five over hisright
before swinging back to hisleft shoulder.



There was nothing but the black tarry gloam collecting around his naked feet, nothing save the grunts of
the anonymous man chained to hisleft 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.

Keep doing that, day after day, week after week, year after year.

“Thiswasmy life” Maximilian’ squiet voice intruded, and Axis managed to pull himself out of thevison
aufficiently to understand that it was only vision, and not redlity.

“This” said Maximilian, “was my entire world—for seventeen years.”

Thiswas the entire sum of existence, nothing else. Occasionaly when someonein theline of chained men
died, and another was brought to fill his place, the new man would babble about sun and wind and
children and happiness beyond the hanging wall—the rock face that hung over their heads.

But Lot No. 859 knew there was nothing beyond the hanging wall, just agreater blackness, extending
into infinity. Sometimes he thought he dreamed of something—an echoing memory, aglimpseof arolling
green seq, the scent of something called apple blossom—but Lot No. 859 knew these were figments of
hisimagination. Lies crested by hopeessnessto torment him.

Heraised the pick, svung it, buried it in the rock face, fedling pain ripple throughout his body, but
ignoring it because pain was such a constant companion that it had ceased to have any meaning.

Every s0 often men came, and demanded they stop, and gave them food and water, and told them to
deep.

Lot No. 859 did not ever deep, or, at least, if he did, then he did not know the difference between
dream and waking.

“Onenight,” Maximilian’svoiceintruded again, “the guards thought they needed some amusement.”

“Jack and |,” said one of the guards, “can’t decide whether or not you feel pain. Y ou never complain.
Y ou never moan. I ve seen you standing with blood running thick down your body and never asingle
whimper. Why isthat then, en? Do you have some magica ability to withstand agony?’

Lot No. 859 did not answer.
The guard grabbed a him, shaking him alittle. “Why isthat?”

Lot No. 859 did not answer. It was of no interest to him. If they did not require him to wield the pick a
the moment, then he would just stand here, and breathe.

Just...breathe.

The guard cursed, angry that the prisoner ignored him, and grabbed something from one of the other



guards. It was a piece of wire, and the guard wound it tight about Lot No. 859’ sleft arm just above his
elbow.

“D’you fed this, then?’ the guard said, and twisted the wire with aknife, tightening it.

Lot No. 859 fdt it. Thewire cut into hisflesh, dicing through skin and muscle. It did hurt, it agonized, but
the pain did not disturb Lot No. 859. He set it to one side. It was of no matter.

All that mattered wasthat he raise the pick, swing it, bury it in the rock face. Breathe. Rest. Thenraise
the pick once again.

“The guard screamed & me,” said Maximilian. “Hetightened that wire until it cut down to the very bone.
But I did nothing. Nothing mattered to me then, savethat | continue to breathe.

“That—the congtant tightening of the wire—was my life, my entire existence, for seventeen years.”

Axisblinked, and suddenly he was standing once morein the hollow. All about him men were blinking,
coming back to their senses,

Ishbel and Maximilian till stood close in the center of the hollow, then Ishbel dowly pulled her hands
away from Maximilian’sarm, gave him along look, and stepped back a pace.

“That was hislife, hisentirelife,” she said, echoing Maximilian’s own words. “For seventeen years. You
have seen and you have felt what he endured. Could you have survived that? Could you have emerged
sane at the other end of it? Maximilian Perasmiusisnot Isaiah the Tyrant. Heis not a battle leader.”

She waved a hand briefly toward Axis. “Y ou have Axis SunSoar for that.

“What you havein Maximilian,” Ishbd continued, once more looking about at the crowd of soldiers, “isa
man to whom you can entrust your hearts and souls, and not fear that he will destroy them. Maximilianis
endurance, and heis understanding. If you find yourself lost amid blackness, my friends, then heisthe
man to lead you forth fromiit.”

Axis had his mouth dightly open at the end of 1shbel’ s speech. By the Sars, if that was something she
could do for aman when she professed not to love him, then what could she do when she admitted love?

There was a gentle snow faling about them now, and Axis suddenly redlized its presence. He glanced up
at the ky: it wasleaden gray, low-hung with clouds. Here and there. ..no, in myriad places, individua
snowflakesdid not fdl, but hovered withinthe air.

The Ledfast fighters.
Axis shivered.

Ishbel had returned to her placein the front ranks of the soldiers, and Maximilian was once again left
aonein the center of the hollow.

“That ismy past,” he said to the crowd, then smiled suddenly. “ Thank the gods!”

Axisgrinned, as did most people he could see. Maximilian had certainly managed to cregte some
empathy.



“This” Maximilian said, raising ahand into the sky, “ismy future.”
AXis, as everyone else, looked up and gasped in wonder.

The snowflakes—both those snowflakes that were L edfast fighters, aswell as every norma snowflake,
which Axis assumed the L edfast were somehow controlling—were arranging themsalvesin the sky in
patterns. They changed every heartbest or so, swirling into new and even more fantastical arrangements
of coilsand whirlsthat twisted far into the sky until they vanished into the clouds.

Axisstared, hisinitia wonderment being replaced now by an urgent sense that he should understand
something about what he was seeing. .. something about the patterns. .. something so important about the

patterns...
“This” sad Maximilian, “iswhere| am going and what | will become. ThisisElcho Faling.”

Once more the snowflakes rearranged themselves, but now instead of forming abstract patterns, they
formed the outline of acitadel, an incredible fortress of twisted spires and greet peaksthat reared far into

the sky.

A massive crown of three entwined rings enclosed the peek of the very highest tower.

The citadel hung over the entire army, revolving very dowly so that dl could see every aspect
It was stunning, awe-inspiring.

Axis stared. The sense that there was something he should be understanding about what he was
seeing—apart from the kill of the Ledfast in forming this representation—was now so al-consuming that
he could barely breathe.

Therewas something...something. ..
“Ohgods...” Axis muttered, staggering alittle on hisfeet with the depth of hisemotion.
Oh gods...he understood suddenly just how it was that the Ledlfast could touch the Star Dance.

Almogt franticaly he looked about, thisway and that, shbel watching him carefully asif she thought he
had been caught in asudden fit of insanity.

Axisdidn’'t care. Heturned, hiseyes dmost starting from his head, asif searching out aghost within the
ar.

And then, with incredible sweetness, the Star Dance filtered through his body, and Axiswas whole once
more.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The Sky Peaks Pass

M aximilian knew. He stared a Axis, and gave him the ghost of asmile, then raised hishand inthe air to
attract the attention of the massed soldiers.

“Behold,” he said, and he waved his hand.

Then, before the Sartled eyes of the watching tens of thousands, the representation of Elcho Falling



blurred, then fell gpart. Most of the snowflakes tumbled to the ground, coating the heads and shoulders
of the army below, but many thousands of them remained hovering inthe air.

There was along moment when they just hung there, quivering dightly in the faint wind, and then the
snowflakestransformed into the indescribably beautiful frosted outlines of winged men and women.

Axis had never seen anything likeit; the sight eclipsed, for the moment, hisjoy at being able to once again
touch the Star Dance. The sky filled with the creatures, light glinting and shimmering off their wingsand
the outline of their bodies. They roseinto the air, higher and higher, agreat cloud of glimmering lights, a
tangle of wings and outflung arms and the curve here and there of aback, or a shoulder, or acheek.

Axisdragged his eyes away to look at hisfather. StarDrifter was staring upward, transfixed, his mouth
open.

It wasasmilar reaction dl about. Men stood, utterly still, staring upward, mouths hanging open.

“Theearethe Ledfast,” said Maximilian, his even voice carrying across the entire assembly. “Y ou do
not need to fear them. They have pledged themsalves to me, the first to do so with their entire hearts and
loydties”

Maximilian opened both arms, his face now looking up at the Ledlfast hanging in the sky far above him.
“My friends!” he cdled. “Will you inhabit the winds for atime, while | spesk to this grest crowd?’
Asone, every Ledfast in the sky bowed—with exquisite gracefulness—then wheeled away to the north.
In five heartbeats they were gone, and Axisfelt abreath go through the mass, asif of disgppointment.

“The Ledfadt,” Maximilian said again, “are the first peoplesto pledge themsavesto me. Others may
follow.” He paused. “I do not command you by any right, nor by any heritage. | am the Lord of Elcho
Falling only, not of the world. But the doors of Elcho Faling are open to any who wish to join with me,

or have like cause with me. I saiah has handed command of you into my hands, but | cannot command the
same loyalty that you owed Isaiah, nor should | try to do so.

“Thet loydty issomething you must give mefredy.”

Again Maximilian paused. “ Some among you have chosen adifferent path to mine. Kezid, Lamiah, and
Armat, three of Isaiah’ sgenerds, aswell as some of their confidantes, have fled, preferring londlier
campfiresto those here.”

Stars, thought Axis, be careful with this, Maxe. Hewondered if he should use the Star Dance somehow,
to aid Maximilian, then redlized that Maximilian would hate that.

Axisadmost smiled. He was looking for an excuse now, any excuse, to use the Star Dance.

Despite his concern, Axiswas glad that Maximilian had mentioned the generds desertion openly. The
fact of that desertion would be widely known within the Isembaardian army.

“Many of you are worried about what has happened to your homes and familiesin Isembaard,”
Maximilian continued. “I know that, and | sympathize withiit.

“I cando alittle about it. Tomorrow | am sending your once-Tyrant, Isaiah, back to |sembaard.
Accompanying him shal be twenty thousand or so of the Ledlfast fighters.”

Axis hoped that Maximilian had aready mentioned thisto Eleanon.



“Your loyaty,” Maximilian said to the Isembaardians, “you need to give to mefredly. | shal not seek to
forceit”

He took adeep breath and gave anod, and dismissed the gathering with that smple action.

Maximilian turned to step down from the top of the hill, but as he did so three Ledfast materidized above
his head, and descended before him. Asthey landed, they attained full flesh, athough their forms il
shimmered with a semitransparency and frost till rimed the ridges of their features.

They bowed to Maximilian, spreading their wings out behind them in the same manner asthe Icarii when
paying someone their respects.

“Lord of Elcho Faling,” said one of them, abold, handsome man, “my nameis Eleanon, and | spesk for
al the Ledfast. We have waited thousands of yearsfor you, Maximilian Persmius, and our lives are now
yours to command asyou will.”

Then Eleanon rose and, just before Maximilian addressed him, shot Axisalook of chilling triumph.
[ Part Two ]
CHAPTER ONE

Dar kGlass M ountain

B y the end of the third day, the One had completed his restoration work within the Infinity Chamber.
Once more it glowed with light, and once more the power of Infinity powered the One' s soul.

He exulted, then |ft the pyramid.
Thiswas an adventure for the One, and areveation.

He strode dlong the internd corridors of the pyramid, his green glassy form reflecting shadows from the
fused black glasswhich lined the corridors, and gloried in the physicaity of movement.

Then he emerged from the pyramid, and discovered the warmth of the sun, and color, sound, scent, and
wind. For amoment al these different sensations threatened to overwhelm the One, but he took adeep
bresth ( fed the warm, scented air fill hislungsl) and he absorbed these varied sensations, and they
became at one with him.

Heturned dightly, enough so he could see the pyramid rising high above him. Thiswas astrangefeding,
to look back on that which had contained him, which had literadly been him, for so many thousands of
years. He reached out a hand, touching a plate of green glass.

Hishand blended with it (into it) perfectly.
Fed how smooth, how warm.
“Magter?’

The One blinked, momentarily angered by theintrusion. He blinked again, and saw that it was a
Skradling.

Hedidn't like the Skraglings. But they were necessary, and they would prove useful.



Behind this single Skraeling the One could see many of the creatures, dmost an infinity of them, stretching
aong the riverbank beyond the pyramid.

“Master?’ the Skragling said again.
13 YS’?’

“It isgood to see you again. We thought you had forgotten us, crouched so deep within your glass
mountain.”

The One thought this was presumptuous of the Skragling, and did not deign to answer.

“Have you been taking with the Ledfast?’ the Skragling said.

“Andif | have?’ the Onesad.

“Y ou should not trust them,” said the Skradling. “We are their fathers, yet they affect to despise us”

The Onedid not find that very surprising. He would expect nothing less than that hisMagi should despise
creatures such asthese.

“Oneday,” said the Skragling, “they may affect to despise you, too. They have no great sense of loyalty.
Unlike us. We are your true servants.”

“And you have my gratitude for that,” the One said, loathing them, and hoping that they did not intend to
whine at him for hours. He waited, expecting the Skradling to drift away, but it fill stood there, clasping
itsclawsin anxiety and looking at him with those disconcerting watery silver orbs.

By Infinity, they were disgugting!

“Wasthere anything ese?’ said the One.

“Wearehungry.”

“Hungry.” The One pondered this. What was hunger?

“We need to edt, please. We ve come along way. You said you' d feed us.”

“Kanubai said hewould feed you. | am the One. | am not Kanubai. | am perfection incarnate.”
“Wedlill need to eat.”

“You may not eat me!” the One roared.

“Of course not!” said the Skragling, springing back to what it hoped was a safe distance. “We' d liketo
edt flesh, please”

“That is such aweakness, your need for flesh.”
“Nonetheless...”

“Waell,” said the One, trying to work out what the Skragling wanted him to do about this apparently

overwhelming hunger—by Infinity itself, the whole horde of them appeared to be davering! “Can’t you
find some flesh around and about to sate your hunger?’ He waved aglassy hand about vaguely. “ Does
not flesh populate thisland? | have been aware of much flesh these past few thousand years. Much and

very annoying flesh.”



Like Boaz, who had once worshipped him, but who had then presumed to plot to destroy him.

“Yes,” said the Skraeling, who had now crept back alittle closer, “ once flesh did walk thisland. But the
land on thissde of theriver,” the Skradling' s face twisted with fear asit said theword “river,” “has
curioudy little flesh about it. We think the man Isaiah—"

Now the One' s thoughts coal esced about the man who had spent hours Sitting in the Infinity
Chamber—I saiah—and some of the hate that the One felt for Boaz managed to transfer itsdf to Isaiah.

|saiah was trouble, too, and |saiah was ill dive, which wasworse,

“—emptied the land this side of theriver beforewe came,” the Skragling continued. “Nasty man. Now
we' re hungry, and we think that there is much flesh, much vulnerable flesh, waiting over theriver.”

Asif to underscore the point, the Skradling turned its head and looked longingly over the River Lhyl
where stood the paace of Aghat.

“It looksfairly empty to me,” said the One.

“It was full when first we arrived,” said the Skragling, “but it has been days now, days and days and days
sincewe arrived, and in that time peopl e have been escaping east and north and south and we haven't
been able to chase them!”

“Why not?’

The Skradling hung its head. “We' re afraid of water.”
The One smiled. “What water?’

The Skradling frowned, then looked again at theriver.

It was gone, replaced by aglassy surface, rippled in patches where the water had struggled againgt its
desth.

The Skraeling drew a deep breath, then moved so fast its form amost blurred.

Asit moved, so did itsmillions of comrades, and within a heartbest therigid river was|ost beneath an
undulating tide of gray wraiths.

The destruction of 1sembaard had begun.

The One crossed the glassy Lhyl severd hourslater, once theinitia fusswas over. The Skradlings had
mobbed the paace of Aghét, finding little save one old bedridden man whom the fleeing servants had
forgotten, rats, ascore of dogs, and afew cats.

From Aghat they swarmed eastward, fanning out over the countryside, the leaders running with their
noses close to the ground, sniffing out the trails of the people who had fled as soon asthey’ d seen the
Skraelings appear on the other side of theriver.

The One knew he' d haveto call them back eventually, but he was coming to understand the need to
feed, and so for the time being he would let them roam.

It wouldn't do any harm.



Therewere till afew score Skraglings snuffling around the reed beds of the Lhyl, perhaps hoping for a
river lizard or two, and for atime the One stopped and watched them.

They weretruly horrid creatures, but they would serve his purpose well.

There was a sudden commotion within the reeds, and the One strolled over to see what was happening.
Had the Skraglingsfound awater lizard after al?

No, asit transpired. They had found acat with alitter of kittens.

The mother cat had tried desperately to defend her litter, but in vain. She was now dead, torn between
two of the Skraelings and ingested. The litter had consisted of seven kittens, but in the momentsit had
taken the One to walk over, the Skraglings had devoured six of them, leaving only one blood-spattered
corpse which, just as the One stopped, one of the Skraglings reached for.

“Stop,” said the One. He was curious about this creature, and picked up the bloodied corpse himself.

It [ay inthe pam of his hand, limp, damp with blood. . .and then it suddenly moved, and sank itsteeth (or
at lead, it attempted to sink itsteeth) into the meety flesh at the base of the One' s thumb.

The Onejumped in surprise, dmost dropping the kitten. He steadied, raising his hand so that he might
study the creature more carefully.

Skraelings surrounded the One, wailing in frustration at the scent of blood and flesh so close.
The kitten rose on its paws, hissing at the One.

The One hissed back ingtinctively, but there was no maliceinit. Instead he found himsalf confused by a
strange sensation that began in hisbelly and roseinto his chest.

It was...emotion, he redized, but he could not identify it.
“I might keep it,” the One said of the kitten. “It requires further study.”
Asone, the Skradings hissed in frugtration.

“It wasnot dead at dl,” said the One, “ merely covered with the blood of its siblings. Now all that remains
from thelitter isthe one.” His mouth curved and his eyes glinted as he redlized the significance. “The
one...”

The One studied the kitten more closely and noticed, asit flattened its ears and hissed at him again, that
itsteeth weretiny replicas of the onesthe Skragling had crowding their mouths.

“It must eat flesh, too,” said the One. He lifted hisfree hand, pointed it at one of the Skraelings, and the
next ingtant the Skradling dissolved into findy shredded strips of mest.

The One bent down, retrieved a strip, and dangled it over the kitten.
Thekitten's ears quivered, then pricked forward, and it reached for the mest.

The One amiled.
CHAPTER TWO
The Sky Peaks Pass




M aximilian walked toward his command tent. Behind him came Axis, Ezekid, Ishbel, and three of the
Ledfast: Eleanon, another mde Ledfast, and alovely woman, whom Axis found himsdlf glancing at far
more frequently than the two males. They had come here straight from the gathering about the hill,
Maximilian asking that StarDrifter, Georgdi, and Maa meet him in the morning.

StarDrifter had not been pleased. He had wanted to speak with the Lealfast, but had eventualy
acquiesced to Maximilian's suggestion that that be | eft for the next day.

Thewak from the hill had not been accomplished without some tension between the Ledfast and Axis.
The Ledfast waked to one side of Maximilian, Axis afew pacesto the other sde with Ishbe and
Ezekid, and Maximilian thought he would have been skewered a thousand times had the looksthey’d
shot each other been daggers.

He repressed asigh. More Icarii could be expected to fly in to join StarDrifter now that word was
filtering out that once again there was a Tdon of their people, and Maximilian had no ideahow well the
two winged peoples would get on.

Badly, if thiswas any indication.

Hewas glad he' d asked StarDrifter to Stay away.

Serge was waiting by the tent flap and opened it as Maximilian gpproached.
“Isaiahisingde” Serge murmured. “ And with bad news, | think.”
Maximilian nodded. “Isaiah?’ he said as he stepped into the tent.

“Maxd,” Isaiah sad, risng from hischair, “I am sorry | did not attend your gathering. Thereis more bad
news from Isembaard.”

Maximilian wished now that Ezekiel wasn't with him, but the sembaardian generd was dready insgdethe
tent, together with the others, and would have heard what | saiah had said.

“Thenjug tdl it tome, Isaiah,” Maximilian said.

“TheRiver Lhyl isdead,” Isaiah said. “Murdered by whatever that damned pyramid has become.”
Eleanon and Bingaled exchanged the briefest of glances.

“Ohno!” Ishbd said, sinking into achair. “Not that magica river. Isaiah, | am so sorry.”

“If the River Lhyl isno more,” Axis observed, “then the Skraglings have full accessto Isembaard. The
waters had held them back. Now...”

“All the more reason, then, for you to go back, Isaiah,” said Maximilian.
“And how much,” said Ezekid, “do you think these frosted sprites and Isaiah can do, Maximilian?’

Maximilian sent him alevel look, but did not respond. Instead he turned to the three Ledlfast. * Eleanon,”
he said, offering his hand, and finding himself somewhat surprised to discover thet the Leafast man's
hand waswarm. “Will you introduce your fellows?’

“My brood brother Bingdled,” said Eleanon, indicating the other Ledfast mae. Maximilian thought that
Bingaled had aharder, more experienced air about him than Eleanon. His entire manner had a cold edge
toit, and, like Eleanon, he was watchful and aert.



Axis had recognized him instantly as the man who had tried to assassinate Isaiah in the grest audience
chamber of Aghat, and he locked eyes significantly with Isaiah.

Maximilian shook Bingded’ s hand, then |ooked at the woman. Shewas very lovely, but radiated a sense
of distance that reminded Maximilian of 1shbel when first they had met. Of a height with Eleanon and
Bingded, the woman was dim and elegant, every turn of her head or lift of her shoulder the movement of
adancer. Her long pale hair was braided so that it ran in two twists from the center of her forehead to
either side of her head, curving together again behind her head to meet at the nape of her neck. The
twists glittered with rime and framed her lovely face aswould acrown.

Maximilian glanced Sdeways, and saw that Axiswas saring a her.
“My brood sgter, Inardle,” said Eleanon. “ She was Lister’ s companion for awhile, but now isnot.”
“Aninteresting manner of putting it,” Axis murmured.

“Axis SunSoar,” said Maximilian, deciding to move into his own introductions before Axis could say
anything else, “of whom you must have heard. Isaiah, of Isembaard, likewise; Ishbel Persmius, again
likewise; and Ezekid, the senior of 1sembaard’ s generas.”

Cautious nods were exchanged &l abouit.

“Therest of the socid niceties shdl haveto wait,” said Maximilian. “ Assaiah has pointed out, |sembaard
isincrigs” Helooked a the Ledfast. “ Do al three of you command your fighting group?’

“Eleanon and mysdlf,” Bingded sad. “Inardle fights among us, but does not command.”
“Thenwhy isshehere?’ said Axis.

Bingaed looked at Axis, hisentire manner chilly and aoof. “ Because she standsfor the rest of the
Ledfast, StarMan. And because she has dways stood among the dite, and in Lister’ sinner circle.”

“Definitely within Lister’ sinner circle,” Axis murmured, “if shewas deeping with him.”

“Axis” Maximilian said, and Axis gave ashrug and turned asde allittle, asif distancing himsdf from the
conversation.

“I need your help,” Maximilian said to Eleanon and Bingaled. “| want to send perhaps twenty-five
thousand of your fighters, with Isaiah, to aid the Isembaardiansto escape.” He gavealittle smile. “1 may
have preempted your agreement alittle with my announcement to thearmy earlier.”

“Y ou are our commander, my Lord of Elcho Faling,” said Bingaed. “Y ou do not need either Eleanon’s
or my permission to use our force asyou need.” A dight hesitation. “We shdl be glad to aid in Isembaard
inany manner we are able.”

“Why?" said Axis, now turning back into the conversation. “Why so loya to Maximilian? Thereisno
history between you, so far as| am aware.”

Helooked at Maximilian at this, and Maximilian gave adight shake of his head.
“Asthereis none between you and he,” said Eleanon, “and yet, herewe dl stand.”

“We have heard of Elcho Falling whispered in the winds of the frozen northern wastesfor al the centuries
of our existence, StarMan,” said Inardle. It was the first time she had spoken, and al the non-L edlfast
studied her curioudy. Her voice was very low, husky, but clearly audible and underscored with strength.



“Weyearn for Elcho Faling,” Inardle continued, “more than you can understand. We know it, whichis
why we could describe it in the sky above you thisday. Itslord isour lord.”

It was abrief but powerful speech, and it was followed by amomentary silence.

“Thank you,” 1shbd said. Sherose from her chair and inclined her head at Inardle. “ That was beautifully
spoken. | think there must be much we can learn from each other.”

Beautifully spoken, perhaps, Axisthought, but did it truly answer my question?

“Eleanon, Bingdea,” Maximilian said, “how long do your fighters need to res? Y ou have dready had a
long journey to reach me.”

“Wetrave effortlesdy in our snow form,” Bingded said, “and can return south again in the morning.”
Bingded did aglancetoward Isaiah. “Isit your wish that this man command us?’

“Y ou will operate under hisdirection, yes.” Maximilian paused, looking between Isaiah and Bingaled
carefully. He recognized the tension between them, but did not yet understand it. “Is there a problem with
this, Bingdea? I saiah knows both the land and the enemy well; you do not.”

Bingded gave an expressive shrug. “I have no problems, my lord. | just thought that perhaps Isaiah might
fedl uncomfortable about it.”

“Why—" Maximilian began.

“Bingded wasthe Ledlfast that Lister sent to Aghat to stage the assassination attempt on Isaiah,” Axis
said. “ That was the attempt that created the chaosthat alowed Ishbel to be attacked and her child
murdered.”

“Andfor that tragedy,” Bingaed sad, “1 hold mysdlf fully responsible” He stepped forward to Ishbe,
bowing before her in the I carii manner, wings spread out behind him in deference. “My lady, | cannot tell
you how badly | wish | could undo that action. Thelast thing | wanted was for you to lose such a
precious child, and with such horrific results.”

“It would have happened either way, Bingdeal,” 1shbd said. “It was no one sfault. Fate, only.”
The tent door opened, and Ishbel, who had been going to say something else, looked over.
Ravenna had entered.

She amiled pleasantly, apologized for disturbing them, then looked at Maximilian. “ Should | go, Maxel ?’
desad. “Aml intruding?’

Y es, shewas, Axisthought, watching Maximilian. The man was obvioudy irritated with her presence,
Heglanced at Ishbel.
She had turned very dightly, presenting her shoulder to Ravenna.

It was aclear but degant rebuff, and Axis mouth twitched with humor that the woman who had to dl
intents and purposes been utterly rgected afew nights ago now held such a strong advantage. He wished
he' d witnessed the scenein the snow. It had patently been aturning point in al three participants lives,
but in ways that none of them could have predicted.

He looked about the room.



Everyone, including the Ledlfast, wasweatching with interest.
“I thought you might have need of my counsd,” Ravennasaid to Maximilian.

Axisamog winced. That had been abad move. If Maximilian had needed Ravennd s counsd, hewould
have ensured her presence.

Before Maximilian could respond, Ravennaturned to Eleanon, Bingaled, and Inardle. “Greetings,” she
said, moving over and extending her hand. “ My nameis Ravenna, and—"

“Ravennaaded in my rescue from the Veins some years ago,” Maximilian said to the Ledfagt, taking
Ravenna s elbow just before she reached the Ledfast, “ and she has been agood companion in my
effortsto find Ishbel. Ravenna, thisis but awar council and would boreyou. | think—"

She looked him directly inthe eye. “1 have ever been ready at your Sde, Maxdl. | haverisked my lifefor
you. May | not have the courtesy of your ear?’

“Ravenng,” Maximilian said, hisvoice gentle, “thisredly has nothing to do with you.”
“And thischild?’” Ravennasaid, her hand on her belly.
Maximilian's expression hardened. She had pushed too far with that question.

Axisfolded hisarms and leaned back against one of the tent’ sinternal support poles, more intrigued than
ever.

“Y ou should go back to your mother,” Ishbel said, “and your dreams of dark misshapen creatures and
betraya.”

Axiscould hardly believe he' d heard that. Maximilian had told 1shbel about Ravenna s vison? He looked
to Maximilian to seeif he looked surprised, but he continued to regard Ravenna camly.

Ravenna had gone white. She stared at Ishbel, then at Maximilian. “Y ou have made your choice, then,”
Ravennasaid, and she turned her back and left the tent with, Axisthought, more dignity than he thought
he' d be able to muster under the circumstances.

Ravenna s brief interruption had left Axis astonished. Whether he had admitted it to himsdf or not,
Maximilian had indeed very clearly made his choice. Officidly very much apart so few days ago, Ishbel
and Maximilian had just now presented a united front against Ravenna.

Ishbel turned then, catching Axis eye, and she gave him avery dight smile.
He gave her asmdl nod in return. Y our victory, I1shbdl.
Then he looked at Isaiah, and saw that his eyes gleamed with amusement and not alittle pride.

“I gpologizefor that interruption,” Maximilian said, very much collected. “Bingded, if we may take up
where we |€ft...you are certain you can work with Isaiah?’

Bingaed looked at Isaiah and raised an eyebrow.

“We can work together,” Isaiah said, hisvoice quiet and even. “1 am grateful for whatever aid sembaard
may have”

“Good,” Maximilian said. “'Y ou havefifty thousand among your force here, Bingaed ?’



“Giveor teke afew thousand,” said Bingaled.
“And you trave light, no supplies?’

“What you see beforeyou isdl that we are,” Bingalea said. “We eat food and drink wine such asyou
when it isavailable, but otherwise we may exist on what we gather within the air itsdlf.”

At that point Bingaled glanced at Axis, who gavethe Ledfast man asmdl smile.
They feed from the Star Dance.
“Wetrave light and fagt,” Bingded finished.

“Then take twenty-five thousand south, Bingded,” Maximilian said. “ The rest, together with Eleanon and
Inardle, can remain herewith me.”

Bingded inclined his head and then, as Maximilian looked away, sent his brother an intense glance.

“Isaiah,” Maximilian continued, “ how fast can you travel ?| know the speed at which the Ledlfast can
move, but—"

“We can take Isaiah with us,” said Bingaled. “We have the means. We can all reach |sembaard within a
day, two a mogst.”

Maximilian looked surprised at that. “'Y ou can do that for Isaiah, but you left Lister to travel a hisown
pace to reach me?’

“Liger and Isaiah are different propositions,” Bingaded said, and with that oblique answer Maximilian had
to be content.

“My other purposein calling you here” said Maximilian, “isto discuss the three missing generds. Ezekid,
what do you know of this?’

“I knew the night they’ d fled,” Ezekiel said. “That first night, Maximilian, after you' d taken ‘control.”” His
mouth quirked. “They did not gpproach me to accompany them. They thought me too much Axis' friend.
| wasnot ‘safe.””

“If you knew the night they’ d fled, Ezekid,” Axis snapped, “then why not tell us?’

“Because | thought that if you were as good asthe legends said, Axis, you would have discovered their
absence within hours”

Eleanon and Bingaled |ooked away, repressing smiles.

“Youareright,” Axissaid, “1 should have known. Tell me, Ezekidl, you know these men better than any
here. Where will they be going?’

“Riding as hard asthey can for the soldiers Isaiah |eft stationed aong hisroute to thispoint,” Ezekid said.
“Seize command of them—two hundred thousand and more, if | am not mistaken.”

“Will they try to return to |sembaard?” Maximilian said.

Ezekid shook hishead. “No. They can see vast territories here waiting to be seized. The Outlands and
Centrd Kingdomsarein disarray because of civil war and the Skraglings' invasion. The generaswill see

an opportunity.”



“But thereisMaximilian,” said Axis.
“Of course” said Ezekid, thetoo heavy irony in hisvoice making AxiS eyes narrow.

“They will know that | cannot be certain of the |sembaardian soldiers here,” said Maximilian. “The
generdswill certainly have supporters here to soread their word.”

“Y ou could have done moretoday,” said Ezekid, “to raly the Isembaardians to your cause. By the gods,
Maximilian, you sounded dmost asif you were giving them permisson to follow in the generas
footsteps!”

Maximilian gave alittle shrug of hisshoulders.

“If you cannot retrieve those three generals,” Ezekid said, “then there will be war across the Outlands.
Maximilian, you face agreater and nearer crisis than whatever waits below the FarReach Mountains, |
think.”

“Then | shdl need your hdp,” said Maximilian. “Do | haveit?’

Ezekid did not immediately respond. Then, finaly, he gave aterse nod. “ Save what you can from
Isembaard, Maximilian, and | will give you both my help and my loyalty.”

“Good,” said Maximilian. “Eleanon, if your brother flies down with haf of the Ledfast fighting forceto
Isembaard, then | shal need your help, and the rest of the Lealfast’s, to discover these generds before
they can do much harm. It has been three days. They cannot have got far.”

“Maxd,” Axissad, “perhaps| can ride after them, too. Their escapeisthe result of my negligence,
and—’

“We can find them faster, SarMan,” Eleanon said, and Axisjumped alittle a the use of hisold title.

“We have no need of Axis” Eleanon said, looking at Maximilian. “All we need is adescription, and the
direction which they were most likely to take, and we shdl have them for you within aday.”

Goodness, thought Axis, if thislot are as good asthey think they are, then | could have secured
Tencendor againgt Gorgrael within aweek, and relegated the Timekeeper Demons to the dustbin within
two.

“A description...” Maximilian said. “Ezekid? 'Y ou knew them better than anyone.”
Ezekid was about to answer, but Axisforestalled him.

“I can do far better than adescription,” he said quietly, and ran the Song of Recdll through hismind. It
was one of thefirst Songs he had learned during histraining as an Enchanter, and it returned to him easly
NOW.

Ingtantly the space within the center of the tent filled with avision.

Axisand Isaiah, tanding in Isaiah’ s private chamber within the palace of Aghat. Ezekidl, white-haired
but fit and hard, stood dightly to one side of the other four generds, Morfah, Lamiah, Kezid, and Armat.

“Morfah,” said Axis, pointing him out, “isnow dead, thanksto one of Maximilian'stricks. That,” Axis
now pointed to abading man with adeeply wrinkled face, “is Lamiah. Thetaler, thinner man next to him
isKezid, and the youngest man Armat.”



“Andthat,” said Maximilian, “isone mighty surprise, Axis. | thought you had lost your Enchanter
powers?’

“Logt,” sad Axis, looking between Eleanon and Bingaled, “but now regained. Eleanon, you have your
men, now hunt them down.”

Therewasadight chalengein hisvoice at the last, and Eleanon responded to it with asardonic tilt of his
heed.

“Itislate)” sad Maximilian, “and we aredl weary. Isaiah, may | see you in the morning before you
leave? Eleanon, Bingded, and Inardle, do you need deeping arrangements made for you? No? Then |
shall seeyou inthe morning aswell. Ishbel, Axis, can you stay afew moments, please? | need to talk to
you.”

A littlelater, as Eleanon, Bingaled, and Inardle stood talking at the edge of camp, Ravennadid out of the
shadows and approached them.

“I an sorry | did not make my acquaintance with you fully in Maximilian’ stent,” she said, noting how the
faces of al three Lealfast closed over as she gpproached, and how swiftly they silenced their words.

Eleanon gave alittletip of hishead and alift of his eyebrows.
It could have meant anything.

“I heard, before | entered,” Ravenna continued, “your explanation to Axis regarding your remarkable
loydty to Maxd.”

“Maximilian Peramius commandsthe loydty of many people” Inardle said.
“Sotruly hedoes,” Ravennasaid, “if somewhat falsdy.”
“Explanyour ‘fasdy,’”” Bingded sad.

Ravenna gave adight shrug of her shoulders“Once,” she sad, “the Lords of Elcho Falling were grest
and powerful.”

“Once?’ Bingded sad, and hisattitude, asthat of Eleanon and Inardle, was now very watchful indeed.

“Once,” Ravennasaid. “But now...ah, my friends, so much has been forgotten. Maximilian himself has
lost fully two-thirds of the lore needed to wield the power of Elcho Falling. Do you know of the Twisted
Tower?’

The Ledfast exchanged awary 100k, then Eleanon managed anod. “We have heard of it.”

“The Twisted Tower isamost empty,” Ravennasaid. “Maximilian can no longer access the knowledge
he needs. Hisis but an empty title, my friends. . .unless he can somehow, magicaly, find al thoselost
objects on the muddy road to the east. He meanswell, but...”

She gave an expressive shrug, then turned and | eft them watching her as she walked away.

“I think it just aswell, brother,” Eleanon said in alow voice, “that you shall be journeying into Isembaard.
Discover what you can before we must commit ourselvesfully.”



Then helooked at Inardle. “ Areyou still so sure, Sister, that the Lord of Elcho Falling represents our only
path to sAvation?’

“I have only ever said that we need to be careful,” Inardle said, “and not legp into the new and exciting at
our later cost. We must be cautious.”

“Asweshdl,” Eleanon said. Then his manner relaxed and he grinned. “Did you see, sster, how Axis
StarMan looked at you?’

Inardle laughed, low and lovely. “His sharp tongue reveded hisinterest.”

“He hasaweakness for women,” Bingded sad. “ The more distant they be with him, | think, the greater
hisinterest.”

“Then perhaps you can affect some distance, Inardle,” Eleanon said. “ Can you imagine what we might
learn—perhaps what knowledge we can offer the One—if you arein Axis bed?’

Inardle shrugged, much as Ravenna had just shrugged. “Perhaps,” she said.

CHAPTER THREE
TheRiver Lhyl, North of Azibar, | sembaard

H ereward wasjust Stting down to her evening medl in the cramped cabin of the riverboat when
suddenly the entire boat tipped dightly to one side. She grabbed at a bulkhead to stop hersdf falling over;
then, before anyone could speak, there came the frightful sound of grinding and splintering and the boat
tilted even moreaarmingly.

Everyonein the cabin was now grabbing for handholds.
“What' s happening?’ cried Heddiah the cook.

“| don't—" Odellabegan to say, then fdll sllent as something smooth and shiny and very, very sharp
splintered through the hull of the boat, through her back, and then out her abdomen.

It was ahuge shard of glass.

Hereward, as everyone el se, was so shocked that for along moment she could do nothing but stare.
Then she opened her mouth and moved dightly, but before she could even reach out ahand to Odella, a
score more shards of glass splintered through the hull, skewering two more people.

Suddenly it was al noise and movement as people legpt avay from the hull and climbed onto the centra
table. Hereward picked up asmall toddling boy and clambered onto the table, keeping him locked in her
ams.

There was something wrong.

Something other than the fact that the boat had been inexplicably pierced by great shards of glass.
Something other...

“Oh gods...” Hereward whispered as sheredized what it was. “ Shush!” sheyelled. “Quiet!”

The boat was no longer moving. It was stuck fast, canted over to one side, asif it was caught in...ariver



of glass.
“Quiet,” Hereward whispered, now holding the boy so tightly against her chest he whimpered.
“Ligen,” shesaid.

There was the sound of something outside, scampering over the glass river. Something soft and heavy,
something that moved on clawed fest.

Something...
“A tadly, tasty!” came awhisper from outside, and in that instant Hereward' sworld turned to hell.

Skraelings poured down the ladder into the cabin. People screamed, trying desperately to find
somewhere, anywhere, to escape.

There was no escape. As Hereward twisted about she saw two men try to attack the Skraglings, only to
be torn to shreds before her eyes. Another man tried to evade them, but impaled himself on awicked
shard of glass gticking through the hull.

Hereward had never fdt panic like she felt now. Her terror on the banks of the Lhyl when first she'd seen
the Skradlings crawling over DarkGlass Mountain could not compare to the sheer depth of her current
fright. She thought her heart would burst; she hoped it would burst, because it would be a better death
than that which must only be heartbeats avay.

A Skradling grabbed awoman just in front of her, and tore her head off with one bite,
Then Hereward saw its eyeslock on her.
She shrieked, scrabbling back aong the table, dragging the boy with her.

The Skraeling swiped at her, but she managed to evade it with a desperate lunge to one side that saw her
dide completely off thetable.

She clambered to get to her feet, but tripped over abody as she did so, and dammed into the decking
boards again.

There was awhisper behind her, and she knew it was the Skraglings.

Sherolled over, trying to get under the end of the table, but the creature’ s hand grabbed into her hair and
dragged her haf upright.

Blood poured down her face and neck from the wounds the Skragling’ s claws caused in her scalp.

In her armsthelittle boy shrieked, and the Silver orbsin the Skragling’ s jacka face did down to the child.
The Skrading’ stongue flopped out one side of itsjaws, and Hereward saw it literaly daver in ddight.
Then, suddenly, the creature sgrip in her hair was gone and it seized one of the boy’ sarms.

Hereward scrabbled backward desperatdly, trying to hold onto the boy, who was now screaming in
terror while the Skradling tugged at the boy’ sarm.

It tore off, making the Skraeling stagger backward.

Blood spattered over Hereward—not only from the boy, but aso from one of her kitchen companions,



Ingruit, who had just been opened up from breast to belly by a Skragling claw.

Ingruit fell to the floor beside Hereward, and three Skraelings leapt on her, burying their headsin the
body of the gtill-breathing woman.

Hereward continued to scrabble backward. The movement was automatic, for Hereward wasnow in
such deep shock she was incapable of coherent thought.

The boy was ill moving in her arms, gtill shrieking—and then he was gone, torn from her grip by the
Skraeling who had taken hisarm, now recovered inits balance.

Hereward was covered in blood. She could fed it soaking through her hair, her clothes, into every
crevice and pore of her skin.

And the stink—the cabin was crowded with Skraglings and with the corpses they fed on, and the air was
thick with the stench of hot blood and split bowels. Hereward could not believe she was not yet dead,
and could not believe she could be forced to go through so much suffering whilewaiting to die.

She continued to move backward, finaly shuffling up againgt the bulkhead.

Two Skraelings advanced on her. Their jaws and bodies were red with blood, and, having aready eaten,
they approached dowly, enjoying her terror.

Feeding on her fear, asthey would shortly feed on her body.

Hereward tried to stand, forcing her legsto work, diding further and further up the bulkhead.
One of the Skradlings feinted toward her, and she shrieked and jerked upright...

...and hit her head on a shelf.

She dumped to the floor again, and then something toppled off the shelf and hit her on the head and
shoulder.

Hereward cried out, grabbing at the thing asthe two Skraglings, now tired of their play and wanting only
to edt, lunged at her.

Whatever the object was, it was large and very heavy, and Hereward meant to try and throw it at the
Skradlings...but it wasfar too heavy for her fear-weakened arms and she could only wave it ineffectualy
about before dropping it in her lap.

Hereward had her eyestightly closed, surethat at any instant Skraeling clawswould shred into her flesh.
Nothing.
Quiet.

She sat there, breath wheezing in and out of her lungs, eyestightly closed, and wished they would just do
it, get it over with, just kill her, please, gods, just kill her...

Nothing.
Quiet.

Then thefaintest of whispers.



“A nagty, nasty.”

Hereward managed to open one eye, just adit. It was an effort, as blood had gummed it shut, and for a
moment she thought that the blood smearing her vision must be making her seewrongly.

“A nasty, nasty,” repeated one of the Skraglings, hand partly lifted to point aclaw at the object in her lap.
Then, unbdlievably, the Skraglings turned as one and filed out of the cabin.

Hereward heard their footpads on the deck above, then heard them retreating across the glassed river.
Very dowly shelooked down at her 1ap.

Resting there was a huge | eatherbound book.
CHAPTER FOUR
The Sky Peaks Pass

W hy hunt down the generals, Maxd?’ said Axis. “From what you have said to me about your and,” he
glanced at Ishbd, “Ishbel’ s policy of dlowing everything to break gpart, aswell aswhat you intimated to
thearmy earlier, the generals lack should not bother you overmuch. So why send the Ledlfast after
them?’

“Because | need to gauge the Ledfast’ susefulness,” said Maximilian. “The Ledfast say they have vast
experience asfighters, but how do | know that? But | aso send them because | do need to know what
the generas are doing—as Ezekid pointed out, they will undoubtedly come after me at some point, and
whatever you may think, I have no suicide wish. Usethistimeto evauate the Ledfast, Axis”

“That was a pretty spell you performed for usjust then, Axis,” Ishbel said. “How did you do that, if your
Enchanter abilities are as dead as you have said?’

Axisgrinned. “I’d known the Ledfast could access the Star Dance, but | had no ideahow until this
afternoon. When they did that trick for you, Maxe, forming an image of Elcho Fdling inthe sky, |
suddenly remembered something I’ d been taught when first I’ d started out as an Enchanter.”

He gave asoft laugh. “ By the stars, the I carii are known for their blind arrogant stupidity, and our inability
to use the Star Dance over these past yearsis evidence of that.”

“What do you mean?’ Ishbd sad.

“We d always assumed that the only way to usethe Star Dance,” Axissaid, “wasto hear it. But that is't
theonly way...”

He grinned at the puzzlement on Maximilian’ sand Ishbel’ sfaces. “I will explain to you, but do you mind
if itistomorrow? Thisis something I’ d like to share with my father, and then with the other Enchanters
among thelcarii.”

Maximilian gave anod and asmile. “ At alater time, then. I'll bid you good night, Axis. We can talk again
inthemorning.”

Axis said good night and moved to the door. Just as he reached it, Maximilian spoke again. “ Axis?
Congratulations. Y ou must fed asif half theworld has been returned to you.”



“I fed,” Axissaid softly, “asif the entire world has been returned to me, Maxel.”

With that, he was gone, and Maximilian turned to Ishbel.

I saiah was standing in the shadow of an equipment tent when Axis left Maximilian’ stent and came up to
him.

“Be careful in Isembaard, my friend,” Axissaid. 1 like you too much to be speaking the address at your
memorid service anytime soon.”

Isaiah inclined his head, accepting Axis concern. “I had thought you were off to see your father.”
“I shall be, inamoment. Isaiah...be careful of the Ledfast, en?”

Isaiah gave ashort laugh. “1 shall not trust them overly, if that eases your concern.”

“Aye, it does. Isaiah...” Axis paused. “ Ravenna has shown Maxel avison.”

|saiah’ sattention sharpened. “ Y es?’

“Apparently it shows 1shbel opening the doors of Elcho Faling to doom. Ravennasays Ishbd will ddiver
sorrow throughout the entire land.” Axis gave asmall shrug. “The maddened jedlousies of abitter
woman, no doubt.”

“Perhaps,” I1saiah said. Perhaps.
Axiswas grinning to himsdlf, not noticing Isaiah’ sintrospection. “1 asked Ishbdl to be my lover.”

“And sherefused,” Isaiah said, bringing his attention once more to the conversation. “Y ou do not need to
tell methat. Now, let us say good-bye, Axis. | think we shdl both have some adventuresto relate to
each other when next we meet.”

They gripped hands, then hugged each other fiercely.

“Go seeyour father, Axis, and tell him how to open his eyesto the Star Dance once more.”

“Ishbd, | know it islate, and you aretired. | won't keep you long.”

She sat down inachair, arranging her skirts carefully. “It is of no matter, Maxel. What did you want to
talk to me about?”’

“Do you remember me asking you about the Twisted Tower? It was along time ago, on our way to
Escator.”

She frowned, thinking, then her face cleared. “Y es. It was on the way from Pelemereto Kyros.”
“You did not know what it was.”
“No. Maxd...will you tdl me now?’

“The crown of Elcho Falling carrieswith it countless mysteries...and the heir to the crown needsto learn
them. Many, many generations ago one of the Lords of Elcho Faling congtructed the Twisted Tower in



which to store the mysteries and secrets of Elcho Faling. It isamemory paace.”
“A memory paace?’

“A memory paaceisanimagined building, filled with objects—for usit isagreat twisted tower with
ninety levels. Each level contains one chamber, and each chamber is crowded with objects. Each object
containsamemory.”

“And asachild...you had to learn each single object?’

Maximilian smiled at the horror in her voice. “Yes...dthough it wasn't as bad as you might think. The
Twisted Tower was closdly linked to the Persmius bloodline. It was smplefor every Peramius her to
know an object. We merely had to pick it up and we could ‘recall’ the knowledge it contained.” He
sghed. “But...there' saproblem.”

Now it was Ishbel who smiled, asoft, gentle thing. “ Of coursethereis.”

“Knowledge of the Twisted Tower has been handed down through scores of generations. The problem is
that every generation seemed to forget afew of the objects.” Maximilian’s mouth twisted dightly.

“Maybe some of my forebears thought there wasllittle point in remembering. Elcho Falling had been
unneeded for so long that there wasllittle likelihood it would ever need to rise again. What harm if one
heir forgot the blue vase under the window of level nineteen, and his son the contents of the third drawer
inthe chest on levd forty?’

“How much has been lost, Maxd 7’

“ About two-thirds of it. From the thirty-sixth level the chambers begin to progressvely empty, so that by
thetime | reach the top of the tower, each chamber is utterly bare. So much has been forgotten.”

Now hismouth curved again, thistime with more humor. “I had hoped that somehow you held some
miraculous key to recalling the empty space of the Twisted Tower. | had thought that was perhaps why
you were sent to me....that somehow, in your forgotten Persmiusline, thelost objects could be
remembered.”

“And | know nothing. Maxel, I'm sorry. Perhaps Elcho Falling has the answers.”

“Perhaps. Oh gods, | hope so. Without the knowledge that has been log, Ishbd, then | am helpless. |
canraise Elcho Faling...but | can dolittle ese. Y ou have no ideahow desperately | hope that Elcho
Fdling hasthe answers. Ishbd ... | just wanted to explain to you about the Twisted Tower. | should have
done so before.”

He' d aso just wanted to talk hisworry out, 1shbel redlized, and was mildly surprised to discover herself
glad that he' d wanted to talk to her about it.

“There s something else | wanted to mention,” Maximilian said. “Have you heard of the Weeper? The
bronze deity that StarDrifter brought with him out of Coroleas?’

“Y es. He and Sdlome told me something of its history. StarDrifter also said that you and he thought it
was responsible for the regrowth of hisand Salome swings. It isavery powerful object.”

“Y ou know the damn thing talks.”

Shegaveasmdl amile. “Yes. Itismetd. | an surethat it talks”



They looked a each other. Both were Elementals, born with the ability to hear the chatter of the eements
within metals and glass. Ishbel had repressed her ability to hear them for many years after her terrible
experience as a child, when the jewelry on her dead parents had whispered to her to expect the rise of
the Lord of Elcho Faling. Now, athough she had accepted her ability, Maximilian thought she remained
just alittlewary of it.

“What doesit say?’ Ishbel asked after amoment.

“For thelongest time, it said very little. It chatted to my ring—" Maximilian held up hisright hand which
bore the Persmiusring “—agreset ded, but to me...very little. It just wanted to be near me. But in the
past few daysit has been whispering your name, Ishbd. It wantsto spesak to you.”

Ishbel’ sface went very ill.

“I think it is harmless enough, Ishbel.”

“Ha | doubt that very much. But if you want, | will seeit.”
She paused. “Maxd...”

“y e

“I| am of Peramiusblood, too. Can | seethe Twisted Tower? Can you show it to me?” Will you trust me
that far?

CHAPTER FIVE
TheRiver Lhyl, North of Azibar, | sembaard

H ereward sat for what felt like hours, staring either at the book or at the horrific scenein the cabin
before her. Bodies, or the remains of bodies, lay strewn about, and there did not appear to be asingle
Space that was not coated in blood.

Onething in particular caught her eye. It was the remnant of abody stuck on one of the shards of glass
that had pierced the hull. Hereward couldn’t quite decide what part of abody it was, though. Part of an
abdomen? A shoulder? A buttock? The Skraglings had obvioudly chewed the person while gill attached
to the glass, and Hereward found hersalf wondering if they left that remaining fragment because they
didn’t want to cut their tongues on the sharp glass.

It was avery meety fragment. Hereward thought it must have been difficult for the Skraglings to abandon.
Maybe they’ d | eft it because of the book.

Hereward looked down at it once more. It looked like any ordinary book. It was very large, dmost an
arm’slength in height, and half as wide, and as deep asthe length of her hand. It was covered in
fine-grained cafskin with an e egant tooled gilt edging about the front cover.

It didn’t look dangerous, and Hereward could not think why it should have scared the Skradlings so
greatly. With its covering of cafskin, she thought they would have thought it atasty, tasty, not anasty,

nasty.

Hereward sat there until shefet her back and legs start to cramp. She was very cold, still in deep shock,
and could not understand why the Skraglings did not come back for her.



Were they waiting outside? Were they tormenting her?
Why thisddlay in death?

Should she go find them, offer hersdf to them?

Or should shetry to live instead?

In the end Hereward shoved the book to one side and, with great effort, managed to get to her feet. She
stood for afew minutes, swaying dightly, then took a step or two toward the door at the far end of the
cabin.

Then she stopped, looked behind her, and stepped back to pick up the book.

She amost dropped the thing, it was so heavy, then she steadied it in her arms and began the gruesome
walk to the door, stepping over the body parts as she went and taking care not to dip in the pools of
blood.

It was night outside, and a gentle breeze blew in from the east. Hereward stood on the danting deck,
hugging the book to her chest, looking abouit.

Everything looked so calm, so peaceful.

There was aband of Skradlings somefifty or sixty paces away on the east bank, outlined in the
moonlight. They were moving dowly, their snouts snuffling dong the ground.

One of them looked up and saw her, then they all raised their heads, stared, and as one moved off further
to the east.

“What are you?’ Hereward whispered to the book. She thought about opening it—there was alamp ill
burning on the prow of the boat and she could easily read by its light—but for the moment al Hereward
wanted to do wasto strip off her blood-soaked clothes. She put the book carefully down on the deck,
then looked around.

Theriver was usdless. Asfar as she could seg, it was nothing but green glass.

The same color as DarkGlass Mountain.

Hereward had heard rumors about the evil nature of the pyramid dl her life, and had loathed it intuitively.
Now that sameintuition told her that the pyramid, or whatever inhabited it, was responsible for this.

Hereward sighed. She could not bathe in the river, but therewas abarrel of rainwater wedged against
one of the boat’ srailings, and so she stripped away her blood-stiffened clothes and washed herself
down, scrubbing at her long dark hair to get the blood out, and not caring about the sting of the cutsin
her scalp.

She dso did not worry about the Skraglings. Surdly, if shewas fated to die, then the Skraglingswould
have taken her beforethis.

Therewas achest tied in close againg the cabin, and from it Hereward retrieved alinen robe—it was
Oddla’s, and alittle too big for Hereward’ s dim body, but she belted it in tightly.



At least her sandals could be washed clean of the blood and dlipped back on.

Hereward knew she had to make a decision about what to do, but delayed it by deciding to examinethe
book.

She hefted it, wandered over to the lamp burning in the prow, and sat down with athump on the deck.
Another band of Skradlings drifted past on theriver, but they gave the boat awide berth.

Hereward opened the cover to ablank, creamy page. Sheturned it over and came to what was
obvioudy atable of contents.

She frowned at it—the writing was unfamiliar, foreign, and she couldn’'t—

The writing shimmered, and suddenly both script and language were familiar, and she could read.
The pagelisted in order aseries of ories...savethat dl the stories were the same.

One: The story of the woman Hereward who waited on the riverbank with the book.

Two: The story of the woman Hereward who waited on the riverbank with the book.

Three: The story of the woman Hereward...

And so on for thirty stories.

“Wait,” Hereward muttered. “On the riverbank.”

Far to the south, the One raised his head from the kitten in his hands and |ooked northward.
“What isthisthat rises?’ he whispered. “What ghost from the past be this?’

The book stank of Boaz, and the One ingtinctively hated it.

CHAPTER S X
The Sky Peaks Pass

C an you show methe Twisted Tower, Maxd?’

“Y ou want to seethe Twisted Tower?’
“Will you trust methet far?’

Maximilian breathed in deeply. Distrust and uncertainty had been the twin pillars of their relationship
before even they’ d met. But now that that rel ationship had been utterly torn apart, it appeared to be
progressing in legps and bounds.

Now that it had been fractured. .. Ishbd’s mouth moved in the hint of asmile.

“If you wish, then certainly.” Maximilian fell slent, thinking. “But for thisfirst time, | will need to touch
you. Itistheonly way.”

“1 don't mind, Maxd.”



Nonetheless, Ishbdl took a big bresth as Maximilian pulled his chair close, hesitated, then lifted his hands
and did hisright about the back of her neck, cradling her head, and lay the other against her cheek.

“Now it isyou who will need to trust me,” Maximilian said softly. “| need to take your consciousness and
turn it in adightly different direction. Y ou can stop anytime you want.”

“I trust you, Maxd.”

“Closeyour eyes”

Shedid o.

“Relax your neck and shoulders. Let me cradle your head.”

Shedid this, too, though with some effort, asthe intimacy reminded her so much of thelr brief period of
amost happiness.

How long had that lasted? A week? Two? But even that brief time had been founded on lies and had
collapsed at thefirdt test.

“lshbd, trust me.”
Trug me.

Ishbel’ s mouth opened on asmdl, slent gasp. It felt asif Maximilian’ sfingers had suddenly intruded right
into her mind and were gently twidting it, just alittle, very quietly, dmost tenderly.

“Do you fed what | am doing with your consciousness, 1shbel? Do you think you could turn your mind
S0, On'your own, later?’

Hisfingerswere till so gently turning her mind. Their pressure felt very curious, but not uncomfortable or
unsettling, and Ishbel could understand what he was doing.

Hewas turning her consciousness so that it dtered her perception of her surroundings and of the world
sheinhabited.

“Yes” shewhispered.
Shefdt him amile, fdt the dteration in the warmth that radiated out from hisface.

“Good. Right about now, Ishbel, you should see a path before you. Do you seeit? Do you fed it,
beneath your feet?’

“Y% Y@”

And Ishbel did. She stood with Maximilian on a paved pathway that wound through a garden of low
flowers and shrubs toward the most extraordinary structure she had ever seen. A tower rose before her,
twigting in a corkscrew manner so high into the blue sky that she had to crane her head to look &t it.

“Ninety levels” said Maximilian. “One chamber per level, and one window only, at the highest level.” He
smiled. “1 have never seen this garden on either side of the pathway, Ishbel, nor have | seen the ky so
blue. Y ou brought that with you.”

She looked at him. He was smiling, and she thought he looked very relaxed.



“Now look to the pathway,” said Maximilian. “ There are eighty-six stepsto reach the door. Y ou dways
need to take eighty-six steps, and you must learn to count them as you approach. Soon the eighty-six will
become second nature.”

“Why eighty-six?’

“Thetower isathing of order. It isaso athing of immense memory...ordered memory. If you approach
it in adisordered manner, then that disorder will reverberate throughout the entire tower. Come. Let us

begin these eighty-six steps.”

Hetook her hand, and led her toward the tower. They stopped before the door, and Maximilian paused
in the act of reaching out to grasp the doorknaob.

“Youopenit,” hesaid. “Only someone of Peramius blood can openit.”

“Areyou tesing me?’

“No. I’'m dlowing you to do some of the work for achange.”

Ishbel bit back asmile, and laid her hand on the round brass knob.

Héllo, Ishbel Persmius. Never before have | had a queen of the blood visit.

Ishbel’ sfingers trembled alittle, then they firmed and she twisted her hand so that the door clicked open.
She stopped, one foot inside the door, astounded at the clutter and crowd of objectsin the room.
Maximilian put awarm hand in the center of her back, gently encouraging her inside a step or two.

“Welcometo the Twisted Tower, |shbal Peramius.”

Maximilian led Ishbdl through the lower chambers of the Twisted Tower. He showed her afew objects,
and watched her face as she picked them up.

“I know what memory this plate contains,” she said. “It holds a memory to do with the opening, or
rasing, of Elcho Fdling. Yes?”’

“Yes” He explained to her precisaly what the memory meant, and what was its message, and the small
frown cleared from Ishbel’ s brow.

“How did | know that?’ shesaid. “1 knew the genera gist of it, but not the particulars, which you needed
to explain. But now that you have explained...” sheturned the plate over, then returned it to its place on
atable. “I know | will never forget it. But how did | have the basic knowledge, anyway?’

“That' syour Peramius blood,” said Maximilian. “We al have the basic understanding—we just need to
have someone guide us through and restore to us afull and clear understanding of the memory of each
object.”

“Ah,” shesad. “| wasbeing tested again.”

“Not a al. | knew you would know each object, and that you had the memories within you.” Maximilian
hesitated. “In the same way that you knew the basic memory in that plate, so | knew theingtant | touched
you that you were of strong Persmius blood.”



They looked at each other, remembering that night when Maximilian had first cometo Ishbel, and had
seduced her.

“Itiswhy | wanted you so badly that night, Ishbd,” he said. “1 had come merdly to say hello.” Hismouth
quirked. “1 ended up doing far more.”

Now Ishbel felt uncomfortable, and alittleirritated at the idea that he might now be trying to seduce her
al over again. “I'mtired, Maximilian. It has been along day. Perhaps we can go now?’

“Of course. Do you know how to leave?’

“Yes, | think so. | just need to twist my consciousness back the way it has come and—"
Ishbel’ shead jerked in Maximilian's hands and she opened her eyeswith astart.

“Oh,” shesad, saring at the insde of the tent.

Maximilian smiled. “Very good.”

Hewas very close, and Ishbel again felt degply uncomfortable. She tensed her head, ready to pull it out
of hishands, but he moved them first.

Hisleft hand dropped away completely, but hisright...thefingers of hisright hand trailled down behind
her |ft ear, then continued in soft, lilting movement down her jaw until they, too, finaly dropped away.

Ishbd froze, staring at Maximilian.

That had been a signature movement of hiswhen they had made love, atender conclusion that he had
amogt dways employed.

Ishbel had loved it, and dwaysturned her faceintoit.
Now she st rigid, unableto think or move.

Maximilian sat back. “Y ou can find your own way into the Twisted Tower now,” he said. “Y ou may go
whenever you like”

Ishbel ran her tongue about her mouth, trying to will some moisture into it, and finally managed to find her
voice. “You don't mind?’

“Not at dl. | might join you sometimes, and show you the meaning of more of the objects”
“Why would you do that?’
“Because it doesn't hurt to have two of uswith the knowledge.”

“Oh. Maxd, if you have the basic memories of dl the objects dready within you, then why can you not
remember the onesthat were lost?’

“Because we need to touch the object, seeit, to spark the memory carried deep within us. Did you know
of that segment of theraising ritua of Elcho Falling before you touched the plate?’

“Oh,” Ishbel said again, and fdt foolish. “1 think | will say good night now, Maxel.”

“I have kept you far too late. I'm sorry.”



Ishbel rose, but Maximilian spoke once more as she reached the door.

“Ishbel, you may go whenever you wish into the Twisted Tower, but | shal demand a price from you.”
She turned back to him, her expression wary.

Hegrinned. “A flower. Give me aflower for every timeyou vist.”

“A flower?’

He gavealittle shrug.

Ishbel looked at him, let out her bresth in exasperation, then | eft.

After 1shbel had gone, Maximilian remembered that he should have reminded her of the Weeper. It was
growing more ingstent now, caling Ishbe’ s name many times while Maximilian was about.

Maximilian sighed. Never mind. Doubtless he would find time soon.

CHAPTER SEVEN
The Sky Peaks Pass

A xis paused just outside hisfather and Sdlome stent. Very gently he used alittle of the Star Danceto
senseindde.

Hesamiled.
StarDrifter lurched up from Salome' s body as Axis entered the tent.
“By the stars, Axis, did you not think to announce yoursdlf before your entry?’

Axissat down inachair and stretched out hislong legs. He smiled lazily. “1 thought you' d be interested in
what | know about the Ledlfast. Forgive me, isthisapoor time?’

StarDrifter muttered a curse and sat up in bed. Salome stretched languidly, not caring that the sheet only
covered to her thighs, and gave StarDrifter an amused glance as he tugged the sheet higher.

Axisnarrowed hiseyesalittle, watching Sdlome. She was as desirable heavily pregnant as she had been
when first he'd met her. That SunSoar blood. He turned over in his mind the thought that he need not tell
hisfather about the Star Dance, and instead could use it to win Sllometo hisside.

Shewould bedrawntoit irresigtibly. StarDrifter could do nothing to hold her.
He could have a SunSoar woman back in his bed once more...

“Axis?’ sad StarDrifter. “Why are you here?’

Axisdragged hiseyesback to hisfather. “May | tell you astory?’

“Oh, for the gods sakes,” StarDrifter muttered.

“Shal it amuse us?’ Sdlome said.

“Asuredly,” said Axis.



“Then go ahead,” said Salome, turning languidly over on her sideto face Axisand alowing the sheet to
fal away from her breasts.

Thelr eyesmet.

All hewould need do was to keep the secret of the Star Dance to himsalf, and he could have her.
Salome smiled. She was not able to read his thoughts, but she understood the expression in his eyes.
“Axis?’ StarDrifter sad.

“When | was ayoung man,” Axissaid, “learning the ways of the Star Dance and the powers of the
Enchanter, | spent some time with Orr, the Charonite Ferryman, who guarded the waterway's of the
Underworld.”

“I know this,” said StarDrifter. “I don’t know why—"
“Sdome has not heard thistale,” Axissaid.
StarDrifter muttered another curse and cast his eyes up to the roof of the tent asif it cradled salvation.

“I spent time with Orr, the Ferryman,” Axis continued. “He was aman, abeing, of great power and
wisdom. He told me something about the waterways—I’ m not sureif ever | told you—"

StarDrifter made an impatient gesture with one hand.

“Wadl,” Axissad, “hetold methat, asthe Icarii Enchanters used music to mirror and then manipulate the
patterns of the Star Dance, the Charonites used the waterways in the same way.”

StarDrifter suddenly shifted his gazeto Axis.

“Whenever the Charonites wanted to use the Star Dance for a purpose, to create an enchantment,
ingtead of Snging a Song, they traveled a particular waterway. They used movement—dance, if you
like—to creste the same effect.”

“The Star Dance was lost when the Timekeeper Demons destroyed the Star Gate,” StarDrifter said.

“That isamyth,” Axissaid, holding hisfather’ s eyes. “We both know the Ledfast dtill useit. Wejust logt
the ability to hear it.”

“Axis,” sad StarDrifter, now so tense he was dmodt rigid, “have the Ledfast told you how to accessthe
Star Dance?’

“No,” said Axis. “I think they rather hate us, StarDrifter. They wouldn’t give me the time of day, let done
their secret to the Star Dance.”

StarDrifter’ s body dumped once more againgt the pillows.

“Nonetheless,” Sdome said, her eyes narrowed, “you aretelling usthis ddightful little tale about Orr the
Ferryman for areason, are you not?’

“Indeed,” said Axis. “ StarDrifter, all we lost was the ability to hear the Star Dance. Look, the Icarii were
used to hearing the music of the Star Dance, yes? It filtered through the Star Gate from the heavens and
into our daily lives. It surrounded us aways. But what if we were so used to hearing it thisway that we'd
been blinded—and | use that word deliberately—to other means of recognizing or of alowing the Star



Danceto filter through us?’
“Axis,” said StarDrifter, “ have you regained your connection to the Star Dance?”’
“Yes” sad Axis.

StarDrifter literally leaped over Sdlome and crouched before Axis, hishands on hisson’sarms. “Tell
rre"

“Youcan't seit yet? said Axis.
SarDrifter’ sgrip tightened until hisfingersdug into Axis flesh. “Tel mel”

“We can seeit, StarDrifter,” Axissaid, pulling hisarms away from hisfather’ sgrip. “The Ledfast can see
it. And once you can seeit, then suddenly you can hear it again—not asloudly as we were once used to,
but hear it nonetheless. Sdlome”

She jumped alittle, surprised at being addressed. “Y es?’

“Y ou have not been corrupted by alifetime of Icarii blindness,” Axissaid. “Maybe you will understand.
What has StarDrifter told you of the Star Dance?’

She glanced at her husband, then looked back to Axis. “The Star Dance isthe music made by the stars
asthey weave their way through the heavens.”

“Yes” sad Axis. “Good stock answer. Carry on.”

Sadlome gave him ablack [ook, but continued. “The music made by the arsfiltered through the Star
Gae—’

“Tell me, Sdome,” Axissaid, “wasthat the only way to see the stars, through the Star Gate?”’

She sent StarDrrifter another glance. “Wadll, no, we can seethem in the night sky. But | have been told
that the starsin the night sky are but a pal e reflection of what was visible through the Star Gate.”

Axis sat and waited, regarding Salome steadily, and StarDrifter turned away from his son and stared at
Sdomedso.

She narrowed her eyes, thinking. “The starsin the night sky are but a pae reflection of what you could
seethrough the Star Gate. .. but they are ftill there.”

AXxiS mouth curved in asmdl amile.

“Ergo,” shesad, “the Star Danceis still here, too, but a paer reflection of what you could once hear via
the Star Gate.”

Now Axiswas grinning, and looked between hisfather and Sdome. “The Star Danceis <till here. 1t fdls
to earth gently about us, day and night. It drifts down from the heavens. It isn’t as concentrated nor as
loud as what we heard viathe Star Gate, but it is till around us. We just need to open our sensesto it.
Listen, when | watched the Ledfast do their pretty snowflake thing in the sky above Maximilian, my mind
was screaming at me to make some connection, and | just couldn’t.”

“They were making patterns,” said Salome.

“Yes” said Axis. “They were making patterns. And asthat thought came into my head | remembered



what Orr had told me about the waterways making patterns so the Charonites could manipulate the Star
Dance...and suddenly it just clicked.”

“What just clicked?” StarDrifter said.

“It would have been better to do thisduring the day,” said Axis, “as our sight would be clearer then, but
thereisalight snow faling and it will do better than nothing.” He stood, and picked up alamp. “Come
with me. Oh, and toss on some clothes. It will be cold outside.”

StarDrifter cursed, and grabbed at his breeches.

Axisled StarDrifter and Salome outside and held up thelamp. “ The Star Dance is drifting down gently
from the heavens,” he said. “L ook at the pattern of the snowflakes asthey fall.”

StarDrifter and Salome stared, their brows furrowed.

“Would it help,” Axissaid softly, “if | said that you can see music aswell as hear it? That you can write
music, and understand it? That the—"

“Star Danceistwisting the snow asit fdldl” said StarDrifter. “ The twists and cadences of the snow asit
fdls show usthe music of the Star—"

He stopped, his face going completely blank.

Axiswatched him, then saw the instant the Star Dancefilled hisfather’ s consciousness. StarDrifter’s
entire body sagged and his eyesfilled with tears.

“Everything about usis affected to some extent by the gentlefdl of the Star Dance from the heavens”
Axissad. “Everything. All we have to do is open our eyesto it. The motes of dust dancing intheair, the
tilt of abird’ swing in the sky, the clouds as they bubble and tumble across the sky. And once you can
seeit, once you understand that the Star Danceis al aout us—abeit in amore subtle form than we
were used to hearing it previoud y—then the music fills our souls again. Salome, can you fed it? Seeit?’

“Yes” shesad, and gave Axisalovey smile, “1 think that | can. Y ou know, | used to hear thisasa
child, and then | thought it afigment of my imagination. It used tofill my dreamsat night.”

They stood in sllencefor severa long minutes, wonder transfixing Salome' sface, thankfulness
StarDrifter's.

“But what | don’t understand,” Salome said eventually to Axis, “isthat if the Star Dance was dl about
you anyway, why could the Icarii Enchanters not use it anymore when the Star Gate was destroyed?”

“Because we were s0 blind,” said StarDrifter. “ Because we were so used to hearing the harmony of
sound from the Star Gate that we were utterly blinded to the subtlety of this gentler music. Because it
takes, on average, athousand years for the damned I carii to comprehend the easiest of secrets!”

Axislooked at hisfather and laughed, the sound one of purejoy.

They stayed up mogt of the night, sitting in StarDrifter and Salome’ stent, laughing with their joy and
playing with the Star Dance. Axis and StarDrifter found their control of the music weaker than it had
been when they’ d heard the full thunder of it through the Star Gate, but even in the few hoursthat they



had toyed with the Star Dance, they felt their use of it becoming firmer.

Toward dawn there came amurmur at the tent flap. 1t was StarHeaven, one of the Icarii who had arrived
the day Maximilian and Ishbe had talked atop the hill.

“StarMan?’ she said as she entered. “ Taon? What is happening? Mysdlf and severd other Enchanters,”
sheindicated that they waited outsde, “havefdt asif...asif...”

“The Star Dance has been rediscovered,” said Axis. “Comein, StarHeaven, and your fellows, too, and
rediscover yourselves.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

T hemorning was very cold. The snow had ceased fdling before dawn, and now aheavy frost lay over
everything in camp. Winter was having itsfind, cruel stab before soring’ swarmer breezes.

Despite the cold, everyone in camp was moving. Tents collgpsed ungracefully into the snow, sending
puffs of white powder about knees and hips; horses moved restlesdy as saddles were thrown across
their backs; cooks shouted irritably as hooves and boots kicked dirty snow into their fires.

Maximilian was bresking camp and making for Elcho Falling.

Ishbel, tired after arestless night of little deep, made her way carefully through the ranks, Madarin trailing
afew steps behind her. She was looking for Isaiah, and found him, eventudly, standing with Eleanon and

Bingded.
“Isaiah,” shesaid, “may | have abrief word?’
The Ledfast bowed, then faded—aquite literaly—away.

Ishbel rubbed her hands together, trying to restore some circulation into them. “Isaiah, be careful.
Pease”

“I will, 1shbd. I didn’t think you would be so concerned.”
“Wadl, | am. You can consder it atriumph.”

Hetilted her chin up with agentlefinger. “1 need to get back to my river, Ishbel. | cannot stay away from
it toolong.”

“I know. Be careful.”

“Y ou and your lord must come visit me one day.”

Ishbel ignored the “your lord” for the moment. “Y ou’ re not coming back?’
“My work hereisdone. My work in Isembaard awaits.”

“Isaiah, you don’'t know what awaits you there!”

“I haveagood idea. And | will be careful. Ishbel...look after that goblet. Listento it. And listen to your



Then he leant down to her, kissed her softly, and was gone.

Eleanon and Bingded stood gpart, unseen in their magical state, watching Isaiah and Ishbel.
“I wish you luck in Isembaard, brother,” Eleanon said.

Bingaed gaveanod. “1 hope | may discover hopeful news. Themore | hear about Maximilian, and the
more | talk with him, themore | fed that the One may offer us a better pathway. Eleanon...”

“Y&?’

“It might be worth considering fooling Maximilian and Axisinto thinking we are poor fighters. It might do
usgood if they underestimate us.”

“And our powers. They only know of our command of the Star Dance. Not of ...”
“Not of the power welearned from the Magi,” said Bingaled. “Not of the power of the One.”
He stopped and exchanged asmall, secretive smile with Eleanon.

“Then they shall think ususdless,” said Eleanon. “I will talk to Inardle about this, too, and make certain
shetdls Axisonly what we want him—and Maximilian—to know. Y ou areright. It isbest for us, and
best for our hopes, if they underestimate us completely.”

Isaiah walked to a snowy space some distance from the bustling encampment. One of the Lealfast stood
there, waiting for him.

Bingded, Isaah’serswhile assassin.

About him drifted clouds and banners of snow, and from the corner of his eye Isaiah could see aglimmer
of faces and wings and hands within—the L ealfast who were to accompany them south.

“Off to save |sembaard, then,” said Bingaled.

“What we can of it,” Isaiah said. He studied the L ealfat, trying to see past the exterior reserveto the
being within. He didn't entirely trust the Ledlfast. He wasn't too sure of their dlegianceto Lister, nor was
he sure of their gpparent willingness to abandon Lister on awhim. What did they want? What master did
they truly serve?

Would they ad or hinder in Isembaard?

“I would like Maxd’sarmy to see usdepart,” said Isaiah. “It will—"

“Help Maximilian?’ said Bingaledl. “Perhaps. We can make ashowing for him.”
“Good.” Isaiah hesitated. “How—"

“—will we carry you?" said Bingdedl.

Isaiah thought thet if Bingaed kept interrupting hisevery utteranceto finish it for him then their nascent
friendship might come under severe dtrain.



“With great ease, Isaiah, river god,” Bingded continued. He reached out ahand, frost trailing from thetip
of hisindex finger dong hisarm to the point of his muscular shoulder. “Y ou are of the water, we are of
the snow. We are brothers, you and 1.”

He hesitated, then took a step closer and rested the palm of his hand against Isaiah’ s forehead.
“Welcometo the flow, brother.”

For a heartbeat nothing happened, then Isaiah’ s body faded, replaced just for an ingtant with lines of
frost, and then he and Bingaed were gone.

Another heartbesat, and every head in the encampment lifted and stared into the sky astens of thousands
of ghostly wings beat once, twice, and then athird time, before the sky, suddenly, strangely, was clear.

Axisrode hishorse up and down the lines, talking, smiling, giving encouragement, barking orders. After
only afew hours deep hewastired and fractious, but kept hisirritation buried, using it only sparingly,
and only when needed.

Elsawhere Ezekid and Insharah were doing much the same thing, and Maximilian, too. Could four of
them get this massve encampment moving? Axis had seen Isaiah do it, but Isaiah was here no longer,
three of his damned generas were here no longer, and the army needed, somehow, to get used to anew
commander and anew misson. At least the mutterings about going hometo aid their families was now far
more muted. 1saiah and many thousands of Ledfast had departed hours earlier in ashowing that had left
even Axiswide-eyed with admiration.

AXxis hoped they’ d be able to do something. If rumors kept reaching this army about devastation back in
Isembaard, Axisdid not think Maximilian could keep control of them for very long.

Asfor the three renegade generals, Kezid, Lamiah, and Armat, Eleanon and alarge contingent of the
Ledfast remaining with Maximilian had gone during the night to fan out across the vast spaces of the
Outlands. He had not had a chance to speak with Eleanon save for avery brief word asthe Ledfast
departed. Axiswould have liked nothing more than to gallop his horse out acrossthe plainsin search of
the generas himsdlf, but he had to concede the L ealfast could do afar better, and far faster, task of it.

He hoped that by the evening Eleanon would return with good news.
Asfor everyonedse...

I shbel was packed and riding well forward in the column (well, that part of it which was moving),
Madarin having proved alittle better at getting his mistress on the road than Axiswas at getting the rest of
the army marching. Axis had caught a brief glimpse of her, enough to see that she’ d apparently had little
more deep than had he.

StarDrifter and Salome, together with what I carii had arrived in the camp, were grouped together to one
sde of the chaotic encampment. The Icarii looked well rested, and from what he’ d seen of them Axis
knew they were impatient to be up into the thermas. He didn’t know if they’ d had any interaction with
the Ledfast yet. He knew hisfather hadn’t, but determined to speak to BroadWing as soon as he could
to discover if any of the other Icarii had spoken to their cousins. Axis had no ideahow, or if, thetwo
groups would get long. Both were as arrogant as the other, and from thelittle he' d seen of the Ledlfast
they didn’t appear overly eager to renew their acquaintance with their long-lost relatives.

He hoped his father wouldn't try to reimpose his authority as Taon over the Ledfast. From what Axis



had seen of the Ledfast, that would not be wdll received.

The column was alittle smaler than it had been yesterday. Although he had not seen Mdat, Axis had
been told by Georgdi, an hour or so earlier, that Maat had spoken to Maximilian at dawn and requested
that he be alowed to travel west into the Central Kingdoms. Malat wanted to go home, to see what was
left of hiskingdom of Kyros, and for that Axis could not blame or fault him. Maximilian had sent a
contingent of two thousand | sembaardian soldierswith Maat’ s own men to help with...wdl, with
whatever Mdat found.

Axis hoped they would do well for Malat.

“My lord?’

Axisbroke from his reverie and turned his horse around.

It was Insharah.

“My lord,” Insharah said, “there’ sa problem with the horses of thefiftieth contingent.”

Axis sghed, and went back to the task of getting this great lurching beast onto itsfeet.

By late afternoon he was exhausted, but at |east the entire army was now on the move. He' d left Ezekiel
in charge of keeping the rear of the great column in some order. Axisthought he could trust Ezekidl...in
the end, though, he had no choice. Senior commanders were somewhat thin on the ground in thisarmy,
and Axis thought he' d speak to Maximilian about promoting some of the better |sembaardian
middle-ranking officers. Insharah, for one. The man was more than capable, and was liked and trusted
both by the Isembaardians and Axis.

Maximilian had spent the day riding up and down the column, speaking to the men, pausing now and
again to ride his horse awhile dongside one of them as he chatted at length. It was a good thing to do,
and Axiswas pleased to see Maximilian taking the initiative. Now Maximilian had ridden closer to the
front of the column, perhaps prepatory to making camp for the night.

Axis pulled his horse to a hdt about fifty paces from the main column and let it rest awhile. He d barely
stopped dl day, and the horse must be exhausted. He let the reins hang loose, dlowing the horse room to
stretch his neck and blow out.

Where were the Ledfast? Axis had not heard from them al day, and now hisimagination was running
riot. All the scenarios that vivid imagination came up with had one source: Axis smply did not know, nor
trust, the Ledfadt.

Who were they, redly? Why their gpparent devotion to Maximilian? And what did they want? What was
their purpose?

And why hadn’t they come back with news of their hunt for the generds?
“Damn you, Eleanon,” Axis muttered.

“Unkind words,” Eleanon said behind him, “for one who has exhausted himsdlf in the hunt to right your
wrong.”

Axisclosed hiseyesfor afraction of amoment, cursing silently, then opened them again and swiveled



about in the saddle.

Eleanon stood two or three paces away, behind and to one side of the horse, arms folded, regarding
Axiswith his habitud unreadable expresson. Hiswingstrailed behind him, frost glittering dong their
ridgesand riming their ivory fegthers.

“Will you dismount?’ said Eleanon. “I find it difficult to crane my neck to addressyou.”

Axiswondered when he' d ever found himsalf a such a disadvantage. He tried not to alow it to show on
hisface, however, and swung one leg casudly over the horse' swither and did to the ground, his boots
crunching into the snow.

“I had expected to hear of your success before now,” said Axis.
“Success being dl that you know, of course,” said Eleanon.

Axisalowed hismouth to curvein asmal smile. “ Success being something | am only rarely good at,” he
sad. “1 am sorry, Eleanon. | am tired and ill-tempered and thoughtless. | would rather have been riding
with you in thewind today than driving thisgrudging army forward. Tell me, what news?’

“Not what you were hoping for,” Eleanon said, findly unfolding hisarms. “We have scoured most of the
Outlands save for the area directly about and below Adab. We have seen no sign of your generals”

Axis opened his mouth, but Eleanon forestalled him. “They could not have ridden further than Margdit in
thetime since they left thisarmy, Axis, and even that city would have required phenomena—or
enchanted—effort. That we could not find them...” He gave an expressive shrug.

“They have gone to ground somewhere?’

Another shrug. “Perhaps. But thereismore. Axis, thereisthe stink and trail of agloomy enchantment
aong thetrall leading to Margdit.”

“A ‘gloomy’ enchantment?’

“ An enchantment meant to disguise, hide, conced. Gloomy. Worse, when flying back to this column we
detected some of it hereaswell. | think that someone within this column has aided the generalsin their
escape. Concedled them with enchantment. Who might that be, do you think?”

Ravenna, Axisthought immediately, remembering StarDrifter’ s stories about how Ravenna had used her
powersto help Maximilian and his party move unseen through the vast bulk of Isaiah’ sarmy on their way
to Sakkuth.

“Who?" said Eleanon.

Axis hesitated, and Eleanon nodded.

“The woman who interrupted Maximilian in his command tent,” he said. “ Ravennawas her name, yes?’
“I don’'t know, Eleanon. | know she has the power, as does her mother, Venetia, who iswith us.”

But Venetiawould never have donethis.

“I'll talk to Maximilian about it,” Axissaid, and Eleanon nodded, accepting it.

“Eleanon,” Axissaid, “can you see through the enchantment?’



Eleanon gave adow shake of hishead. “It is something we cannot understand. We cannot see throughit.
If your generds are still out there, Axis, and | suspect they are, then they are disguised from both you and
me, | think.” He paused. “Until they decideto attack.”

“They would think twice about attacking acolumn thissize”

“I don't think 0. | think they might fedl they’ d stand agood chance that most of this column might join
them rather than fight.”

Axisdid not immediatdy reply. Eleanon waslikdy right. Whatever Maximilian had said and doneto this
point had merely delayed the inevitabletest of loyaty.

“I hopeto the stars above that Isaiah and Bingaeal and your comrades with them manageto help in
Isembaard,” Axissad findly.

Another shrug from Eleanon. “They will do what they can. The Ledfast will help the |sembaardiansto
escape, Axis, wherever they can. But they will not fight the Skraglings.”

“What?’

“Did you think Bingdea wasleading the Ledfast down there as an avenging army, Axis? Wewill do
many thingsfor the Lord of Elcho Faling, but we will not lay hand or sword to the Skradlings.”

Axistried very hard to control histemper. “Have you told Maximilian that?’

“He has not asked.”

“I am damned sure he thinks that you will one day aid him against the Skraglingsl How can you—"
“Y ou know why we cannot,” Eleanon said quietly.

Axisfdl slent.

“They are our blood,” Eleanon said. “We hate them, but we pity them, too. We cannot touch them.
Whatever harm we do to them, we do to ourselves.”

Axistook adeep bregth, turning away and looking back toward the column. It snaked very dowly
forward, ahuge dark stain on the snowy landscape, although here and there Axis saw units pedling off to
right and left to make camp for the night.

“Would you like to know who we are, Axis SunSoar? Would you like to hear precisaly what happened
to those I carii who were so long ago lost to the snowy wastes?’

Axisturned back tohim. “Yes,” hesaid. “Yes, | would like to know.”

CHAPTER NINE
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

W hat do you know of our origins?’ Eleanon asked. He had led Axis some distance from the now dozing
horse, and they stood in the midst of avast snowy expanse, both horse and army appearing asif far

avay.
Axisredized that Eleanon was using alittle of the Star Dance to create thiseffect (and usingitinsucha




strange, strange way) but was not perturbed by it.
Anything to know better Eleanon and the Ledfas.

“My father told methat during the Wars of the Axe in Tencendor, thousands of years past, the I carii
were driven north into the Icescarp Alps,” Axissaid. “There the mgority decided to make their home,
but asmall group, numbering somefifty or sixty, believed that the |cescarp Alps were not safe enough,
and decided to push even further north.”

“Seventy-two I carii, to be precise,” said Eleanon. “My forebears. Look.”

He waved a hand, and Axis repressed a gasp. In the middle distance, between where they stood and the
Isembaardian army struggled west, agroup of severa score Icarii had appeared. They struggled forward
through deep snow, severa of their number falling occasiondly and having to be helped to their feet by
their comrades.

“They were exhausted,” said Eleanon, so softly that hiswords did not intrude upon the scene before
them. “They could no longer fly. They’ d been traveling north, north, north for weeks.”

“What kept driving them? They must have known they weretraveling into hell.”

“Arrogance. Pride. A disnclination to return home to say they were wrong. Who knows? But look, see
now, help came.”

The group struggled forward, but now they glanced over shoulders and to each side with anxious eyes.
Therewasalight snow faling about them, and init Axiscould see...
“Skraglingd” he hissed.

“Aye, Skradings,” said Eleanon. “But the Icarii werein luck, for thisyear therewas aglut of snow
rabbits, and the Skraglings were well fed. And see, the Skradings | eft them food, that they might
urvive”

The Icarii had come upon asmall pile of headless snow rabbits. There was hesitation, and discussion, but
soon they fell to their med, tearing the rabbits apart and eating them raw.

Axiswinced. The Icarii must have been desperate indeed to resort to such barbarity.

“The Skraglings do have some kindnessin them, Axis,” said anew voice, and Axisturned to look at
Inardle, who had appeared at Eleanon’ s shoulder.

He thought again how striking she looked. He noted aso that whereas Eleanon’ s expression radiated
distance and haughtiness, Inardl€ s was softened by the faintest hint of vulnerability.

Shewas...hypnotic, and while Axisredlized he was staring, he could not move his eyesfrom her.
Inardle gave Axis ahdf-shy smile, and he wondered at it: genuine or ingenuous?

Heinclined his head in greeting, then returned to the conversation. “Kindnessis not aqudity | have ever
associated with Skradlings.”

“Nonetheless,” Inardle said, and she nodded back to the vision, “they left them food, day in and out, and
even helped the I carii build shelters”



Axis could hardly believe what he saw. Skraglings emerged from the freezing mists, some bearing rocks,
some bearing blocks of ice. With these, and the snow about them, they helped the Icarii build low
rounded shelters. The Icarii were obvioudy wary in the extreme, but they accepted the help, and were
glad of it.

Without Skraeling assistance they would have died.

Time passed. Axis could seeit in the way the snow moved about the collection of low shelters, built up
against one aspect then drifted away again.

“There wastalk among the I carii about returning to the lcescarp Alps,” Eleanon said, “but the genera
consensus was that the Acharites, with their axes, would have murdered their fellows left behind. They
felt it wastoo dangerousto return.”

“Beddes” Inardle said, “they were getting used to the frozen wastes. And...”

Axislooked at her. She was gazing at the tableau before them with an expression that was part grief, part
yeaning.

“Besdes?’ hesad.
“Beddes,” Inardle said, “one of the I carii, ayoung enchantress called SummerStar—"

She looked at Axis now, and she smiled, the expression so warm and gloriousthat Axis' breath caught in
histhroat.

“Imagine anamelikethat,” she said, “amid an existence like thisl” She waved ahand back at the group
of icy shdters. “Imagine...wdl, SummerStar formed an attachment to the Skraelings. She pitied them,
and believed that good could come of them. She befriended those that she might.”

Axiswas now looking back at the tableau before him. He knew where this story would go, and he felt
sick to his stomach. He didn’'t want to hear it—see it—but knew that he must.

A young | carii woman had emerged from one of the shelters. Shewasvery lovely, and Axiscould seea
Sweset expression on her face.

“Shewasvery naive,” said Eleanon, “ but good-hearted and well-meaning.”

“And have not half the disasters of our worlds, Axis,” Inardle said, her tone now bitter, “been caused by
the naive and well-meaning and good-hearted?’

Again he glanced at her, and saw embittered grief clearly in her eyes.
“Look, Axis,” Eleanon said. “Look.”

SummerStar was now sitting with agroup of Skraglings. Just seeing her sitting so camly there, with the
terrible ice wraiths with their over-sized heads and davering jaws and great silvery orbsfor eyes,
deepened AxiS nausea.

Gradudly the Skraglings rose and drifted away, until there was only one remaining with SummerStar.
She reached out and laid a hand to its cheek.

Axisliterdly gagged. For amoment he stood, haf bent over, hands on thighs, trying hard not to retch.



Hefelt asoft hand on his shoulder.
Inardle.
“Sheonly meant well,” Inardle said, very softly. “ SummerStar only ever meant well.”

Axistook adeep breath, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and straightened. Inardle kept her
hand on his shoulder, standing close to him, for which Axiswas grateful. He did not think he’d be ableto
get through what he knew he was about to witness without her support.

The Skraeling legpt onto SummerStar. She tried to scream, but one of its massive clawed hands covered
her mouth, and she was helpless.

“Ohgods...” Axiswhispered.

“A Skragling mating isnever pleasant,” Eleanon said, somewhat conversationdly. “It isalso very painful.
Sometimes at night, when we werein the north, we would hear them—"

“Enough!” Axis hissed. He could not tear his eyes away from what was happening before him, athough
he wished he had the courage and will to do so.

SummerStar was desperate. She tried everything she could, but the Skragling had her pinned, and was
far too strong for her. It tore the clothes from her body, pried her legs apart—causing degp woundsin
her flesh with its claws—and then mounted her with agreat curved and barbed phallus.

SummerStar could not scream, not audibly, but Axis heard it through every fiber of hisbody. Shewas
using the Star Dance, using it to cal and plead for help, using it to articulate her horror, her agony, and
her inarticulate shrieksfor aid reverberated through Axis' being.

Inardle’ s hand tightened on Axis' shoulder.

Icarii tumbled out of the shelters. They tore the Skragling from SummerStar’ s body, but it wastoo late.
“At least the Skragling mating isbrief,” said Eleanon. “ Oncethey’rein, they’re done.”

“Have you no compassion a al?’ hissed Axis.

“We have lived with thisfor eons” Inardle said. “We have learned to cometo termswith it.”

The Icarii were now carrying SummerStar’ s battered body into one of the shelters.

“Time passed,” said Eleanon.

Again the snow shifted about the ice shelters.

SummerStar emerged once more, and thistime her belly was large and rounded. She squatted down in
the snow, and Axis saw her body shudder and contract.

Within moments, she had given birth—atiny, squalling infant that looked like any Icarii infant, savefor its
strange transparent nature and the rime of frost about its skull.

“What do you know of the Skragling breeding habits?’ Eleanon asked Axis.

“Not agrest dedl,” Axissaid, still fedingill, but thinking that at |east the worst had now passed. So this
was how thefirst of the Lealfast had been born—but why were others born? How was it there was now



agreat nation of them?

“I know they make nestsand lay eggs,” Axis said, remembering coming upon an underground chamber
once, filled with Skragling eggs and hatchlings.

At least SummerStar had not laid an egg.

“The Skragling mating may be short and brutal,” said Eleanon, “but at least they only do it once. A pair
meet, mate, and then mate no more.”

“But,” Inardle said, “the femae continuesto lay eggsthrough her life”
“No...” Axiswhispered.

“Themaé€ s seed remainswithin its mate’ sbody al her life, continudly fertilizing her,” Eleanon said.
“Once she had given birth, SummerStar fell pregnant again.”

Before them, SummerStar rose from her childbirth, only to lay ahand to her belly once again and wail.
Her belly grew and swelled before Axis' eyes, and once again SummerStar squatted down in the snow
to give birth.

“Icarii livesuch long lives,” Eleanon said, “ and SummerStar was only in her thirties when she was mated
by the Skradling.”

“ She had two hundred and eighty-six children,” said Inardle, “before she died of exhaustion during her
two hundred and eighty-saventh pregnancy.”

“And so you seewhy we are,” said Eleanon. “We al come from the one mother and the one father.”

“The other Icarii,” Axis said, not surprised to discover hisvoice hoarse with horror. “What became of
them?’

“The Skradlings ate them, the year after SummerStar gave birth to her first child,” said Inardle. “It wasa
bad year for snow rabbits, that year.”

“But SummeStar...” Axissaid.

“Oh, her they kept dive,” said Eleanon. “ They adored her children, and nurtured them. SummerStar
hersdf...wdl, for many years she distanced hersdf from the children, existing in afugue of sdf-loathing
and pain, but she was a cregture of love and compassion, and eventually she called her children to her
and taught them the way of the Star Dance.”

“They wered| Enchanters,” said Inardie. “All the Ledfast are. We aredl magic.”

Eleanon waved ahand and to Axis sgreeat rdlief the vision before them vanished, replaced once again by
the view of the lsembaardian army struggling esst.

“Once SummerStar was gone,” Eleanon said, “the Ledfast continued to breed among themselves.”

Inardle saw the expresson on Axis face and she gave asad smile. “Oh, in al manner of thingswe are
Icarii, AXis, save in some aspects of our mysterious and magica selves. We do not breed like the
Skradlings. We make love as any other.”

Therewasalittle bit of achalengein her eyes now, but Axisignored it. “Y ou remained closeto the
Skradings?’ hesaid.



Eleanon shook his head. “Part of us despisesthem, Axis. They, too, came to partly despise us. We were
all they could not be; they were al we never wanted to be. We tolerate each other.”

They stood slently amoment, Axis gill caught by the horror of the vison that Eleanon and Inardle had
shown him.

“Y ou usethe Star Dance differently,” Axissaid.
“Yes” Eleanon said. “Oneday, if | decidel likeyou, | may explainit to you.”

“Perhaps Inardle can explainit tome,” Axissaid, returning in hisown glance alittle of the chalenge he
had seenin her eyesearlier.

Inardle dropped her hand from his shoulder. “Y ou have discovered the Star Dance again, Axis
SaMan.”

Her voice had logt its earlier warmth, and Axis was surprised—and alittle perturbed—to find himself
disappointed at that lack.

“1 have been blind,” he said, “and am now alittleless 0.”

“Itislate, Axis, and you are exhausted,” Eleanon said. “My brothers and sisters will spend the night
abroad, gleaning what they can about the generals. | will speak to you in the morning.”

With that, he and Inardle smply faded from view—their strange gray frosted eyes being the last thing to
vanish into the gloom of dusk.

“That waswell done, Inardle,” Eleanon said asthey drifted awvay unseen through the air.
“I do not likeit,” shesaid.

“You do not like Axis?’ Eleanon said. “| thought few women could resist him.”

“That isnot what | meant.”

“Youdidthiswith Ligter,” Eleanon said, histone hardening dightly. “Doit, dso, with Axis. Thefuture of
the entire L edfast Nation rests on our shoulders, Inardie. Now is not the time to develop coyness.”

“Itisnot coyness,” she muttered, “but perhaps alittle conscience.”

CHAPTER TEN
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

A xiswas exhausted by the time camp was made and wanted nothing but ameal, his deeping roll, and
timeto think before he could findly drift into agratifying deep.

But first he needed to spesk to Maximilian.

Hefindly got to Maximilian’ stent, where Serge and Doyle crouched outside over agame of dice by thelr
fire lateat night.

“Anyonedseindde?’ Axisasked thetwo men.



“Nooneyet,” said Serge, “but StarDrifter and Georgdi are expected.”
Axis nodded histhanks, and stepped inside the tent.

Maximilian was seated at histable eating amed of bread and cheese, and gestured Axisto join him. Axis
sat, poured himsdlf aglass of warm ae, then bit hungrily into a piece of bread and cheese himself.

“Eleanon brought news,” Axissaid once he'd swallowed hisfirst mouthful.

“Yes” Maximilian said, “hetold me, aswell. The generds escape and persons are hidden by some
gloomy enchantment.”

Axis sent him asignificant look as he took another bite of hismedl.
Maximilian sghed. “ Ravenna?’

“My father told me how she and you hid your party with such agloomy enchantment when traversing
northern Isembaard,” Axissaid. “Maxd...do you think it isher?’

Maximilian sighed and rubbed at his eyes wearily with one hand. “I don’t know. I d like to think
not...but...”

“Sheisgoing to prove adangerous enemy, Maxd.”
Maximilian grunted.

“What will you do? Axissaid.

“1 will speak to her.”

“Andwill shereply truthfully?’

Maximilian heditated, and in that slent moment there was anoise at the tent door and StarDrifter and
Georgdi entered. StarDrifter was looking cheerful, Georgdi looked dmost astired as Axis.

Both pulled out stools and sat down at the table, and Axis poured them some de.

“Fifteen more Icarii arrived with the convoy today,” StarDrifter said. * Five Enchanters among them. They
have told me that hundreds, thousands, areflying to join me.”

Axis exchanged an amused glance with Maximilian. StarDrifter’ sjoy wasinfectious and lightened both
their moods.

“Y ou may well have agoodly portion of your Strike Force back, Axis,” StarDrifter said.
“Not my Strike Force any longer,” Axissaid. “ They areyours, but...”

“But...?" StarDrifter said.

“BroadWing isagood man to place as Strike Leader, StarDrifter. If you were looking.”
StarDrifter smiled, and gave his son anod. BroadWing had anew job.

“Georgdi,” Maximilian said, “I know you have been chafing at the bit to take your soldiers and do what
you can for the Outlands.”



“A million Isembaardians have invaded my homeands, Maxel,” Georgdi said, “and refugees must be
continuing to pour through the Sdlamaan Pass. Yes, | am chafing.”

“I think that every sword shdl be needed over the coming months,” Maximilian said. “I know you want
toleave...” He paused. “ Georgdi, do you have trusted and capable lieutenants among your men?’

“All my men aretrusted and capable,” Georgdi said. “Itisour strength.”

“Good,” said Maximilian. “ Leaving asde for the moment the problem of the haf amillion or so
Isembaardian soldiers, there is something we can do about the settlers and refugees. Georgdi, can you
Spare men enough to start to organize the Isembaardian civiliansinto convoyswest?’

Georgdi nodded, but raised his eyebrows. “West?’

“I do not think the Outlandsis going to be the safest place for them,” Maximilian said. “ The Centra
Kingdoms can absorb them—if you will excuse my bluntness—far better now that the Skradlings have
emptied haf of their populations.”

“You might dso liketo think about evacuating the Outlanders,” Axissaid quietly. “Whatever comes up
from the south is almost certain to come through the Salamaan Pass, and—"

“The Outlanders will stay to protect their land,” Georgdi said. “We are dl born with swordsin our
hands.” He drained the last of hisale, then poured himsalf some more. “I’ [l send men out in the morning
to do what they can with the |sembaardian settlers and refugees, Maximilian. They will do what you
need.”

Maximilian bowed his head in thanks.
“And me?’ Georgdi sad. “My family arein Margdit, and—"
“Y ou will prove more useful to me here)” Maximilian said, very quietly. “1 beg you to stay, Georgdi.”

“Doing what?" Georgdi said. “ Shepherding ever more resentful 1sembaardian soldiers dong the road to
Elcho Fdling? Frankly, Maxd, you could have done more yesterday to raly them to your cause.”

Axis sent Maximilian another significant glance.

“| decided not to try and force them to my cause,” Maximilian said, then told Georgdi and StarDrifter
about his policy of dlowing the gigantic forceto fracture dong itsfault lines.

“I can never hold it together,” Maximilian said, “and it would be foolish of meto try. What | wanted them
to see yesterday waswho | am, and where | go. Maybe one day they will remember it, when they are
cold and dark and hopeless.”

“That' sarisky policy,” StarDrifter said. “If thisforce doesfracture, then it may turn to bite you.”
“But not ashard asit might had | tried to forceit to stay with me,” Maximilian said.

Georgdi waslooking a Maximilian and grinning.

“What?' sad Maximilian.

“I amdl Outlander cunning about this,” said Georgdi.

Maximilian laughed. “And you areright. It was Ishbel who suggested the Strategy to me.”



Georgdi was till smiling, but it had faded somewhat, and he regarded Maximilian with akeen eye. “I
hadn’t been very impressed with you, Maximilian Persmius, until thisvery moment. That isacourageous
courseyou plan...and asubtly brilliant one. What can | do for you?’

“Join Axisin running asmall errand for me” Maximilian said.
“Andthat is?” Axis asked.

“TheLedfast aredl over me” said Maximilian, “ professing loyaty and along-held desireto resde a
Elcho Fdling. But | don't trust them, and | don't yet believein them. Axis, Georgdi, | want you to test
them alittle. Take Eleanon and the twenty or so thousand he has with him, and roam the plains of the
Centra Outlands. Look for the generds. | don't think you'll find them, but | want you to test out the
Ledfast. Give them some rope, and see what they do with it.”

Axis nodded. “Good. They arefull of themselves and their fighting experience, but what experience?
Who have they fought before?’

“The Skradings—" StarDrifter began.

“No. Not the Skradings,” Axissaid. “ Eleanon told me this afternoon they have never, and will never,
raise sword nor fire arrow againgt the Skraglings.”

“Why not?’ said StarDrifter as everyone else gaped a Axis.

“Because” Axissad, “the Ledfast are half Skragling, as we surmised. They loathe the Skraglings and
their connection to them, but they pity them, too. Eleanon said that the Lealfast cannot touch the
Skradings”

“Oh, for mercy’ ssake,” StarDrifter murmured. “ Of what use are they?”

“Did you bdlievethat explanation, Axis?” Maximilian sad.

Axisgaveasmdl shrug.

“That’ swhat we need to discover,” said Maximilian. “ Axis, Georgdi, will you ride out in the morning?’

Axisand Georgdi exchanged aglance, and then both grinned and nodded. “It will be good to ride out
ahunting again,” said Axis. “Georgdi, how many of your men can you bring?’

“A few hundred,” Georgdi said.
“With Axisgone,” said Maximilian, “I will need someoneto act in his stead.”
“Ezekid?" SarDrifter said, but Maximilian shook his head.

“No. Ezekid isof littleuseto me. | think heislargely finished as someone who has any influence within
the Isembaardian army. Axis, who can | raise up from among the |sembaardiansto act as one of my
senior lieutenants and as my conduit back into the | sembaardian army?”

“Insharah,” Axis said without hesitation. “Heisrdatively young, but heisrespected. Heisdso
experienced, and, perhaps more importantly, he has aclear head atop his shoulders. Insharah aso had
family who were left at Aghat. The lsembaardianswill know that, and will trust him for it. Maxel, | do not
know quite what you want from Insharah, but | think you will find him agood advisor, and an honest
one”



“Thank you, Axis,” Maximilian said. “Insharah it shdl be, then. Arrange for him to attend me at dawn.”

When Axisfindly left, he caught up with StarDrifter, who was dmost back at hisand Sdome stent.
“StarDrifter,” Axissad, “can | have afew minutes?’

StarDrifter nodded. “What isit?’

“This afternoon Eleanon showed me the origins of the Ledfast. | think you need to know.”
StarDrifter looked into his son’s eyes and saw the pain there.

He nodded. “Comeinside, then.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

R avenna?’

Maximilian walked abit further into the night, away from the column. She was here. He could fed it.
Ravenna?

Heturned dightly to hisleft, sengng her inthe night.

“Ravenna, talk to me.”

“Why?1 had thought you tired of me. Embarrassed, perhaps. Have you taken Ishbel back to your bed?
Have you been that foolish?’

Maximilian walked very carefully toward her. She stood alittle distance away, al wrapped in blackness
and reserve, only her paeface and gray eyesclearly visblein the night.

“Ishbel has nothing to do with this, Ravenna”

“She has everything to do with it! Maxel, shewill destroy you, and—"

“And Elcho Fdling and thisland. Yes, | have heard it al before, Ravenna.”

“And yet you ignoreit. Dear gods, Maxel, what else can | say? What can | do to make you understand?’
“Areyou ading the generas, Ravenna?’

Everything about her closed off from him. Maximilian could dmost fed her shrink back into the night.
“Itisnot me, Maximilian.”

“It gtinks of your power, Ravenna.”

Shedidn’'t say anything.

“How did we cometo this, Ravenna?’



Agan shedid not reply.

“Ravenna,” Maximilian said, “don’t turn meinto your enemy. Please, you saved my life once. Y ou were
my friend. Don’t now turn againg me.”

“I am carrying your child, Maximilian.”

“Don’'t use that to manipulate me!” Maximilian said. He took a deep breath, quelling hisanger. “ Damniit,
Ravenna, that child isthe only thing keeping you safein this column right now!”

“Thischild,” Ravennasad, “isthe only thing keeping Elcho Faling saferight now.”

“That child,” Maximilian ground out, “was amistake. Everything about us and between us was amistake,
Ravenna”

As soon as the words were out Maximilian wished he had not said them. It was, he thought, too stark a
truth for either of them to bear right now.

But he had no chance to take the words back, or to moderate them. Ravenna sent him a hard,
brilliant-eyed look and then she was gone.

“Do you remember, Maximilian Persmius, what happened in the mine that day you battled Cavor?’

Maximilian whipped about. He d stood afew minutes after Ravennahad left, wondering what she might
do after those words he' d said to her.

A tdll, well-built man stood afew paces away. Thick cobalt hair fell down over hisbrow and hiseyes
gparked with bluefire. Hisfine, beautiful festures were dmost ethered.

Maximilian gaveasmal bow. “My Lord of Dreams. Drava.”

The Lord of Dreams gave asmall smile. “No need to bow to me, Maximilian. Tell me, do you remember
that day?’

How could Maximilian forget it? He d fought with Cavor in the dark mine of the Veins, battling for the
right to regain the Escatorian throne. At first they’ d fought with swords, but then the Lord of Dreams had
st them atest of compassion and laughter, in which Cavor failed and Maximilian triumphed.

“Yes” Maximilian said, “I remember it.”
“And do you remember what happened once | appeared?’
Maximilian gave ashort bark of grim laughter. * Ravennaturned from mein amoment, and revered you.”

“Aye, that she did. And when | asked her to step into the realm of dreamswith me, she did so without
hesitation. Maximilian, do not alow guilt over Ravennato dlow her to manipulate you. One day you will
need to act.”

“Areyouwarning me agains her?’

“Inamanner, yes. Ravennais one of the very few marsh witches who has been ableto tread the Land of
Nightmares beyond the Land of Dreams. Even | dare not tread into the realm of Nightmare. Sheisvery,

very powerful.”



“She carriesmy child.”
Dravashrugged.
Maximilian sighed. “Have you seen the vision that she showed mein the Land of Dreams?’

“Yes. Itislikey something that Ravennafound in the Land of Nightmares. | cannot find any other way to
explainit, for thisvison isforeign to me, and to the Land of Dreams.”

“Isit truth?’
“Who knows, Maximilian. All | can say isthat dreams are too often misinterpreted or misunderstood.”
“That iswhat Axis SunSoar told me.”

“Then heisawise man. Maximilian, perhaps the vision shows a possibility, even aprobahility, but not a
redlity that cannot be changed. That iswhy Ravenna acts as she does. She wants to change that future for
you.”

“But there could be other waysto dter the future.”

“Theredwaysare.”

Maximilian stood quiet awhile, comfortable in the silence between himsdlf and the Lord of Dreams.
“Everyone, 0 it seems, has warned me a one time or another against Ishbd.”

“But you dwaysbelievedin her.”

“Until | began to listen to her detractors.”

“Elcho Faling isagrest prize, Maximilian.”

“What isthat supposed to mean, Drava?’

“That there are many who will confuse your path toward it.”

Maximilian took a deep breath. “Thank you, Drava.”

Dravagave avery smal smile, and then he disgppeared, and Maximilian was | eft done, the snow swirling
about him.

That night, aterrible dream gripped many of the |sembaardian soldiers. They dreamed that the Skraglings
had seethed over the River Lhyl and were egting their way through the people Isaiah had left behind.

Each degper saw members of hisown family being daughtered.

They saw dso Isaiah and the Ledfast—standing to one Sde, too terrified of the Skraglingsto intervene.

Inthe morning, just after dawn, Insharah sood in Maximilian’s command tent, trying very hard to hide his
incredulity.



“Y ou mean meto take Axis command position, my lord?’

“Of the Isembaardian portion of my force, yes,” Maximilian said.
Insharah looked to Axis, standing to one side. *Y ou suggested this?’
AXxis gave anod, watching Insharah carefully.

“I don't have the seniority,” Insharah said.

“Y ou do now,” Maximilian replied.

“Of course, | do expect you to giveit back,” said Axiswith asmall smile, “when | return from my foray
into the wilds of the Outlands.”

“Canyou do this?” Maximilian said.

Insharah gave anod. “To my best ability, my lord.”

“Good,” Maximilian said, then turned away, Sgnifying an end to the conversation.

“My lord?’

Maximilian haf turned around, an eyebrow raised.

“Have you any newsfrom Isaiah?’ Insharah said. “ The soldiersask.”

“Hehasonly just |eft, Insharah.”

“Weareanxious, my lord.” Insharah hestated. “ The Lealfast can save our families from the Skraglings?’
Maximilian and Axis exchanged alook.

“My lord?’ Insharah asked, hisvoicetight.

“They will do their best to aid your people,” Maximilian said, “but unfortunately the Ledfast will not do
anything to harm the Skraglings. They areclosekinand...”

Maximilian drifted to a close, seeing the horror on Insharah’ sface.

“I am sorry, Insharah.”

CHAPTER TWELVE
The Salamaan Pass

| saiah was abeing many millenniaold, and he had witnessed more things than most who had lived, but
he' d never before experienced anything like being carried a-wind with the L edlfast.

He decided |later, once he’ d had sometimeto think about it, that it was very much likeflowing in ariver,
savethat theriver the Ledfast used was air rather than water. He could fed al about him the strange,
mysterious souls of the Ledfast riding the air currents beside him, and fed deep within him the tug of thelr
strange magic. Isaiah knew the Ledfast used the Star Dance as the source of their power, but this...

This, he thought, is going to cause Axis sometroubles.



They arrived at the southern end of the Salamaan Pass by late afternoon of the day they’ d set out. The
speed of their travel was extraordinary. Nonetheless, Isaiah could see from the gray lineson Bingaled’s
facethat it had aso been exhausting—the Ledfast had been traveling here and there for many weeks,
and had covered an astonishing amount of territory within only the past few days.

There was amoment when Isaiah could fed the trangition from whatever Sate the Ledfast had put him
into back into hisfleshed form, and then he was standing on pebbly, sandy ground, and he could fed the
soft breeze wrap about him, and smell hisland, stretching away south before him.

There was a soft sound at his side and Bingaleal appeared.

“Thank you,” 1saiah said smply. He and Bingaded were standing just inside the entrance to the Salamaan
Pass, against the western wall, and I saiah turned to look south.

“Ohmy gods...” hewhispered.

Before them the pass wasfilled with ajumble of disordered people, children, animds, carts—the
panicked flotsam and jetsam of a population fleeing rumor and terror. Even though the gloom of dusk had
enveloped the Pass, Isaiah could see that hundreds of thousands were abandoning | sembaard.

On the one hand he was glad that so many had escaped; on the other the thought of what might be
happening further into the land gppalled him.

“Where arethe other Ledfast fighters, Bingaled 7’

“On theridges of the pass where the gloom shall, for the moment, disguise them. | thought it best that
they not land within the passitself and panic the refugees. Isaiah, what do you want of us?’

“To rescue as many of the Isembaardians as you can. There are two escape routes—north, through the
Sdlamaan Pass, and south, through the Lagamaa Plains, to something called the Lost Chasm.”

Bingded raised his eyebrows. “The Lot Chasm?’

“It lies on the borders of the Eastern Independencies, and is where the morta Isaiah met hisfate,” sad
Isaiah. Hegrinned. “It isan abyss, Bingded, and likely to be amystery that even you have yet to know
about.”

“And achasm can somehow shelter,” Bingaeal waved ahand a the mass of people moving north, “a
crowd thissze?’

“Evenmore,” said Isaiah, “athough | think therewill befew left divein the south of Issmbaard.” He
paused, staring at the mass of people trudging north. “Gods, where do we start?’

Bingdea sighed. “Inthe morning, Isaiah. If we start now wewill just creste panic.”

In the end, the fleeing refugees accepted the Lealfast more easily than Isaiah had imagined. 1t waslikely,
he thought, that the Lealfast were agreet dedl lessterrifying than what was at the refugees backs.

They started early the next morning. Isaiah commandeered a horse from someone, then rode up and
down the lines of refugees asthey approached the pass, waving overhead at the Ledfast in the skiesand
saying Smply that they were here to help the |sembaardians escape the Skraglings.

At midmorning Isaiah waved Bingaded down.



“Any sgnsof Skradings?’ he asked.

Bingdea shook hishead. “| believe they are dtill very far to the west, dthough | have no doubts they will
be moving thisway swiftly. Currently, it isrumor and fear more than anything € se driving these people.”

Isaiah thought amoment. “Y our fightersare al ill here? In the Sdlamaan Pass area?’
Bingaled nodded.

“Then divide them up. Send ten thousand to the southeast. | am certain there will be refugees moving to
the south, as these here move to the north. The ten thousand sent south need to help them reach the Lost
Chaam.”

|saiah spent afew minutes giving Bingaleal someideaof the route the refugees would be taking, and the
path they’ d need to take to reach the Lost Chasm.

“I wish your Ledfast greet luck down south,” Isaiah finished. “ The Skraglings will be thick on the ground
there, and your comrades shal need to be careful not to be outnumbered if they get into battle.”

“That won't happen,” Bingded said.

Isaiah frowned, not understanding. “ They won’t be outnumbered?’

“The Ledfast will never attack the Skraglings,” said Bingaed. “ Not under any circumstances.”
“What? For dl the gods sakes, Bingaled, why can’t you—"

“They are our kin. Wewill not harm them.”

“Then what good are you? My people need the aid of swords!”

Bingaled gavelsaiah aninscrutablelook at that, but did not otherwise answer.

“Shetzah!” |saiah muttered, turning asdein order to quell hisfrustration.

“Wewill dowhat we can,” said Bingded, “but we will not attack our kin.”

“Then if you can perhaps ask them nicely to stand aside,” 1saiah ground out, “and alow my people
passage to safety, then | would be most profoundly grateful.”

“Wewill dowhat we can,” Bingded repeated.
“Does Maximilian know this piece of information?’
Bingded shrugged.

Isaiah bardly restrained himsdlf from hitting the birdman. He gave Bingded along stare, then walked
away, fuming.

The next day, Isaiah took asmdll bag of supplies and asword and set off by himsdlf for the west. There
wasllittle he could do for the refugees, and he was ill so angry with the Ledfast he wanted to spend as
little time with them as possible. Once he reached the River Lhyl (or whatever was | €ft of it) he would
follow it south to DarkGlass Mountain.



Perhaps he could do something, if not the cursed Ledfast.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

Severd days passed. The great convoy continued to inch itsway toward Elcho Falling. Maximilian
caled to him five senior |sembaardian officers and made them commanders within the force, answerable
only to Insharah and himsdif.

The men seemed pleased and gratified at Maximilian’ strust, but he could still sensethelr disquiet beneath
their smiles, and he wondered what they found to talk about at night, around their fires.

At night, the dreams continued for the sembaardians.

Ishbel had kept mainly to hersalf since the convoy had begun itsjourney east. Some hours each day she
rode with Salome, who insisted on keeping to horseback despite her advanced pregnancy. | shbel
enjoyed Sdome's company, but she aso spent much of the day riding done, dightly apart from everyone
else. She used the time to think: about going home to Serpent’ s Nest, or, asit soon would be called,
Elcho Fdling, and what might await her there; about |saiah, and what was happening to himin

|sembaard; and about Maximilian, and the Twisted Tower.

She had not seen Maximilian privately since that night he' d taken her into the Twisted Tower. They
sometimes passed on horseback during the day, and exchanged anod or afew words. Ishbel had on
two occasions shared an evening med with Maximilian and his commandersin histent, but had left for
her own tent without speaking to him aone. Although ether brief, or in the company of others, thetime
they had spent together had been marked by a new easinessin the other’ s presence.

It wasindeed, Ishbd mused, asif that terrible scenein the snow where Maximilian had turned his back
on her had been so cathartic that it had been a cleansing—if terribly painful—experience for them both.

Twicein the evening, once more alonein her tent, she had sat in achair close by the brazier and had
traveled back to the Twisted Tower. Thefirgt time, Ishbel had been nervous that she either would not be
ableto reach the Twisted Tower, or that she would not find her way home. But she found recalling how
to twist her consciousnessinto the Twisted Tower’sredlity easy, dmogt asif, like the memories
contained within each of the objects within the tower, it was dready apart of her blood.

Ishbel had not spent long elther time within the Twisted Tower. She' d felt alittle asif she wereintruding,
and she kept turning about, half expecting to see Maximilian.

But hewas never there,

Ishbel spent afair bit of her time thinking about Maximilian. It still angered her that he had set Ravennato
one sde not an hour after he' d told her that he had to cleave to Ravenna, now. All that pain, dl those
tears, and he' d walked into the night with Ravennaand said, | am not so sure | really want you, ether.

What did Maximilian want from her? Shewasn't sure, and that unsettled Ishbd.
Shewasn't sure what she wanted, either, and that unsettled her even further.

It might have been better, she thought, easier, had they remained utterly estranged.



Ishbel went to Maximilian’s command tent on the fourth night of their march. She had waited until
Madarin told her he was done, and then gathered her courage and her cloak and set off, winding her
way through the horse lines and rows of tents until she reached Maximilian'stent.

Serge and Doyle were standing outside, talking, and both nodded her through when Ishbel raised her
eyebrows at them.

“Ishbel.” Maximilian had been ditting at a Sde table, reading some reports, and he rose as she walked
into the tent.

“I oweyou these.” Ishbel placed on the table two tiny clover flowers. “It wasal | could find. | am sorry.”

Maximilian picked them up, held them amoment, then did them into the inside upper pocket of his
jacket. “You did not stay long, either time.”

“Y ou could fed meinsidethe Twisted Tower? | have no secretsfrom you.”

Maximilian gaveasmal smile. “Y ou ill have afew. How far did you go ingdethe tower?’
“No higher than thethird chamber. | till fed asif | amintruding.”

“Y ou are not intruding. How many objects did you pick up?’

“Only afew eachtime.”

“And their memories?’

“Oneor two | found easy to retrieve, others more difficult.”

“Maybe you need me with you.”

“Maybe”

“Ishbdl, st down, there are a couple of things | need to talk about with you.”

He nodded at two chairs by the brazier, and they sat down. Doyle entered, bearing atray with two
geaming mugsonit.

“My lady,” Doyle said, presenting thetray to Ishbel, “my lord usually has some hot tea at thistime of the
evening, and | thought that you, too, might likeamug.”

Ishbel thanked him and took amug, and they both waited silently until Doyle l€eft the tent.

“Thearmy issplintering,” Maximilian said, smiling alittle as helooked into his seaming mug. “ 1t will not
hold together.”

“Y ou do not sound very worried.”

Hegavealittlelaugh. “Oh, | worry. | worry if | am doing theright thing. | worry that | might creste a
nightmare that will turn and bite me. | worry...”

“Maxd?

Maximilian sghed. “Ravennais aiding the generd s with her magics. She deniesit, but | an amost



catan.”

Ishbel didn’'t know what to say. This conversation had very suddenly skidded onto thinice, and shewas
terrified that she’ d fall through as soon as she opened her mouth.

“Ravennahas been agreat mistake on my part,” Maximilian said.

Ishbel carefully did her mug of teaonto the table. She didn’t trust herself to hold it anymore.

The silence strung out, and eventually 1shbel had to speak. “What do you want meto say, Maxel ?’
He made a helpless gesture with ahand. “1 just wanted to tell you.”

“Why?'

Maximilian avoided the question. “ Do you see Ravenna about the camp?’

“From timeto time. She and her mother travel much further back in the column. Y ou can understand,
perhaps, that | would wish to avoid her.”

“Yes. | can understand that. 1shbel, afew nights ago Drava, who isthe Lord of Dreams and Ravenna's
former lover, appeared to me. He warned me about her.”

“Heldftitalittlelate.”

Maximilian chuckled. “Yes. Hedid at that.”

“And did he warn you about me?’

“No. Heis, indeed, one of the few who have not.”

Now it was Ishbe’ sturn to smile.

“Ishbd,” Maximilian said, “you and |—"

“Don't”

“Qur lives, yours and mine, have become such amess, Ishbe.”
“They are perfectly ddlineated to me at the moment, Maximilian.”
He chuckled again, dthough not with such amusement thistime. “Very wdl, Ishbel. Asyou wish.”
Herose, and Ishbel looked at him alittle warily.

“Thereis something you need to see, Ishbel.”

“Oh, the Weeper. | dmost forgot.”

Maximilian, who had been reaching into his pack, looked up and dmost smiled a therdief in her voice.
“Y es, the Weeper.”

He drew the cloth-swathed bundle from the pack and unwrapped it.
“This has caused so many people so much trouble,” he said. “What do you know of it, Ishbel ?’

“That in Coroleasit was revered as the most powerful deity their god priests had ever made. That the



soul of avery powerful man had goneinto its creation. That it moved heaven and earth, and created a
few storms along the way, to get to you. That people have died to lay their handsonit.”

“Aye.” Maximilian had uncovered the Weeper now, and it lay in his hands, abeautifully formed bronze
likeness of aman. “It has been whispering your name for awhile now, Ishbel.” Hehdld it out to her.
“Beware, if you touch it, for it may spesk to you.”

Ishbel ignored hislast comment and took the Weeper into her hands.

Ishbel, the Weeper said to her as soon as shetook its full weight. | have waited so long for you. So
long...

Maximilian sat watching Ishbel in slence. He was grateful to the Weeper if only for the reason that her
study of it gave him the opportunity to watch her.

Of dl the things he had got wrong, how could he have mismanaged Ishbe so badly?
Shelooked up, eventually.

“Maxd?”

—

She hesitated. “ Thereisadark and very complex sorcery that has bound this man’s soul deep within the
Satue”

“But...”
“I canunwind it. If you like”

Maximilian's heart suddenly pounded so hard he thought it literally had broken out of his chest cavity and
into histhroat. “Y ou can unwind it?’

“Yes. | canfreethe man’ssoul. Do you want meto do it?’

“Yes, oh gods, yes!”

“Now?"

Maximilian dmost said Y esl again, but stopped just asthe word legpt into histhroat.
“Ishbel,” he sad, “how much danger will that cause you?’

She took a deep breath. “ Some. The workings of the Corolean God Priests areintricate, and | am
certain they have left trgps. | am certain, however, that | can evade them.”

“It will be dangerous.”
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Maximilian sat thinking afew moments. “ Perhgps we can leave it until we get to Elcho Fdling...you
would be safer there. Elcho Faling can itsdf grant you some protection.”

“Asyouwish.”



“Ishbd?’
((YSI?I
“Can you tell who the Weeper is? What he might be?’

Ishbel gave a soft shake of her head. “I’m sorry, Maxd. That | will only know when | reach out my hand
to touch hissoul.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

O nthe sixth day since he had been named as Axis replacement, Insharah wasriding about midway
down the column when severa men rodeto join him. They were longtime friends and comrades, and
Insharah greeted them with a smile and anod for each man.

“How should we cal you now, Insharah,” joked aman named Rimmert. “My lord? Sir? Excellency?’
Insharah grinned. * Insharah will suffice aswell asbefore, Rimmert.”

The men laughed, and for afew minutesthere wasjocular chatter.

Then the mood sobered.

“There hasbeen talk,” said aman called Olam.

“Thereisadwaystak,” Insharah said.

“Many among the men,” Rimmert said, “ have been voicing their concerns about the dreamsthat we have
al been having. Don't deny it, Insharah. | have no doubt that you have been tossng and mumbling in your

deep.”
Insharah said nothing, keeping his eyes ahead on thetrall.

“They are but dreams,” Rimmert continued, “but they do reflect the men’ sinner fears. What is happening
to our families? s Isaiah and thisarmy of winged ghost men actualy going to help?”

Insharah’ s face went expressionless.

“Moreover,” said another man, Glimpd, “aman standing guard outside Maximilian’s command tent
heard I saiah say that the River Lhyl had been turned to stone, or some such. The water isno more. We
al know what that means.”

Again Insharah did not respond, but, yes, he knew what that meant.

The refugees from the Central Kingdoms had been with the |sembaardians long enough to tell the
southerners what they knew about the Skraglings.

How they butchered every person they came upon, and ate them.
How there was only one thing that held them back—water.

And how there was only one person who' d ever had any success againgt them, and that was Axis
SunSoar.



But Axis SunSoar was il in the Outlands, not south in Isembaard, where he might be saving their
families

“Damnit,” Glimpe said quietly, edging hishorse closer to Insharah's. “ Everyone likes this Maximilian.
He' sagood man. I’ m sure he' s been very niceto you. But what in al the gods' names are we doing
trudging aong thisdushy trail toward some mountain caled Elcho Falling when our familiesare dying
down south?’

“Insharah,” said Olam, who had been watching his commander’ sface carefully, “what do you know?’
Insharah did not reply, staring ahead.
“Insharah?” Rimmert hissed.

“The Ledfast will do nothing againgt the Skradlings,” Insharah said. “They will not fight them. They are
kin”

“Shetzah!” Rimmert and Olam exclaimed together.

“But Maximilian said they would help!” Olam said. “Gods, Insharah. ..thisis unbdievable! What the fuck
arewe gill doing here?’

“What are you suggesting, Glimpe?’ Insharah said.
Glimpel exchanged a glance with Rimmert, Olam, and the others.

“We would do better south, Insharah,” Glimpd sad. “Tell me, where did you leave your wife and
children?’

Insharah sent him a stricken look.
“Ah,” said Glimpd, “they’rein Aghat, aren’t they? So ismy wife, asdso Rimmert's”
“Andif they'rein Aghat,” said Olam, “then they’re dready—"

“Slence!” Insharah said. “Enough of thistalk, you understand? Do you redly suggest that we ride south?
We d not get there for weeks at best, and in that time...”

“Better that than Sitting on our arsestrailing aong behind some man to whom we owe no alegiance, with
whom we share no common cause,” snagpped Rimmert, “and who has sent uselessnessto ‘save’ our
familied”

With that, he jerked his horse' s head to the S de, peding away from Insharah, the othersfollowing him
within aheartbest.

Insharah rodein silence for some time, brooding over what he d heard from his companions and how he
felt about it. He wasjerked from his reverie by the galloping hooves of ahorse and rider coming from the
rear of the column.

He pulled his own horse out to intercept therider.
“What isit?" he barked.

“There are soldiers approaching from the rear,” the man said.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

| sembaard

| saiah moved rapidly through the north of 1sembaard. He had his own methods of speeding travel; none
so impressive asthat used by the Ledlfast, but good enough that he covered more territory per day than
other men could.

He met no one. By this point anyone who had been in the extreme north of 1sembaard had aready
traveled into the Salamaan Pass. In any case, this part of histyranny had aways been sparsely popul ated.

The s0il was poor this close to the FarReach Mountains, unable to sustain any farming communities, and
the only inhabitants had been goat herders and peddlers, traders and soldiers moving through in order to
reach somewhere else.

Isaiah could fed a presence to the south. He couldn’t define it any more than that, but it was very keen
and he knew that it knew he was here.

It wasn't Kanubai, athough Isaiah could sense some shadow of Kanubai hanging abot it.
Kanubai was dead. Eaten.
Onthethird day after heleft Bingaled and the Ledlfadt, Isaiah came upon what was | eft of the River Lhyl.

Hisfeet dowed as he approached, his heart thumping. Its wrongnessleapt out at him, even from agreat
distance, and that sense grew stronger as he approached.

Theriver suffered. It fill lived, but under such aburden of powerful and dark enchantment that itsentire
existence had become atorment. Here, where the Lhyl emerged from the FarReach Mountains, it should
have been anarrow torrent of foam and joy, but al Isaiah could see was ajumbled morass of dulled,
fractured glass.

He dropped to his knees on the riverbank, staring.

There was nothing but the glass. 1saiah had wondered if only the surface had been affected by the
enchantment, and had hoped that beneath this horror the water ill flowed, but every single drop of
water down to the riverbed had been turned to glass.

Glass. The pyramid.

A tiny green frog crept from Isaiah’ s hand and inched itsway to the river’ sedge. It reached out a pad
and touched a glassy wave hesitantly.

It sprang back immediately, and hid once more within Isaiah’ sflesh.
Isaiah stood, and turned south.
He could fed the presence in the south watching him ever more closdly.

“What do you want?” whispered Isaiah.

The One stared north. About him Skraglings milled, begging favors, but he ignored them. For the moment



he wanted nothing to do with them—they could roam asfar through Isembaard asthey liked, esting what
they wanted. Later they would be useful, but not now.

But north...
Isaiah theriver god was back.

The One smiled sardonicaly. Cometo release his beloved river? Come to save | sembaard from the
Skradlings?

“What do | want, Isaiah?’” he whispered. “ For the moment, | want you, | want what that foolish girl holds
so closeto her heart, and | might aswell take this opportunity to begin some amusing diversionary tactic
to keep you and Maximilian occupied and your eyes away from the Lealfast.”

Maximilian would be expecting something, some move on the One's part, and the One was ready to
oblige.

He started walking north, taking great strides that ate up the distance, and he walked directly up the
center of the glassy surface of the River Lhyl.

| saiah walked south along the riverbank. Occasiondly he saw Skraglings roaming in small bands. The
first band he saw, just after he' d started south, had moved toward him, patently thinking him an easy
medl.

But when they were about twenty or thirty paces away they’d pulled up in their tracks, hissing, their
terrible jacka facestwisting in disgppointment, and backed off. They’ d shadowed I saiah for an hour or
two, but eventudly drifted away.

They’ d been warned away from him.

In the afternoon, after he! d traveled nonstop for dmost nine hours, Isaiah stopped suddenly, peering
ahead.

At the very limits of hisvision he could see the figure of awoman standing on the riverbank, her arms
wrapped about something she clutched to her chest.

Shewaslooking directly a him.

It took Isaiah another haf hour to reach her. He approached dowly, not knowing who or what she was,
nor why she would be standing out here so vulnerable.

Y et so intact.
The Skraglings had |eft her as alone as himself.

Aslsaiah came close, he wondered if he knew the woman. Shelooked somewhat familiar. She was
pretty—or could be if she had some decent clothes, if her hair was combed and neetly arranged, and if
shedidn’t look so worried—but alittle too thin for Isaiah’ sliking. She also had the demeanor of a
servant. She clearly recognized Isaiah, and he saw her arms tremble dightly as she held the book to her
chest.

He stopped a pace or so away from her. The woman was very anxious now, and |saiah suspected it
took al her courage to stand her ground.



He supposed she was fighting the ingtinct to abase hersdlf.
Isaiah gave anod of greeting, holding her eyeswith hers. “Do | know you?’ he said.

The skin across her cheekbones tightened, and Isaiah thought she might be angry. Gods a one knew why.
Surdly she didn’t expect him to remember the name of every one of the hundreds of servants who had
attended him?

“My nameis Hereward,” she said. “| was your kitchen steward at Aghat. Y ou'll remember Aghat. It
was abig, sprawling paace. Very beautiful. Not anymore. Itis covered in blood now.”

“Hereward—"

“Y ou arrogant bastard,” Hereward said. She stepped forward, lifted the book, and with al her strength
dammed it into the Side of his head.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest
M aximilian heard the pounding of the gpproaching horse, and whedled his own about to meet therider.

“Yes?' hesaid, wishing hisvoice wasn't so curt, but hoping aso that the man didn’t bring bad news.

“Thereisacolumn of soldiers gpproaching, my lord. They are not far behind the end of our column.
They’ve comefrom thewest.”

“Mdat and hismen?’

The soldier shook hishead. “No. They are well uniformed and weaponed. There are at rough estimate
some four thousand, with supply and cooks wagons bringing up the rear.”

“And the manner of their uniforms?’
“I could not seetoo closely, my lord, but their jacket coats are abrilliant emerad, and—"
The soldier stopped, his mouth open.

Maximilian had gone, his horse booted into agalop.

Herode like amadman, reining in his mount only as he approached Ishbel on her horse.
“Maxd?’

“Come with me, Ishbel. Come, please. Y ou can ride that horse at agalop?’

“Yes, but—"

“Come.”

Hewas gone, and Ishbel, uncertain, waited amoment or two before she, too, turned her horse and rode
after him.



“Egdion! Garth! Gods, gods, it isgood to see you!” Maximilian pulled hishorseto ahat and dismounted
in one movement, hugging to him first Egdion, Captain of the Emerdd Guard, and then Garth Baxtor, his
old friend and court physician, asthey aso disnounted. “Y ou arewell?Y ou look well! And you have
bought the entire Emerald Guard? Ah, thank you, thank you! Escator—how isit? Did the Skradlings...”

Egdion and Garth were laughing.

“Itisgood to seeyou aswell,” Garth said, morethan alittle relieved a Maximilian’s obviousjoy. He had
not been entirely sure of his reception. When Maximilian had |eft Escator to rescue Ishbel so long ago,
they had not parted on the best of terms.

Hetook a moment to study Maximilian. The man looked overjoyed to see them, but Garth could see
lines of strain and sadness about his eyes and mouth.

And thisarmy ahead of them! What was Maximilian doing with such an army? It stretched into
tomorrow’ s sunrise, so far as Garth could see.

“Escator escaped virtualy unscathed,” Egdion said. “Lixd isgill in charge, and enjoying hisduties as
king too much, | think. Serge and Doyle? Are they are till with you? Arethey well?’

“Yes” Maximilian said. “ Serge and Doyle are with me, and are well, and will no doubt relish the chance
to tell their comrades of their adventures these past months.” He sobered. “Asdo I. There are...many
thingsof which | need totdl you.”

Just then there came the sound of a horse approaching, and Garth looked up.
It was Ishbel, looking wary at the approaching reunion.

“And | seeyou found your wife,” Garth said, softly. He thought she looked very different than when he
had first met her at Pelemere. She looked more open, stronger, far more confident.

And mildly unhappy at seeing Garth again.

Maximilian glanced behind him. “Yes. | found Ishbel.” He paused. “Asl sad, thereismuch | haveto tell
you. You didn't see Maat and his men on your way? Y ou didn't talk to them?’

“We saw Mdat briefly,” said Egdion. “Hetold us only that you were ahead and that you headed for
Serpent’ s Nest. When we pressed him for more, he said it was your story to tell.”

“Hewanted to ride for Kyros asfast ashe could,” Garth said. “Wetold him that it had been attacked by
the Skraglings, but had not suffered too much damage asthey’ d seethed south before they’ d had time to
get their clawstoo deep into the city. Maat’ swife and children are well.”

“Thank the gods,” Maximilian muttered.

Ishbel had drawn her horse to ahalt two paces away, and she dipped her head at Egalion and Garth.
“Wel met again,” shesaid. “1 am happy to seeyou.”

“Not too happy, | think,” said Garth, “and for that | must gpologize...ah, therel go again, Ishbel, | am
aways apologizing to you!”

Heinjected as much lightness and humor into his voice as he could, and was rewarded with adight
thawing in Ishbel’ s manner to the extent that they amost managed to shareasmile.



But then she glanced behind Garth and Egalion to where the Emerald Guard waited, and her face shut
down.

“Maxd,” shesad, very softly, “see who rideswith your men.”

Maximilian had his hand on Garth’' s shoulder as he looked back into the column of men, and Garth fdt it
suddenly tighten.

“Lister and Vorgtus,” Maximilian said, looking at the two men who sat horsesfour or five paces away.
“You vefindly managed to find me.”

“They joined ustwo daysago,” Egdion said. Hewas|ooking at Maximilian, clearly worried by the barely
concedled hodtility in Maximilian’ sface and voice. *Vorstus said you' d know who Lister was. He said
tm_”

“You never asked Vorgtus for an explanation asto why he' d deserted Ruen?” Maximilian asked Egalion.
Egdion looked uncomfortable. “I didn’t have any reason to distrust him, Maximilian.”

“Ligter and, to adightly lesser extent, Vordus,” said Maximilian, “are the two men primarily responsible
for mogt of theillsof my life. If you want to know who truly imprisoned mein the Veins, and then kept
me there for seventeen years, then look no further than those two. They suggested the entireideato
Cavor, and kept me there until it suited them to ‘rescue’ me. If you want to know who destroyed
Ishbel’ slife asachild, then look no further than those two. They took two lives and ruined them in order
to further their own ambitions”

Egaion and Garth were now staring at him with their mouths agape.

“Vorsus?’ said Garth. “Vorstus was responsible for your horror in the Veins?’ He couldn’t understand
it...Vorstus had been the one who had set Garth on the path to being able to release Maximilian.

“Vordusisfar more than the amiable Abbot of Persmius he gppearsto be,” Maximilian said.
“Vorgus,” said the man himsdlf, “has only ever been concerned for your welfare, Maximilian.”

Maximilian took two strides toward the two mounted men. “And now | suppose | should be pleased that
you havefindly found me”

“We can help you, Maximilian,” Ligter said. “Try to believe tha.”
Maximilian stared & him along, sllent moment. “ Frankly, that is something | find rather hard to believe.”
He switched hisgazeto Vorgtus. “ Tell me, Vorgtus, do you have something of minein your pack?’

Vorstus reached behind him and untied a satchd from the back of his saddle. He held it out to
Maximilian. “Y our crown, my Lord of Elcho Falling.”

Elcho Falling? Garth thought.
Maximilian turned his head very dightly. “Ishbe? Will you take that for me, and keep it safe?”

She looked puzzled, but did as Maximilian asked, pushing her horse forward and taking the satchel from
Vorstus.

“Wdl met, my lady,” Vorstus murmured.



Ishbel ignored him, looking instead at Lister, the man who for most of her life she had worshipped asthe
Great Serpent.

“How dare you think yoursdlf worthy of continued breeth,” she said, “when you have destroyed so many
lives?”

Then she turned her horse and rode away.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
| sembaard

| saiah lay on the ground, barely conscious, his head ringing with the force of the blow.

“That wasfor dl the people you left behind,” Hereward said. “1f my point hasn’t quite been made, |
don’'t mind hitting you again.”

| saiah managed to raise ahand to ward her off. It trembled badly, and that made him furious.

“Did you think | wanted to leave everyone behind?’ he said, trying to sit up, only to dump to the ground
again as he dmost blacked out with the movement. He fought unconsciousness, and only barely won.
“Did you think | wanted to leave a single person behind? | had no way to get everyone out. All | could
do wasto evacuate as many people as—"

She hit him again, thistime with her open hand. Isaiah’s head snagpped back, and his neck cracked, but at
least thistime hedidn’t end up in the dust.

“Have | made my point sufficiently now?’ Hereward said.

Isaiah opened hismouth to hiss at her that he was doing al he could, had done dl he could, then thought
better of it. Gods, the woman was mad.

“Yes” hesad.

She sank down into the dirt beside him, crossing her legs, arranging her skirts modestly, and laying the
book in her lap. Isaiah peered at it, sure hewould see his blood smeared across it—the woman might
have been thin, but she was well muscled—>but the leather cover was unmarked.

Isaiah very carefully managed to Sit upright without having to lean on one or both of his hands, and tried
to regain control of the Stuation. “Why areyou here?’ he sad. “Why—"

“Why am | here, Excellency?’ Her voice cracked with sarcasm on that last word. “ Oh, the small matter
of Aghat being overrun with horror. The desireto escape. The desireto live. The desireto—"

“Hereward, please, | am truly sorry for what has happened and, yes, | bear responsibility for every
person who waslogt. | cannot even begin to imagine the nightmare that you, as everyone left behind, has
had to endure. How isit you have ended here, on this deserted stretch of the Lhyl? And how isit that the
Skradlingsleave you be?’

| saiah watched the emotion play over Hereward' s face, and knew she was battling the desire to berate
him yet more. But shedidn’t, and for that 1saiah was grateful. Very dowly, and with afair degree of
prompting, Hereward told of her escape from Aghat on the riverboat, and of the subsequent daughter of
her companions when the river turned to glass and the Skraglings surged onto the vessdl.



She paused at that point, and Isaiah saw in her eyes and across her face a partial reflection of theterror,
the horror, that she must have endured.

“I knew | wasdead,” she said, clutching the book in her lap with white-knuckled hands. “ There was
nowherefor meto run. | had backed up against the bulkhead, and in my terror disodged this book from
ashdf aboveme”

Sheglanced at it. “| had never seen it there previoudy.”

Hereward looked at Isaiah. “ The book knocked me to the deck...and when | managed to regain my
senses | saw the Skradlings standing about mein asemicircle, pointing at the book and whispering, ‘A
nasty, nasty.” Then they turned and filed out. They haven't bothered me since.”

“A ‘nasty, nasty’ ? Hereward, can | see the book?’

Hereward' s hands tightened on the book, and Isaiah could see she struggled with hersdf. Finally, after a
long moment, shelifted it and gaveit to him.

He knew as soon as hetook it in his hands that it was an object of great power, and he knew as soon as
he opened the leather binding and looked at the chapter page what it was.

It was the Book of the Soulena, lost now for many hundreds of years.
Logt, or merely biding itstime?
“What isit, Isaiah?’

“Thisbook...I know of it. It ismany thousands of yearsold, and originaly came from the north...from a
place cdled Elcho Faling. It cameto thisland in the possession of aman called Avadamon, who passed
it to hisson, Boaz, and hiswife, Tirzah. The woman who cameto Aghat, my new wife, Ishbd...you
remember her?’
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“lshbd isthe descendant of Boaz and Tirzah.”
“The book ismine, now.”

Isaiah gave her agentle smile. “The book isits own, and chooses who it stays with. For the moment, yes,
it has chosen you.”

Heran hisfingers down the list of chapter titles.
The Onewalks north.

Prepare for confrontation.

Isaiah and Hereward meet with the glass man.
Feed the pretty kitten.

Thaose four chapter titles were repeated down the page. Thefirst three Isaiah could understand,
but...feed the pretty kitten?

He closed the book and handed it back to Hereward. “ A visitor comes, Hereward. | fear he may not be



very plessant.”
“Avigtor?’
The One. Isaiah knew ingtinctively who that must be.

“The pyramid walks north, Hereward. It wantsto talk with me. It wants me. I’'m sorry, my dear, but |
think your lifeis about to get immeasurably worse, and thet is, again, al my fault.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

| shbel sat in her blue tent, staring at the satchel which lay unopened on the camp table before her. To
onesdeabrazier glowed, warming the interior of the tent, while the remains of ameal lay on another

amall table. Ishbd had not joined Maximilian, Egdion, and Garth this evening. Maximilian had agrest

dedl to tell them, and she had thought it best she not be there.

Why had Maximilian given her the crown of Elcho Faling?

Ishbel had turned and ridden away from Lister as soon as she d insulted him. Partly thiswas because she
smply could not bear to stay in the company of the man who had cold-bloodedly caused her and
Maximilian so much misery, partly it was to escape an aready uncomfortable meeting, and partly
because Ishbel could not trust hersdlf to remain in the man’s company without causing him some bodily
harm.

How could she have devoted twenty years of her lifeto him?

Shetook adeep breath, staring at the satchel as shetried to distract hersalf from Lister. She had not
touched it other than to drop it on the table on her return. Hours had passed as she ate, bathed, dressed
in her nightclothes, and then brushed out her long blond hair—listening as Maximilian and the Emerad
Guard arrived back in camp, and half hoping that Maximilian would drop by to see his crown—hbut now
she could not put the moment off any longer.

The satchel throbbed at her.
Indeed, the crown had been whispering to her from the moment she took the satchel from Vorstus.

Ishbel supposed she had grown up alittle, because the crown’ swhispering had not bothered her to
anywhere near the same extent as she' d been bothered by Maximilian’ s whispering rings. She’ d managed
to put its voice and words out of her mind, aware of itswhispering, but not disturbed by it.

But now there were no more delaying tactics available to her. Ishbel took a deep breath and did the
satchd close. She undid the straps and folded back the leather flap. Then she took an even deeper
breath, did in her hand, and grasped the crown of Elcho Fdling.

Shefroze, staring down at the satchel and her wrist asit vanished under the flap.
The crownwasdive.
It was al Ishbel could do to keep her hand on its cool metal.

Ishbel, the crown of Elcho Faling said, do you remember what I saiah said to you when first you met?



“No,” Ishbd muttered.

He said that you were the priestess of the Lord of Elcho Faling. That iswhy Maximilian gave meto you
to keep for the moment.

“Oh,” Ishbel said, as she redlized the meaning of what Isaiah had said to her, and the reason Maximilian
had wanted her to have the crown.

“Y ou should be the one to crown him,” said avoice behind her, and Ishbel whipped about, pulling her
hand from the saichdl.

Lister stood there.

Ishbel stared at him, for the moment so angry at hisintrusion that she could find nothing to say.
Hegavealittlesmile. “May | St?’

“No.”

“Once you were pleased to see me. Y ou hung off my every word.”

“Y ou decelved me. Y ou murdered my family in order to manipulate meinto what you wanted. Had you
never thought to merely ask, Lister?’

“Don’'t be so angry, Ishbel. | did what was needed, and | can still aid and advise you. Besides, do not
forget that you owe all your power to me—"

No, the crown said, and Ishbel understood that Lister could not heer it. Y ou have far more power than
what he gave you. Far more. The blood of Elcho Fdling runsin your veins, and he enviesit.

Thenit hissed, againinaudibleto Ligter, and Ishbel involuntarily gaveasmal amile.

Lister mistook the reason for her smile. He relaxed, and reached for the back of awooden chair,
meaning to lift it close and sit down. “It isal behind us now, Ishbel. Between us, you and | can make of
Maximilian what we need—"

“Get out.”
Ligter frozein the act of gtting. “Ishbe—"

“Get out. Y ou are nothing to me now, Lister. Meaningless. | suspect you are now very meaninglessto
Maximilian and to Elcho Fdling aswell. Go. Find some other poor soul to manipulate if you must, but
leave usaone”

“Y ou will need me, Ishbd. Both you and Maximilian.”

“I can’'t imagine the circumstances under which either of uswould voluntarily cal for your aid, Lister. You
have ddivered the crown. I’'m sure Maximilian is grateful. Now...just go.”

Ligter stared a her for along moment, then he turned on his hed and I ft.

Ishbel closed her eyes and forced the muscles of her shoulders and neck to relax. The very sight of him
made her fed nausested.

All the people who had suffered and died due to his meddling.



And why?Would Maximilian have been any less the man he was now for not having spent seventeen
years exigting in hell? Would she have been any less the woman had she been dlowed to grow within her
loving family insteed of living among their corpses?

Who wasthe greater fool ? Lister for hismeddling, or hersdlf for perhaps dienating a man, agod, who
could ad Maximilian?

“Maxd,” Ishbel murmured, rolling her head alittle to stretch her neck and shoulders, “I hope | haven't
ruined thisfor you, too.”

Then she opened her eyes and looked at the satchel. Slowly, but now without any hesitation, she did her
hand in once more, took hold of the crown of Elcho Faling, and drew it forth.

For along minute Ishbel held it in her hands, then she placed it atop the satchel on thetable.

Ishbd knew its shape and proportions from holding it in her hands: three heavy rolled bands, probably of
gold from the occasiona glimpse she caught of them, twisted around each other to creste asmple yet
elegant crown. But she could barely see the golden bands. The entire crown was dmost completely
obscured by aroiling cloud of darkness.

“Why areyou so dark?’ she said. “Why the gloom?’
“Perhapsit seesyou for what you are,” said another voice behind her.

Oh, for dl the gods' sakes! 1shbd turned about on her chair, hardly able to believe the fact of another
intruder.

Ravenna stood in the center of the tent, very dark, very till.

“Ishbd,” Ravennasaid, “do you not know how dangerous you are to Maximilian? Can you not see
how—"

“Get out,” 1shbel said.
“Leavehim,” Ravennasad. “Let him live”

Ishbel rose from her chair and walked up to Ravenna. “ Do you have nothing better to do than rail against
me?’

“Youwill destroy him.”

Ishbel’ s hand twitched, and she kept it by her sde only with the greatest effort. “I must be aterrible
threat to you, Ravenna. Y ou hated me from the first moment you heard my name, | think.”

To Ishbd’ s surprise, Ravenna s eyes gleamed with tears. “ Y ou think thisis about you, Ishbel? Only
incidentaly. All I want is Maximilian's happiness and success. But you stand in the way. Step aside,
Ishbel.”

“If you cared this much then you should have stayed at Maximilian’s Side, Ravenna. Not abandoned him
the moment you thought you’ d found someone alittle more powerful. What amistake Dravawas, eh?’

“Y ou think you love Maximilian, Ishbe, but you will inevitably betray him, and Elcho Falling, and thisland
besides.”

“And thisyou have seen.”



“Andthis| have seen.”
“You aretruly tedious,” Ishbel said. “Get out.”

Thistime Ravennawent.

“Ravenna”

She turned about. A man approached her through the night.

“Ligter,” shesaid, and gave asmal bow of her head.

“Ishbel gppearsto havefalen out with both of us” Ligter said.

“Apparently.”

“You are being cautious,” said Ligter, “but | wonder if we might talk. Y our tent, perhaps?’
“| share my tent with my mother, and sheismore Maximilian’sdly than mine.”

“Then we shall speak here, and | shal be brief, that neither of us perish from the cold. Thereisarumor
about this camp, Ravenna, that you aid the three I sembaardian generals againgt Maximilian.”

“Many people aretoo willing to spesk ill of me.”
Lister waited.

“I do not know what you want,” Ravennasaid. “Y ou have been Ishbel’ s ally and mentor for many
yws.”

Ligter’ smouth curved in asardonic smile. “I1shbel has not proved the loya acolyte, | fear. Y ou seem
somewhat. . .disenchanted with her yoursef.”

“| fear that she will bring Maximilian nothing but sorrow.”
“Inwhat way?’

Ravenna hesitated. She sensed that Lister was not antagonistic to her, and that he entertained doubts,
ether about Maximilian or Ishbe.

“For months,” Ravennasaid, “| have been troubled with avison.”
“Canyou shareit?’ Lider said.

Agan Ravenna hesitated, but not so long thistime. “Yes,” shesaid, and led Ligter into the Land of
Dreams.

When the vision had faded, and Lister and Ravenna once more stood in the snow, Lister spoke softly.
“Haveyou shown thisvison to Maximilian?’

“ YS,”



“And?
“He prefersto ignoreits clear warning. Heiswesak, and | worry.”
“Helovesher.”

“A loveyou engineered.”

Ligter chuckled. “Am | being blamed?’

“I want to know why you are here talking to me.”

“Areyou ading the generds?’

“Why do you wish to know?’

Ligter did not answer immediately. “If Maximilian makes one misstep,” he said eventudly, “ Elcho Faling
will be destroyed. Ravenna, marsh witch, do you know what Elcho Faling redly is?’

“I have agood idea.”

Again Ligter chuckled. * Y ou do not dlow your secretsto dip easily, Ravenna, and that isa
commendable qudity.”

“We are both proving equally adept at this sdestepping dance, Lister. What do you want from me?’

“I think I may need an dlly,” he said, leaning so close that his breath frosted in her face, “as| think also
do you. Tell me, Ravenna, isthat achild you carry in your belly?’

“Yes”
“Maximilian’schild?’
“Yes”

“Ason”

“yYes”

Ligter smiled. “Have you met my friend and helper, V orstus? No? Then perhaps we can track him down,
and find oursalves afire, and talk some more.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

R avennaand Venetia packed away their night things, ready for the day’ s march. They worked in silence,
each avoiding touching the other or catching the other’ s eye. It was awell-worn ritual, enacted asit had
been every morning over the past week.

Whatever closeness had once bound them was now long dead.

Soldiers were standing about outside, stamping their feet and blowing on their hands, waiting for the two
women to leave the tent so they could pack it away for the day’s march. There was amurmur of voices,
amovement, and the tent flap lifted back.



“Vendtia? Ravenna?’
Both women turned about, sartled.
Garth Baxtor entered the tent, looking unsure of himself. “Isthis abad moment?’

Venetiaand Ravenna exchanged a glance, then Venetia smiled, set aside the blanket she had been
folding, and walked forward to hug Garth.

“No, itisnot abad time. Garth, it is so good to seeyou.”

Garth hugged her back, relieved at the warmth of her welcome. He had seen Venetia on severd
occasions over the past few years, stopping by her hut in the marshes to exchange news and information
about herbal remedies, but it was strange to see her here, and under these circumstances.

Then Venetia stepped back, and Garth looked at Ravenna

The moment stretched out awkwardly. She was so different from the girl he remembered. She had grown
into a beautiful woman, but there was a hardness about her, and asingular determination that Garth found
unsettling.

But perhaps his discomfort was too much influenced by the tale Maximilian had told him and Egdion last
night.

“Ah,” said Ravenna, very softly. “I see by your eyes, Garth, that Maxel has been chatting to you.”

Garth tried to inject alittle more warmth into his smile. He stepped forward and kissed Ravennalightly on
the cheek, hishands on her shoulders.

Maximilian’s son, he thought, sending his Touch through Ravenna s body, and hedlthy.

“I could havetold you that,” Ravennamurmured, pulling hersdf away from Garth’ stouch, and hissmile
dipped alittle.

Why wasit that he was dways making an ass of himsalf with Maximilian and hiswomen?

“Garth,” said Venetia, “I'll let you and Ravennatalk. I'll ride alittle with you later, yes? We can talk
then.”

“That would be good, Venetia,” Garth said, then turned back to Ravenna as Venetialeft the tent. “It has
been along time. We' vedl changed. Maxel ... had no ideathat he should inherit another, and stranger,
crown and | wager you didn’t either, Ravenna, when you hel ped rescue him from the Veins. Asfor
Vorgus...” Garth shook hishead. “| trusted him with my life, asMaxd did, and he was our friend for
these past eight years. To now find that he helped imprison Maxd...it isdifficult.”

“These aredifficult times, Garth.” Ravenna stuffed the last of her thingsinto a pack, then picked up her
cloak.

“Ravenna—"’
Sheturned to face him. “Do you spesk for 1shbel now, Garth? Am | no longer your friend?’

“Ishbel and | do not have ahistory of friendship, Ravenna. When | first met her | indtinctively distrusted
her. | never truly liked her as Maxd’ swife.”



Ravennavisbly relaxed. “ Sheisahound from hell, Garth. Maximilian isfixated by her, to hisshame.”
“Heloves her, | think, despite the distance currently between them.”

Ravennawaved ahand dismissively. “ So he may, but Ishbel will murder him, and spread disaster
throughout thisland. Shewill dly with evil, Garth, and betray everything for which you and | have ever
worked. Y ou must speak to Maximilian, make him see sense where | have failed. He must put 1shbel
adde”

Garth’' s sense of discomfort grew moreintense. “I do not think Maxe isaman who takeswell to being
told what he must or must not do.”

Ravenna gave a soft, bitter laugh. “As| have discovered. Why does he not see reason, Garth? Why?’
“Ravenna...you and he...” He stopped, not knowing how to say gently what he thought best.
“What?" Ravennasaid. “Heand |...not suited to each other? Is that what you want to say?’

“I think he has only ever wanted to be your friend, Ravenna.”

“Then he should be my friend and listen to what | say to him.”

“Hefedstrapped by the baby. He thinks that—"

“That | trapped him? That | conceived this child to bind him to my side? No marsh woman does that,
Garth. | conceived this child not to win Maximilian to my side, but to save Elcho Faling, should he refuse
to seelshbel for what sheis”

She threw the cloak about her shoulders, tying it closed with angry jerks. “Enjoy your ride with my
mother, Garth. | am sure she, too, will speak nothing but poison against me.”

Garth stood looking at the tent flap for along time once Ravenna had gone. He could barely believe the
woman she' d become. It was asif Ravennathe girl had been the promise, and Ravenna the woman
the...

“What, Garth?’ he murmured. “What?’

He thought about what Ravenna had said to him just as she left the tent. She had conceived the child to
save Elcho Faling.

What did that say about her loyaty to Maximilian?
What if Ravennaever cameto believe that Maximilian threatened Elcho Falling?

Garth shivered, and, hearing the soldiers outside move impatiently, went to mount his horse.

CHAPTER TWENTY
Outsde M argalit, the Outlands

A rmat sood in the doorway of his command tent, studying the scene before him. Men scurried about
the encampment, readying for a sortie west; horses were being brushed and saddled; weapons cleaned
and sharpened.




He wasn't concerned about being seen from the air—by either apassing Icarii or the Lealfast which
Ravenna had told him about—as Ravenna s sorcery till kept him concedled from any eye not belonging
toafriendor dly.

Armat, asKezia and Lamiah, had managed virtua miracles since they had abandoned Maximilian's
camp—such miracles aided, of course, by alittle more of Ravenna s sorcery. Armat had taken the
leadership role within the group of three generals. He was the youngest, but he was the more decisive,
and Kezia and Lamiah had made no murmur as Armat began to take an ever more commanding role,

Armat knew they would be easy to manage when the time came. And if not, then they could bekilled as
egly.

Armat currently controlled dmost eighty thousand soldiers, al grouped just beyond the city of Margdlit.
This number was composed of the forcesIsaiah had left at Margdlit itsalf, aswell as saverd Riversof ten
thousand men that the Tyrant had |eft stationed in the Central Outlands and within afew day’ s march
south of Margdit.

There were many tens of thousands more soldiersto the south, and Lamiah and Kezia had ridden south
many days ago to gather them together. Kezid had the task of combining the forces about Adab;
Lamiah, the forces stationed between Adab and the Salamaan Pass.

Armat expected them to consolidate the forces, certainly, but did not truly expect them to rush back to
hisaid. Out on their own, with armies of their own, both generdswere likely to succumb to their own
persond ambitions.

Armat didn’t care very much. He could outgeneral both Lamiah and Kezia and, in the end, he would
likely control the much larger army. Not right at the moment.... but soon. Armat’ seyeslogt their focus as
he looked further to the west. Maxel was leading some two hundred thousand | sembaardian soldiers east
toward Elcho Faling, but Armat didn’t expect Maximilian to have two hundred thousand for very much
longer. He had his own men among Maximilian’sarmy, and he knew that they’ d be spreading the soft
word of treachery: Ridefor Armat. He can give you what you need—safety for your familiesand land on
which to prosper.

Lamiah was supposed to also discover as much news as he could about |sembaard, but Armat didn’t
care one way or the other what he discovered. |sembaard was the past, Elcho Faling the future.

And Armat didn't intend to allow the witch-woman Ravennato control the mountain and all its riches and
power.

Elcho Falling wasgoing to be his.

But for now, Armat thanked Ravenna every time she agppeared to him—which was every second day or
so—and promised that the army he gathered would be used to destroy Maximilian and take Elcho Falling
for Ravenna s baby son.

Armat did not care that Ravennawould discover hisduplicity eventualy. In the end, witch-women were
asvulnerable to the sword as any other man or woman.

“But that joy isin thefuture,” Armat murmured to himsdf, one hand checking that his sword lay correctly
inits scabbard. “ For now, there are more entertaining amusements to be had.”

Axisand the Ledlfast.

Ravenna had told Armat al she knew about the L ealfast, which proved to be an extraordinary amount.



Onthefaceof it the Ledfast were terrifying, with powers which would render them almost unbegtablein
any military confrontation.

After al, Armat had been there when one of them had made the assassi nation attempt on Isaiah, and had
seen for himsdlf just how easily the Lealfast assassin had escaped Isaiah’ ssoldiers.

Imagine what aforce of twenty thousand or more would be like, attacking from the sky.
And now such aforce was sent to hunt him down, with the great StarMan Axis SunSoar at its head.

Armat despised Axis. HE d had hisday, and if he had won some impressive battles, then they werelong
inthe past. All Axishad done at Isaiah’s court was wander about and play at being Isaiah’ slapdog. If it
had been him...well then, Armat would have murdered Isaiah and taken control within hisfirst half day
back from desth.

Axis hadn’'t done asingle thing to impress since he' d returned from death. He was a usaless legend.

Armat was similarly unimpressed with the Ledfast. They had wings and they had magic, but they were as
vulnerable to the blade as Ravennawould one day proveto be.

Armat had come away from Isaiah’s nation attempt with one important lesson learned. The
Ledfast might travd virtudly invisbly, but in order to act they needed to take fleshly form, and that
ingtantly put them back on apar with human soldiers. Armat also wondered if they might bejust as
vulnerable when they werelessvisble,

Just ahunch, but Armat was good with hunches. It was why he' d attained agenerdship a such a
relatively young age.

A day previoudy he had sent out asmall party to test his hunch. They were due back today, and thus he
waited in the sheltered doorway of histent.

Waiting for confirmation that he could destroy any Ledfast sent againgt him.

Armat smiled in anticipation. Once the L edlfast were taken out, then Axis...

The armed party of nine men came back just before noon. Their leader rode directly to Armat’ s tent,
dismounted and saluted.

“Well?' said Armat.
“It wasasyou said, my lord.”

Armat took a deep breeth, his eyes bright, then stepped inside the tent, gesturing the man to follow him.
“Tel me” hesad.

“We rode two hoursto the gully you spoke of,” said the soldier, Habal.

Armat nodded. They’ d known the L edfast werein their area, and no matter how magical the Ledfast
werein large numbersthey could be spotted—a gray snowy cloud drifting through the air. A good man
could eadlly differentiate between acloud of true snow and acloud of Ledlfast.

“Bruen pedled off before we arrived at the gully,” Haba said, “and took up a conceded position within
the rocks at the top of the gully.”



“Yes yes” sad Armat. “ Get onwithit.”

“The eight of usremaining rode into the gully, making no effort to conced oursdves, and flying your
gtandard. Within minutesthe cloud of Ledfast drifted closer for alook.”

Habal took a deep breath. “Bruen readied his dingshot, took good aim, and dung his stoneinto the
cloud. The Ledfast hadn’t seen him and hadn’t tried to avoid the spot where he was concealed.”

“And?’ Armat was ready to murder the man for drawing it out.

“One of them fell from the sky. Not far, not al the way to the ground, for he recovered twenty paces
before he hit, but he fdll, clutching at athigh where the sone had struck. My lord, theingtant he was
injured—"

“He became visible. Good, Haba . Good!”
Haba grinned, relieved to have made Armat happy.
“Do you think he knew what had hit him?” Armat said.

“I doubt it, my lord. He would only have felt the sing of the impact. The Ledfast must still be wondering
what it was. If | may say so, my lord, your ideato use the dingshot rather than the arrow was brilliant.”

Armat didn’t say anything. He stared at Habd, his eyes glittering, then he very dowly smiled. “You area
good man, Habal. Y ou bring me good news. Thank you.”

He clapped the man on the shoulder, then dismissed him.
Good news. The best.
The Ledlfast were vulnerable, even when traveling in their magical form.

“I’'m going to daughter them,” Armat said, then laughed.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

| shbel sat relaxed on her horse, alowing the animal to amble at its own pace beside the great convoy of
soldiers and equipment. She rode ten paces or so to one side of the convoy, dightly distanced from it not
only physicaly, but emotionally aswell (Madarin, riding five paces behind her, was such an easy and
accepted part of her lifethat she didn’t consider his silent presence an intrusion). Partly this was because
shewanted to think over the vigits of Lister and Ravenna, and partly it was because shewasalittle
unsettled by the arrival of Garth and Egdion. She hadn’t spoken to ether of them sincetheir brief, initial
meeting, yet knew that by now Maximilian must have told them al that had happened.

Theloss of their daughter.
Her affair with Isaiah.

Hiswith Ravenna. Ishbd’ s hidden identity as Archpriestess of the Cail, and her tie by blood to the
Peramiusfamily.

Elcho Falling.



Ravennawas atroubling element in the mix. Ishbel knew that Garth and Ravenna had worked together to
free Maximilian from the Veins eight or nine years ago, and that they had been very good friends. Given
Ravenna s own hatred of Ishbel, and Garth’s previous didike of her, Ishbel did not think Garth would
think much more of her now, particularly not once Maximilian had donewith histae.

It was ashame, because Ishbel wastired of didiking him, and thought that he could well be agood
friend.

“Wake up, my lady. Y ou are about to fal off your horse.”

Startled, Ishbel snapped out of her reverie. Garth Baxtor had ridden his horse up aongside her, and was
now regarding her with amix of careful friendliness and anxious uncertainty.

“Garth,” Ishbel said, not knowing how elseto continue.

“I should retract my words about the faling off,” Garth said. “Y ou have gained some fine horsewoman’'s
skillssincelast | saw you, my lady.”

Ishbel managed asmall smile. When first she' d left Serpent’s Net to travel west with Maximilian she'd
barely been able to sit ahorse without falling to an ungracious heap on the ground.

“I have had many months' practice sincethen, Garth.” 1shbel paused. “ And, please, call melshbd. | amn
sorry | ever sngpped at you for being too familiar.”

Thewarinessin Garth' seyesrelaxed fractiondly. “1shbe, then.”

Helapsed into silence, and for afew minutesthey rode in an increasingly awkward quiet.
“Has Maximilian told you—" Ishbel began.

“Y es. He spent last night with Egalion and mysdlf. Ishbel, what atae. |...had noidea...”
“Y ou must think poorly of me”

“No. Not at all. Not now having heard so much of who Maxel isand will be, and of who you areand
were, and of how the both of you were manipulated by so many around you. Vorgus...l had noidea...|
cannot believe how Maxe has not taken aknifeto him. And Lister, and what he did to you...Ishbdl, it
has been atragedy.” He thought amoment. “ And the grester tragedy isthat you and Maxel are now
edtranged.”

Estranged, thought Ishbel. Such a gtiff word for what has happened between us.

And how ingppropriate, she thought, with alittle start of self-redization. Currently she and Maximilian
were at their least “ estranged.” They’ d been far more estranged when they’ d shared abed and a

marriage.

She gave ashrug as her only answer.

“Y ou know that once | was opposed to your marriage,” Garth said.

Ishbel gave anod.

“l wish...” Garth said, then trailed off. “Thisisvery awkward,” hefinished.

Ishbel looked at him &t that. 1 had thought you would didike me even more once Maxe had told his



tde”
“No,” hesaid. “It has made me see, made me wish, that you and Maxel—"

“It won't happen, Garth. Too much has gone wrong between us. There has been too much tragedy. No
onesurvivesthat.”

“Y ou and he should—"

“No, Garth. No. It is better theway itisnow.” Ishbel smiled wryly. “We have never got on so well, or so
honestly, as when we are good friends working together toward a single cause rather than lovers or
spouses. At least we can be at peace thisway.”

Garth thought that “at peace’ didn’t quite manage to describe either Ishbel or Maximilian right now, but
helet it pass. He did not want to interfere. Whatever happened was up to the gods.

“| spoke with Ravennathismorning,” Garth said.
“Ah.”

“I thought at the time that she has changed so much, but then, after somereflection, | wondered if she
had changed at dl. | don’t know. She was so unknowable even asagirl, and so determined alwaysto
get her ownway.” Hefel slent again. “Whatever friendship that once was between us has gone, | think.”

Ishbel didn’t respond to that.
“I fed for Venetia,” said Garth. “Sheisawoman | admire greetly.”

“I have had little to do with her,” said Ishbel, “but from my few brief meetings, yes, | think I would like
her, too. | cannot believe she could have a daughter like Ravenna. Who on earth did she choose asthe
father?’

Garth gave afunny haf smile. “I think Ravenna sfather ismy father. We re hdf-brother and sster.”
Ishbel stared at him. She opened her mouth to say something, then shut it again.

“I cannot be sure,” said Garth, “but my father has aways been awvkward and secretive about
Venetia—and she about him. | think that when he was younger, he must have goneto Venetiato talk
with her about her herbal cures, and she seduced him, perhaps, much as Ravenna seduced Maxd, but
without the ulterior motive.”

“Ulterior motive?’ Ishbd said.

“Ishbdl ... Ravenna said something to me this morning. She said that she had conceived the child not to
trap Maxe, but to save Elcho Faling.” Should Maximilian refuse to see Ishbel for what she truly was, but
this Garth did not say.

Ishbel sighed. “ Garth, | do not wish to speak about Ravenna s child.”

“I’'m sorry, Ishbel.” Garth thought of the child Ishbel had lost, and both her and Maximilian’ s distress
over it. Ravennd s pregnancy could not be easy for Ishbd. | fed | should also apologize for Ravenna.”

“Y ou have no need to gpologize for her, Garth!”

“Nonethe ess, someone hasto, and it was | who involved her in Maximilian'slifein thefirst instance. Oh



gods, Ishbdl, | can't believe he dept with her!”
Ishbel laughed at the affront in hisvoice. “I had thought that you’ d sympathize with her.”

Garth shook his head. “ Ravenna has ever been her own person.” He glanced at I1shbd. “| was quite
desperatdy in love with her mysdf, you know, when we were young.”

“Then you had alucky escape. Particularly if sheis, asyou think, your haf-sister.”
Helaughed, and they looked at each other.
“I think we might befriends, Ishbdl,” Garth said.

“That would be ardief, Garth. Y ou are too likeable for me to be bothered trying to maintain adidike of
yw.”

They shared asmile, then looked around at the sound of hoofbegats behind them. Maximilian rode up,
pulling his horsein on the other sde of 1shbd’s.

“No knives?” hesaid.
“No knives,” Garth and Ishbel said as one, and they shared another smile.

They chatted about inconsequentia things, before Ishbel findly asked Maximilian where Lister and
Vorgtus were within the column.

“Far enough away that | cannot seethem,” Maximilian said, somewhat shortly.

“Lister cameto seemelast night,” Ishbel said. “To makefriends, | think. | don’t know. Maybe to gauge
my residua loyaty. Perhgpsto tell me what he thought | ought to be doing.”

“Morelikely thelatter,” Maximilian said. He glanced at the satchd tied to the back of Ishbel’ssaddle.
“Have you touched the crown?’

“Yes” sadIshbd. “Itisagrimthing.” She shot him alook, and abrief smile. “It had atalk with me.”

“I don't want to know what it said,” said Maximilian. Then he, too, smiled. “ Strange. | didn’t hear you
run screaming from your tent at the sound of itsvoice.”

“Weadl change, Maxd.”

“Aye, wedll change.” Now Maximilian looked a Garth. “ And what think you of Vorstus, my friend?
Y ou were close, once.”

“A long time ago, Maxel,” Garth said. “ Asonce Ravennaand | were. Asyou said, we dl change” He
paused, thinking. “1 am almost not surprised to hear he has been so duplicitous and so manipulative.
Frankly, Maxd, I’d set the pair of them to digging out the latrine ditches each night when we make
camp.”

All three amiled, and the shared amusement gave Garth the encouragement to ask something that had
been feeding his curiosity ever snce Maximilian had told him I1shbel was, in fact, the Archpriestess of the
Call.

“Ishbel,” he said, “when first Maximilian received news of the Cail’ s offer of anew bride, no onetruly
knew what to think about you.”



“I am sure you are being very diplomatic, Garth,” said Ishbel.

“Weadl advised Maxd againgt you,” said Garth. “We thought you’ d be nothing but trouble. But Vorstus
argued that Maxdl would know if you were a priestess of the Coil, because you were sure to be marked.
But...Maxd has mentioned no mark...and he said he did not know for certain that you were amember
of the Coil—let doneits archpriestess—until he found you in Sakkuth.”

Hel€ft the question unasked, but dangling in the air between them.
“I can assureyou,” said Ishbd, “that Maxd looked for it. Very diligently.”
She paused, enjoying the moment, keeping her eyes ahead.

“Hejust didn't look in quite theright place,” she said eventudly, a smile taking any sting out of her
words. “And he' slost his chance now.”

Further up the column, the soldier Rimmert rode his horse up to join Insharah’s.

“Thereis degp unhappiness, my lord,” Rimmert said to Insharah. * Every man among us wonderswhy we
continue on thisroad to Elcho Faling, when we' d be doing more good further south.”

“Enough, Rimmert.”

Rimmert studied Insharah. The man’ s voice had lacked conviction, and Rimmert noted that therewere
deep lines of worry and deeplessness about his eyes.

“What are we doing here, Insharah?’ Rimmert said, lapsing back into old familiarity. “ Thereisword that
Armat has consolidated hisforcesto the east, and even now prepares to march south to |sembaard.”

“Rimmert—"

“That word, Insharah, has spread like wildfire throughout the troops. Armat is acting, while...here?’
Rimmert spat to one sde. “We are merdy riding toward some vague glory. | don’t know. | just don't
know, Insharah. Elcho Falling has nothing to do with us, while the fate of 1sembaard and our families has
everything to do with us. Everyone believes we would be better south than—"

“Enough, Rimmert!”

Rimmert gave Insharah along, hard look. “ Tonight fully one hundred thousand men are going to
desert...if ‘desart’ istheright term to abandon aman and cause to which we owe no loydty. | will be
with them. It isyour choice, Insharah, whether you dlow usto go, whether you dert Axis...

“Or whether you join us”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
| sembaard

| saiah stood, stretching out his muscles and looking around him. It had been two days now sincehe'd
discovered Hereward and the Book of the Soulenai.

Both had complicated everything.



He' d wanted to continue further south, surveying the damage that had been done to 1sembaard (and to
his river), and discovering what had happened to Kanubal and to the pyramid.

In the latter case, Isaiah now had avery clear idea of what had happened to Kanubai, and had no need
to travel south to investigate what had happened to the pyramid.

It was coming north with supernatura strides, coming to talk to him.

Isaiah could not have moved in any case. Shortly after he handed the Book of the Soulenai back to
Hereward, Skraglings had begun to congregate nearby.

Not close, perhaps fifty paces away, but within hours thousands upon thousands of the wraiths had
encircled them. Still, silent, hunched on the ground staring with their greet silvered orbs hanging from their
dog faces.

They dlowed Isaiah and Hereward to vigit the riverboat on two occasions to retrieve some supplies, but
would not alow them to move any greater distance from their small camp by the Sde of the glassed river.

Isaiah knew their purpose was to keep him there for the One' svist.
The One. The physica manifestation of mathematica perfection, as once worshipped by the Magi?

The wait was troublesome, not merely because |saiah was highly wary of any confrontation between
himsalf and the One—did it want to negotiate with him or destroy him?—but aso because of Hereward.

Isaiah did not like her very much, and she, so far as he understood, loathed him. She aso perplexed him,
for he did not know how to treat her. Hislife asa Tyrant had been spent dealing with generals and
soldiers, with nobles, with legends and heroes. The daves and servants a his paace of Aghat had been
al but invisbleto him. Isaiah had dedlt with his palace chamberlain—he knew the man’sname, and he
knew some of the man’ slife beyond his role as chamberlain—but as for the others who served him, and
who dipped in and out of the shadows of the palace...he had no idea.

He' d recognized Hereward' s face when first he' d seen her, so Isaiah knew he' d seen her about the
palace—she d very likely served both him and Ishbe within his private chambers—but she' d made no
impression.

Kitchen steward?

He stretched the musclesin his back, then decided to it down, and perhaps engage the woman in some
conversation.

Anything to relieve the tension of waiting for the One,

“Y ou worked directly under the paace chamberlain?’ Isaiah said, trying to keep hismild didikefor the
woman out of hisvoice.

Hereward, who had been looking at the book in her 1ap, now raised her gazeto his. “Yes. | reported to
him. | organized dl the medlsin the palace, from what appeared on your breakfast platter to what the
daves scavenged in the stables, and supervised the kitchens.”

“Animportant role then. | must thank you.”
“If you must. | carenot.”

Isaiah sighed. “Hereward. | can apologize again if you like. | am sorry that—"



“Oh for gods sakes, Isaiah. Y ou' re just uncomfortable talking to someone who is so far beneath you.
Leaveit.”

|saiah was sordly tempted to “just leaveit,” but Hereward was by now becoming a seriousirritation.

“Not everyone hastime to take every dave under their wing and offer them endless kindness and
compassion, Hereward.”

“l wasnot adavel”

“My migtake.” No mistake at dl. If she'd held such an important role within the palace then she could
never have been adave, but, asirritated and apprehensive as he was, Isaiah couldn’t res s taking the
timeto needle her.

They sat sllently for some minutes, each careful not to look at the other, before Hereward finally spoke.
“What is happening, Isaiah? Our world is destroyed—do you not owe me some explanation?’

“ Ancient demons and gods are risen, Hereward. I’'m sorry, it is probably too much for you to takein, so
I'—"

“Oh, you are atrue bastard, aren’'t you! Everyone not of your own nobility isadimwitted ass whom you
can safely ether ignore or pity. None of you care one jot for anyone beneath you!”

“That’ s not true, Hereward. We—"
“Don't lieto me. Tel me, did Ezekid take hisfamily north with him?With your invason?’

|saiah was disorientated by the sudden question. “Ezekid? Ah...yes, histhree sonswere with the
invason and | believe hiswife and daughters traveled with the convoy aswell.”

“Not dl hisdaughters, Isaiah.”
113 %rryl?l

“| am Ezekid’ s daughter, got on adave one drunken night....and left to die while those born of anoble
mother were taken north to revel in the glories and riches of victoriousinvasion.”

“By the gods, your well of bitternessis bottomless!”

Hereward' sjaw clenched and she looked away. “All | want to do isget away fromyou,” shesaid. “All |
want isto get to some kind of safety, and live somekind of life. If | can’'t havethat, thendl | want isto
die. Damnit. Damnit! Take thisbook, Isaiah, and do with it what you want! Just let me go.”

She got to her feet and threw the book at 1saiah, who caught it awkwardly. “Let me go,” she said again.
“Itisnot | keeping you here, Hereward.”

Hereward stared about at the distant circle of Skraglings. Eventually she lowered her face into her hands
and turned her back to Isaiah.

He sighed, and looked down theriver.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

M y lord, Commander Insharah wishesto speak with you.” Maximilian paused with the razor hafway
down his cheek, looking up a Doyle.

The man had asomewhat cynica smile on hisface.

“Send himin, Doyle. Thank you.”

As soon as Doyle had turned away, Maximilian looked back to the mirror, staring at hisreflection.
He was amazed |nsharah had stayed aslong as he had.

Insharah ducked insde the tent, and Maximilian resumed his careful shaving. “Y es?’

“My lord,” Insharah began, then stopped.

“Sit down, Insharah. Thereisno need to—"

“I would prefer to remain standing, my lord.”

Maximilian gave adight shrug.

“I have been speaking with some of the men,” Insharah said. “ Thereistrouble.”

“Thereisdwaystrouble,” said Maximilian, putting the razor down and wiping hisface clean of sogp with
atowd. “Definethis particular trouble, if you please.”

Insharah took a deep breath. “Many of the men are going to desert tonight, my lord. Tens of thousands,
but there may well be more.”

Maximilian quirked an eyebrow at him, but did not spesk.

“They are so worried about their families,” said Insharah. * And about what is happening back in
Isembaard. We—"

“1 know, Insharah,” Maximilian said.

“My lord,” Insharah said, “ many of the men, mysdlf included, have been having nightmares. Dreamsthat
are not true dreams, showing us our familiesin terrible plight—"

“They are dreams sent by awitch,” Maximilian said.
“They arereflections of our troubled consciences,” said Insharah.
“Y ou want to join those leaving,” Maximilian said.

Insharah hesitated, then gave aterse nod. “I have awife and children in Isembaard. At Aghat.” Again he
paused. “Not everyone wantsto leave, my lord,” Insharah said. “Many will stay, and follow you to Elcho
Fdling”

“Redly? How many?’
“Perhgpsten thousand,” Insharah said, very quietly.

“Out of what? A quarter of amillion?’



“I am sorry, my lord. | don't know what | can say to—"

“Y ou don't need to make mefed better, Insharah.” Maximilian paused, thinking, the fingers of one hand
tapping on the top of his shaving table. “Insharah, move among the army and tell the men that whoever
wantsto isfreeto leaveto follow his conscience. They can take what stores they need—I ask only that
you leave enough stores and spare horses for mysdlf and my party, my Emerald Guard, and whoever
decidesto remain with me. | ask aso that you respect the land and the peoples you move through once
you do leave. The Outlanders have done you no wrong, and | would not have you wrong them.”

“You arejust going to let usgo?’ said Insharah. “ Just like that?”

“Yes | am.”

“Maximilian’ sforces abandon him,” Ravennasaid. “What is he doing, to so let them go?’

She sat with Lister and Vorstusin the tent they used. It was small, but it had agood brazier, and they dl
sat about it, staring into itswarmth.

“lshbd isthe canker,” Ravennasaid.

Lister tipped hishead asif agreeing, but he wasn't ready to hegp dl the blame on Ishbel’ shead. He
thought Maximilian deserved to shoulder afair weight of it, too.

What was the man doing to allow the mgjority of hisarmy to defect? Did he not know that sooner or
later an army of horror was going to seethe up from the south?

“What should we do?’ Ravenna said.

“Watch,” said Ligter, “and wait. Yes, yes, | know you want to act, but | would prefer to hear news of
Isaiah and what awaits us from the south first.”

Ravennalooked between Vorstus and Ligter. “How much faith do you have remaining in Maximilian?
“Not agreat ded,” Vorstus said. “Wethink that 1shbel may have been avast error on our part.”

Then, asone, both Lister and VVorstus looked at Ravenna

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

| sembaard

| saiah sat and watched Hereward deeping. She was deeply adeep, her entire body relaxed, her mouth
dightly open, her face so tranquil 1saiah thought it dmaost looked pretty.

The book lay &t her side.
Isaiah looked &t it for avery long time before he leaned over and gently did it away from her.

He more than thought Hereward would have sprung awake as he took the book, but she dept on, and
|saiah settled himself with the book in hislap.

They'dlitasmdl fireearlier, and it ill flickered enough that he could read the list of chapters.



They weredl the same.
What the river god needed to do to save the land.
Isaiah sat with his eyes on the book for some time, then he raised hisface to look around.

There must be, he thought, a hundred thousand Skraelings encircling them now. They were hunkered
down on the ground, their slvery eyes noting his and Hereward' s every movement, their tonguesolling
from their mouths. From time to time one of them would whisper, or whine, but they made no movein
their direction.

Isaiah looked to the south. He could fed the One moving closer. He would arrive within the day, and
Isaiah felt his omach turn over with the nausea of fear.

What did the Onewant? To kill him? To chat?
Evenif Isaiah had wanted to, there was no escape.

He returned his attention to the book, and turned the page to the first (and only) story: What the river god
needed to do to save the land.

It was not very long, and Isaiah read it in only afew minutes.
He closed the book, hisface expressonless, histhoughtsin turmoail.

Finally, after dmost an hour of sitting completely ill, he did afinger under the cover, opening avery
dight gap into the pages, then he whispered a phrase in astrange guttura language.

For amoment, nothing. Then there was amovement among the black braids that hung about his
shoulders, and asmal green frog crept down hisarm, hesitated on his hand, then dipped inside the book.

Another one followed, then another, and soon score after score of frogs were emerging from Isaiah’s
braids and moving over his shoulder and down his arm to vanish into the book.

Eventually, it was done. Isaiah closed the book and did it back close to Hereward.

It was very dark by now, and he did not think that the Skraglings had seen the frogs crawling over his
arm and hand into the book.

He hoped not.

Isaiah and Hereward dept.

There was amovement at the edge of theriver. A rat, unbelievably, crawled out from the glassriver asif
it had been mere water. He crept close to the deeping couple, his eyes keeping careful watch on the
encircling hordes of Skradlings, even though he was certain they could not see nor otherwise perceive
him.

Therat did not pause to study ether Isaiah or Hereward. Instead he moved straight to the Book of the
Soulenai. The rat paused as he reached the book, then reached out aforefoot and touched the cover

gently.
A moment passed, then the rat edged up the cover and, with awriggle, dipped inside the book.



The cover of the book sank back down flat, and all was till.

To the south the One strode out, drawing closer to Isaiah and Hereward.

Hisface was st directly north, but his thoughts were e sewhere—to the northeast, where he could sense
the Ledlfast aiding |sembaardians to flee through the Salamaan Pass.

Bingaled. It was Bingaled who led the Ledlfast contingent at the Salamaan Pass.

Good. The One knew that Bingalea was the most committed to the idea of abandoning the Ledlfast’s
loyalty to the Lord of Elcho Falling. Whatever Bingalea decided, the rest of the Ledfast would accept,
sooner or |ater.

Once he'd had hisfun with Isaiah, then Bingaled awaited and the trap for Maximilian Peramius could be
St

How long did the last of the Persmius mages haveto live? A few weeks at the most.

And then...then everything on thisland—every animd, every flower, every soul—could be absorbed into
Infinity.

The One began to sing, hisrich voice echoing over the landscape, and he sang of the nightmare of
Infinity.

[ Part Three]
CHAPTER ONE
The Central Outlands

D oyou know what | believe, Axis?’ Georgdi said asthey rode their horses eastward in an easy
loose-reined amble. 1 think you are enjoying this freedom so much that you are secretly pleased the
Ledfast haven't spotted so much as agenerd’ swhisker in the days snce we ve left Maximilian.”

Axisgrinned. “Asareyou, Georgdi. Y ou Outlanders are never happier than when roaming your
country’ svast planswith no destination in sght.”

“It would be better,” said Georgdi, “if there were no Isembaardiansin sght, either.”

He suddenly redlized what he’ d said, and looked at their companion in some consternation. “ Present
company excepted, of course, Zeboath.”

“No offensetaken,” said Zeboath. The young physician had been traveling with the Isembaardian army
ever gnceit had left Sakkuth so many months previoudy. He' d not had much to do, apart from splint the
occasiona broken bone from campfire brawls, and now reveled in the chanceto travel in amuch smdler
unit with Axis—as once they had when they’ d escorted I shbel from the FarReach Mountains down to
Aghat.

“It cannot be easy for you,” Zeboath continued, “to see such vast numbers of foreigners suddenly move
through your land.”

“I don’'t have much say in the matter,” Georgdi said.



The conversation lagged, and the three men rode in silence for awhile. Their men rode in aloose column
behind them, rdaxing in the late winter sunshine.

The Ledfast had seen nothing of the generdsin the days since Axis had left the main army. There had
been asingleincident afew days previoudy, one of the Ledlfast being dightly injured by acollisonwith a
bird while investigating asmall column of Isembaardian soldiers, but no sign of the generas.

Wéll, no physica sign, but there were signsthat they were active. The Lealfast had reported to Axisthat
troops were massng near Margalit, which was amost certainly due to one or more of the generals
influence. Axis had sent word back to Maximilian, but until he could see for himsdf—and hewas at least
aweek away from the larger troop congregations—he wanted to take no action.

Axiswas aso having some doubt about the Ledfast.

He d had gnawing doubts ever since Eleanon and Inardle had shown him the origin of their people,
mainly centered about the why of the Ledfast’ s gpparent devotion to Maximilian. Added to these doubts
were now grave reservations about their fighting ability. He'd tried to talk to Eleanon about the Ledfast’s
experience, with no luck. He'd tried to draw out the Lealfast man on tactics.

With no luck.

Whatever Axistried to discuss, Eleanon evaded. Axisthought that evasion was what the man was best
a.

Axisfdt asif hishandsweretied. If he pushed, he was afraid he might dienate the prickly Ledfast so
greatly that they would abandon Maximilian dtogether, and Axiswas not sure Maximilian could afford to
losethem.

Wil at least he wasriding with them now, if aday or two behind their forward units.

At least he was closer, if something should go awry.

Eleanon drifted with hisfighters, looking for Armat, although in truth his heart was not in the search. As
each day, amost each hour, passed, Eleanon grew more resentful at Axis' attitude, even though it was
little more than he had expected from the StarMan. Axis kept probing and jibing, and Eleanon just
withdrew deeper into his defensive arrogance.

He communicated alittiewith Bingded. Asyet Bingaed had heard nothing from the One, but he had
met some of the roving parties of Skraelings who told him that the One was a great god who thought the
Skradlings his true servants and would reward them, once he had consolidated his power over dl lands,
by making them hisfavored counsdors. Naturdly riches and much free meset aso festured in the
Skradings tales of just how the One would eventualy reward them.

It irritated Eleanon that the Skraglings had such contact with the One and the Ledlfast asyet did not. The
dark spire was too dangerous to use while Axis watched Eleanon so closdly and while the marsh witch
Ravennawas out scrying for power to fuel her own ambitions.

The One surely understood that the Skraglings were vile creatures, useful only for the massterror they
could generate, while the Lealfast could be much better partnersin the One' s quest for power.

Surdly.



Eleanon wished he were in Isembaard. This entire journey north to Maximilian Persmius had been dl but
useless. Maximilian was weak and could not give the Ledfast what they needed.

He should be south.

South was dmost certainly where lay the Ledfast’ sfuture.

CHAPTER TWO

| sembaard, and the Outlands

| saah?

Hewoke, springing almost ingtantly into full wakefulness. How had he dept so long? It was midmorning
dready.

“What isit?’ he asked.

“The Skraglingsaren’t looking at us anymore.”

He blinked at her, not understanding, then looked at the Skraglings.
They weredl staring south.

“Shetzah!” Isaiah muttered.

“What isit?’

“The One comes. The pyramid made...well, made of whatever fleshitis, | suppose. Hereward, | don’t
know what will happen. | will do my best for you.”

Hereward s eyeswelled with tears, surprising Isaiah.

He hesitated, then rested ahand on her shoulder, only to have her shrug it off.

“I just want to get out of here, Isaiah. | just want...”

Shedidn’t finish, but she didn’t need to.

| just want to live,

“I' will do my best for you,” 1saiah repeated, wishing he had something better to say.

Hereward wiped her eyes, then nodded at the Skradlings. “Look.”

The Skragling throng was dowly shuffling gpart by the glassed river, opening up an avenue to the south.

Isaiah glanced at the book—it waslying by Hereward' s feet—then |ooked down the newly formed
avenue.

Something was coming.
It was ill afew hundred paces away, but Isaiah could just make it out.

A man-shaped figure, but one formed by what appeared to be gleaming blue-green glass.



Hereward took a step closer to Isaiah, and he thought she must truly be scared to want to stand so close.

Strangdly, given their mutua didike, he was very glad of her presence. Hereward would be usdlessin any
confrontation between the One and himself, but at |east she was there, providing the comfort of another
warm, living person.

The Skraelings had begun to whisper, alow, hissng, undulating mumble of adulation.
A shiver ran down Isaiah’ s spine.

The One drew closer, and | saiah could make out its features. It had assumed the form of ahandsome
man with astrong nose and piercing eyes, and I saiah recognized its featuresinstantly.

The pyramid had taken the physical aspect of Boaz, the Magus who had once thought to destroy it.
Boaz, Maximilian’ skinsman and Ishbel’ s ancestor.

Then Isaiah’ s eyes were caught by something trailing a pace or two behind the One, and hiseyes
widened in shock.

It wasasmall, red kitten, gamboling along asif it didn’'t have acarein theworld.
Feed the pretty kitten, the Book of the Soulenai had said.

Thekitten was so incongruous, and so bizarre, that 1saiah had difficulty dragging his eyes away fromit. It
darted thisway and that, enjoying itsalf hugely, chasing an insect here, an airborne speck of dust there.

Then it suddenly redlized its master had walked too far ahead, and it sped forward, batting at the One's
ankleswith its paws.

I saiah managed to drag his eyes back to the One, who wasignoring the kitten. He was very close now,
and Isaiah could see the glow of the pulsating golden pyramid within the creature s tranducent breast: he
had the Infinity Chamber for aheart.

“Wel met, Isaiah,” said the One, coming to ahalt afew paces away. Hisvoice was strong and rich,
surprising Isaiah, who had expected something uglier.

Instead, hisvoice was dmost hypnotic inits beauty.

Hereward had by now crept so close to Isaiah that she was pressed againgt hisside, and he put an arm
about her shoulders.

|saiah doubted very much that ether of them were going to get out of thisalive.

“I'm not going to kill you,” said the One. “Not if you do as| wish. Shdl we sit?’

“I know who and what you are,” the One said to Isaiah, once they sat in an awkward little circle on the
riverbank.

Thekitten was playing afew paces distant, just at the corner of Isaiah’svison, and hefound it irritatingly
digracting.

He wondered what its purpose was.



“Weater or river god, tyrant, meddler, cal yoursdlf what you will,” the One said. “It is of no matter to me.
All I need from you isto ddliver amessage for me.”

A message. Not degth, then.
“Andyou?’ sad Isaiah. “What should | call you? Kanubai?’

“I am not Kanubai, aswell you know,” said the One. “Kanubai is dead. Used and useful, but very dead.
Now | wak. | am the One. | have no name save for theindivisible.

“Now,” the One continued, not giving I saiah a chance to respond, “you will deliver amessageto
Maximilian Peramius”

“Asyouwill,” said Isaiah. “A messageis easy enough. But will you not tell me of your purpose? Why itis
that you have chosen to wake from your pyramid and walk? Why you have chosen to murder thisland
andriver?’

The One amiled. Histeeth were completely trand ucent, and I saiah could see the green swell of the
cresture stongue through them. “My land and river now. No longer yours, in any measure. And how
have | murdered it? | have merdly turned it to my own will.”

The One stone changed as he spoke, becoming infinitely more threatening, and so Isaiah inclined his
head, deciding to deflect the creature’ sanger. “Asyou will. Will you tell us the message you wish
Hereward and mysdlf to deliver to Maximilian?’

“Y ou are going to ddiver the message to Maximilian Persmiusfor me, Isaiah. Hereward' sfateis not
yoursto decide.”

Isaiah saw Hereward turn her head and stare at him, terrified, and he hoped she would keep silent.

Hereward said nothing. She dropped her eyesto her hands clasped in her 1ap, and Isaiah now found
himsdlf irritated that she had kept her silence.

“Maximilian and Ishbdl,” said the One, “are committed to my destruction. It isin their blood. So | need
you to ddiver to them thismessage.”

The Onetook adeep breath, and Isaiah found himsdlf fascinated by the movement of the glass of his
chest. It looked very pliable, dmost soft, and Isaiah wondered if it was warm to the touch.

“Maximilian Peramius,” said the One, “and Ishbd Brunelle Persmius areto bring to me, at Sakkuth—"
Isaiah kept hisface impassive, but the choice of meeting place puzzled him. Sakkuth?

“—three objects. They areto bring the Weeper. They areto bring to me the Goblet of the Frogs. And
they areto bring to me the crown of Elcho Falling.”

“Or...7 Issish sad.

The One amiled, very tight, very cold, and there was a brief gleam in hisblack eyes. “Ah, inthe‘or’ lies
the rub, doesit not?’

Bingalea stood on the plains between Hairekeep and the entrance to the Salamaan Pass. Thousands
upon thousands of | sembaardians continued to stream into the Pass, hoping to escape from the



destruction of their homeland. Some of his companions had reported to Bingaled earlier in the day that
there was a massive wave of Skradlings sweeping through Sakkuth. Soon they would be moving
northeast toward the Salamaan Pass.

The reports had also said that there was not much left of Sakkuth.

The Isembaardians had generally accepted the Ledfast’ s attemptsto aid them. The Lealfast were, after
al, better than what lay behind them. Most of the refugees were completely benumbed. All they could
think of was that they needed to get beyond the FarReach Mountainsinto safety.

Bingded did not know how “safe’ the Outlands would prove. He was not sure if the Skraglings would
stop at the Salamaan Pass, or if they’ d just continue to surge through.

And if they did? What then?
Inthe end, Bingded did not care overmuch. What he wastruly interested in lay much further south.

All he wanted was the chance to exploreit. He wondered, not for the first time, if he should abandon the
Isembaardians and fly down to DarkGlass Mountain.

But every time this thought crossed his mind, something stopped him. Some deep ingtinct told him that
flying south to the pyramid was ausdess exercise.

It was coming north to meet him.

Far to the north, in the Central Outlands, Bingaedl’ s brother, Eleanon, led alarge sortie of Ledlfast
toward a column of soldiers some five thousand strong marching northwestward.

The Isembaardian column was led by the renegade generd Armat, in full view of the forward-flying
Lealfast scouts.

“If Maximilian and 1shbel do not bring methese objects” said the One, “1 will invade their lands with
such horror that—"

“They will resst you,” said Isaiah.
“Ah, | was s0 afraid that you would say that,” the One said. “It might get very messy, yes?’
Again, that frightful, cold smileand the brief gleamin hisobsdian eyes.

“They will not refuse,” said the One. 1 am, Isaiah, going to build acurse on their future. It isnot a“might
be curse itisaredity. Theingant | build it, their future has dtered. Watch, Isaiah, and see what Infinity
can dowhenitisroused.”

The One lifted ahand. “Watch,” he said, “the power of the One.”

“Armat!” the scout reported back to Eleanon. “Armat!”

“Where?’ Eleanon said. He, and the other Ledfast with him, were traveling on the air, dmost invisble.



“A haf hour sflight to the east,” said the scout. * He' sleading a column of some five thousand men to the
northwest, perhapsto try to intercept Maximilian' sforce.”

“Perhaps.” Eleanon wondered why Armat had chosen to show his hand now.
“I'll fly onto the StarMan,” the scout said, “and tell him what we' ve seen.”
“No,” said Eleanon. “Wait.”

He stopped, thinking. Wasit atrap on Armat’s part? And if it was, what should he do? If hewas
sensible, Eleanon should tdll the scouts to keep an eye on the column while he relayed the intelligence to
AXis

If hewassengble...

But “being sengble’ stuck in Eleanon’s craw. Axisdidn’t think much of him, and neither did Maximilian,
who, Eleanon was only too well aware, had sent Axis on thismission to test the L ealfast.

Why not do what Axis and Maximilian assumed he woul d? Something foolish. It waswhat Bingaled had
counsd ed—deceive Maximilian and Axisinto thinking that the Ledfast truly were nothing but arrogant
foolishness. Thiswould be the perfect opportunity, but, oh, how it irritated Eleanon that for the moment
Maximilian and Axis should have their egotistical suspicions confirmed.

Stll...it would postion the Ledfast splendidly for the future.

Eleanon’ s thoughts churned; he was aware that the scout waited impatiently. If he did what Maximilian
and Axis expected, then he would have the freedom to journey south without raising their suspicionsand
confirmin their mindsthat the Ledfast were usdess asfighters—but, oh, the price. ..

“Eleanon? Should | fly onto Axis StaeMan?’

“We can handlethis” Eleanon said, the bottom of his ssomach dmost falling out of hisbelly as he made
his decision. “We are tens of thousand strong, and far superior to five thousand |sembaardian soldiers.
We have the advantage of near invishility and of height. They’Il never know what hit them. We'll capture
Armat, then tell the StarMan.”

The scout regarded Eleanon for a brief moment, then nodded his head. “ Asyou will.”
“Then lead on. Show usthisgenerd.”

Thisdecison would kill hundreds of Ledfast, perhaps thousands, but Eleanon justified it to himself on the
groundsthat it would position the Led fast the better to ultimately betray Elcho Faling. He also promised
himself that he would personaly murder Axisfor what this day would bring.

Today’ sblood would be Axis' fault, not Eleanon’s, and Axiswould one day pay for it.

The Onetraced hisfinger through the air, green trails of light following in itswake. Within moments he
had drawn a perfect outline of apyramid that stood about the third of the height of aman. Onceit was
completed, helaid his hands upon the pyramid, drew it before hisface, and closed his eyes.

Light flared briefly, then the One guided the pyramid down to the ground in the center of their circle. It
was now clothed in blue-green glass, capped with gold—a perfect representation of DarkGlass
Mountain.



“Rather more beautiful than the spires you used to contact your friend Lister, eh?’ said the One.

Isaiah was fedling progressively more uneasy. He glanced at Hereward. Her face was white and drawn,
and |saiah wondered if his own looked much better.

The One was toying with them, and Isaiah sensed that very soon the One would grow tired of the game
and move graight into horrifying practicdlities.

“Thereisno longer aquestion of what will happen if Maximilian and Ishbel refuse to bring me the objects
| dedire,” the Onesaid. “The cursel am about to build shal be aredity. It will happen. The only question
iswhether or not | can be persuaded to destroy the curse before it does too much damage. But see, |
have not yet finished.”

His voice strengthened, became harsh and sharp, like the sound of the cold wind whistling over the
griking sword.

“Do you fed the power | now widld, Isaiah? Can you recognize it?’

Isaiah jerked his head in assent, so overwhelmed by the power that now throbbed about the circle that
he dared not speak.

“Nameit!” hissed the One.

“The...” Isaiah swallowed and tried again. “It isa power made of the blood of Maximilian and Ishbel’s
daughter, of the blood of her death, and of the power of Infinity, which you touch.”

“Very good, Isaiah. | needed you to recognize the power | use so that you can later vouch for the
veracity of thiscurse”

The Onelifted his hands and ran them lightly down two sides of the pyramid, from cap to base.

Isaiah and Hereward both gasped. Asthe One' s hands traveled down the glass, so it became trand ucent
and they could see within.

A man and awoman lay on agreat bed. They were naked.

“Maximilian,” said the One, looking at Isaiah. “And Ishbel. Y es?’

“Yes” Isaah sad rluctantly.

The Onewaved ahand at the pyramid and what it contained. “ Thiswill be, Isaiah. Understand that.”
“Maxd and Ishbd no longer—"

“Thiswill be, Isaiah! Understand that!”

Isaiah gave ajerk of his head.

“Good. Then witness herewith my curseon Ishbel,” said the One. “When Maximilian Persmius
succumbs to her blandishments and beauty and once more dides the ring of the Queen of Elcho Faling
on her finger, and dides his own flesh into her body, then so shall sorrow and despair envelop Elcho
Faling and dl it touches”

The On€' s voice became increasingly stronger and harsher as he spoke, hiswords faling over
themselves, and Isaiah could feel the One's power binding the curseto Ishbdl.



Within the pyramid, Maximilian did the ring onto Ishbel’ s outstretched finger, and then rose over her
body.

“When Maximilian didesthat ring on her finger,” the One continued, “and once he bears her down to his
bed, then so shdl he marry the Oneto Elcho Falling. | shall becomeitslord, and when | arrive at the
gates of Elcho Falling, so shdl Ishbel crawl forth and surrender to me al the power and might of the
citade of Elcho Faling.”

Ishbel cried out as Maximilian entered her, and clung to his shoulders.
Sheralled her head to one side on the pillow, and for an instant her eyes met those of Isaiah’s.

“And so shdl Ishbel be sorrow’ s midwife,” 1saiah murmured, dmost unaware he spoke doud. “As
Ravennaforetold.”

The One suppressed asmile. Ravenna. She had been so useful. “ Do you recognize the power with which
| have madethis curse, Isaiah?”’

“yes”
“Do you recognizeitsredity?’

“yYes”

“Shdl | make afine Lord of Elcho Faling, do you think?’
Isaiah could not answer.

“Doyou think | shal makeafine Lord of—"

“Yes Yed”

“Maximilian will succumb to Ishbel’ s beauty,” the One said, hisvoice amost soft now. “Y ou know this. |
can seeit in your eyes. And when he does...”

The Onewaved his hand and the pyramid once more turned green, hiding the sight of Maximilian and
Ishbel’ swrithing bodies.

“But,” the One' stone relaxed amogt into genidity, “the curse can be destroyed. That ispossible. All
Maximilian and Ishbel need to do isto bring methe—"

“Youwill kill them,” Issiah said.

“Of course | will, but Elcho Fdling shdl remaininviolate. If they bring to me those three objects, then,
yes, they die, asthey would have medie, but | shdl turn my back on Elcho Faling and return to
DarkGlassMountain. If they ddliver to metheir lives, and those objects which are most precious to them,
then Elcho Falling and al the peoples of the northern kingdoms shdl live. If they do not bring those
objectsto me, and if they try to save their own lives, then the curse remains, and dl shdl fail and fal into
sorrow and ruin.”

Again that casua hand wave over the pyramid, and within the space of abreath it vanished.

“I want you,” said the One, “to take my message back to Maximilian and Ishbel. They are dready
doomed, but | will spare Elcho Falling and the lands and peoples north of the FarReach Mountainsif they
bring to me at Sakkuth that which | desire.”



The One looked at 1saiah’ sface, and he very dowly smiled. “Ah, | can see your thoughts mirrored all
over your desperate face, Isaiah. Y ou think you can get to Maximilian and warn himin time, don't you?
Warn him before he condemns Elcho Falling to my rule? But | am afraid, Isaiah, thereis one other little
disaster | need to tell you about.”

Eleanon circled high above the column of dow-marching men. Armat was clearly visble, riding ahorse at
their head.

Therewas ahorde of Ledfast in the ky, invisble save for that curious graynessthey lent to theair. The
men below had made no indication they redized the presence above them.

It was going to be anightmare, but it was anightmare that would free the Ledfast into their destiny.

Eleanon alowed himsdf amoment of hesitation to reflect on hisdecision, then, mind settled, he gave the
order to attack.

CHAPTER THREE
| sembaard, and the Outlands

Y ou'reapowerful man, Isaiah,” said the One. “ A god. A being many thousands of yearsold.” Hewas
relaxed, dmost happy. It wastimeto have hisfun with Isaiah.

From the corner of his eye Isaiah saw Hereward blink out of her fugue of shock at that piece of
information.

“How would you fed,” continued the One, “if you lost that power, and became as any ordinary mortal?
If you became as...Hereward is.”

“The only meansto remove my power isto kill me,” Isaiah said.

“Not necessarily,” said the One. “'Y ou can aso relinquish that power of your own free will. That won't
kill you.” He paused. “Well, not physicaly.”

“Dedtroy that curse” said Isaiah, “and | will agreeto give up my power.”
“I wasthinking of something alittle more chdlenging for you.”
The Oneraised hisfinger, and Isaiah tensed, thinking he was going to draw another curse.

But at the One' ssignd there was amovement, and two Skraelings appeared out of nowhere behind
Hereward. |saiah started to rise, but found himself suddenly in the grip of two more Skraglings who had
gppeared behind him.

“Y ou may not interfere,” said the One.

Hereward was staring at |saiah; she was hyperventilating, terrified. Each of the Skraglings had one
clawed hand on a shoulder, the other gripping one of her arms.

She struggled, but the Skraelings held Hereward so tight she had no hope of escape.

Now the One nodded at one of the Skraglings, and it shifted its grip on her shoulder alittle so that one



taloned finger did up her collarbone.

Then, without any warning, it sunk the talon deep into her neck so that blood spurted forth and flowed
down her neck.

“Keep your power and shedies,” said the Oneto Isaiah. “Relinquish your power and shelives.”

Isaiah struggled againgt the two Skraglings who held him. He was a powerful man, but the Skraglings
held him eeslly.

Hereward' s chest and belly were now soaked in blood. She stared pleadingly at Isaiah, who il
gruggled futildly.

There were many people for whom Isaiah would not have hesitated.

AXis

Maximilian.

Ishbel.

But Hereward? She was but just one woman, when aready so many had died.
A kitchen steward.

A servant.

And Isaiah would need his power to travel quickly on hisway back to Maximilian. Or to contact him,
through power. To let him know that whatever else, asexua or marital reconciliation with 1shbel was not
agood idea...not in the current circumstances.

And it was going to happen, Isaiah knew that. Ishbd and Maximilian might currently be estranged, but
Isaiah knew that it was only a matter of time before the inevitable occurred.

Gods, gods, if he had to walk north, then it might take him months.
“Hereward...” Isaiah said.

“Please,” she whispered. The Skragling’s claw had now sunk deep into her neck and blood was gurgling
out.

Isaiah could literaly hear it pumping from her body.

“Not enough to kill her,” said the One. “Not quite, not yet, but if you hesitate much longer, Isaiah, sheis
going to be so weakened she will be a serious hindrance to you on your way north to Maximilian and
Ishbel.”

No, thought Isaiah.

“Her lifefor your power,” said the One. “Will you giveit, Isaiah?Will you become amere morta, just for
Hereward s pathetic little life?’

No, thought Isaiah.

“Will you agreeto rdinquish dl your god ahilities, Isaiah, for thelife of aservant?’



No, thought Isaiah.
“Yes” hesad.

The One laughed, and clapped hishands. “Yed” he said, and suddenly avast emptiness consumed
Isaiah asal of hispower drained away.

Gone.
“Good,” said the One, and he waved back the Skraglings.

Theingtant Isaiah felt himsdlf free, he sprang across to Hereward and clamped a hand down hard on her
neck. Her blood was warm and thick, and I saiah could fed the blood vessel pumping under his hand, but
at least the flow of blood had stemmed.

“Feed the pretty kitty,” said the One, and he reached over, scooped afinger through the coagulating
blood on Hereward' s breast, and held the finger out for the kitten to lick.

Everything went bad from the moment thefirst Leafast arrow sped down from the sky.
Firstly, Armat completely disappeared. One heartbesat he was there, the next he was gone.

Secondly, the column of Isembaardian soldiers, gpparently relaxed, unaware, and vulnerable, instantly
swung large oblong shields from their backs and either raised them above their heads or to one side.
Within moments each unit of soldiers was encased within the protection of their shields, which formed
both aroof and walls about them.

The Ledfast arrows bounced away harmlesdy.

Then athird and far more deadly surprise hit the Ledfast.

Arrows. Tens of thousands of them, fired from bowmen hidden in the rocks at the sides of the gully.
The entireforce became visible as Ledfast sarted to fal from the sky.

Eleanon made certain herecelved at least one arrow—to alimb where awound was not critica—then
retreated, sick to his ssomach at the daughter.

It was for the best of the Ledfast Nation, he said to himsdlf. For the best.

“I will take the book,” the One said. “It belongsto me.”
He rose, tucking the Book of the Soulenai under one arm, and regarded Isaiah and Hereward.
“I wishyou joy inyour journey,” the One said. “Please don't forget the message.”

Hetook a step away, then stopped and looked back. “Y our journey north will be as uneventful as| can
makeit. The Skraglingswill not bother you, but neither will you receive much aid. At least not while you
arein lsembaard.”

Again he paused. “Enjoy your mortdity, Isaiah. | am sure Hereward is worth what you have lost.”



And then he was gone, the red kitten gamboling along behind him.

Far to the north, Bingalea had just lifted off in order to fly into the Salamaan Pass to check on the
refugees streaming through, when he heard a shout from behind him.

It was one of the other Ledfast, flying toward Hairekeep.

Behind the Ledfast, perhaps three or four hundred paces distant, was a massive rolling wave of darkness
that stretched hundreds of pacesinto the sky.

It moved at supernatural speed.

Then, twenty pacesfrom Bingaed, it sopped. Oneingant it was hurtling forward, the next ingtant it hung
dill intheair, towering above dl beforeit.

Bingalea took a deep breath. He gestured to the other Lealfast to stay where they were, then he flew
forward dowly, dropping to the ground before the great wave asit hung inthe air.

Thisclose Bingded could seethat it was made of tens of millions of tiny shards of black glass.
He stood watching.

Then, after atime, Bingaled waked forward and stepped into the cloud.

“Isaiah!” Ligter jerked hishorseto ahalt, not caring that Vorstus, and every soldier in the vicinity, was
gaing a him.

“Wait here” Lister snapped to Vorgtus, then kicked his horse into agalop to catch up with Maximilian
near the head of the convoy.

Maximilian had aready pulled his horseto one Sde, waiting for Ligter. “Youfdtit,” hesaid, asLiser
pulled up.

“Isaiahisdead,” Lister said.
“It might be that—"
“Isaiahisdead.”

Maximilian lapsed into silence. His connection with both Isaiah and Lister was a degp, semiconscious
thing. He could fed their presence, their life force, but little else about them.

Now his sense of Isaiah was gone. It had abruptly winked out of existence afew minutes ago.

Helooked at Lister. He had avoided the man as much as possible since he d joined the convoy, didiking
and digruging him.

Lister didn’t fed any better to him now, ether.
If only it had been Lister he' d sent south, not Isaiah!

“We need to talk, Maximilian,” Lister said.



“If wemugt,” Maximilian sad.

CHAPTER FOUR
The Central Outlands

T hefirst Axisknew of the disaster was when Ledlfast began to drop out of the sky about him. Hundreds
of them, thousands, dl wounded to some degree, and many suffering horrendousinjuries.

“What the...” he began, unable for the moment to continue asfirst his, then Zeboath's, horse shied at the
sudden rain of bodies about them.

“Georgdi,” Axis snapped, bringing his horse back under contral, “get the men into defensive formation.
Stars knowswhat isfollowing behind thislot. Zeboath—"

“I’'mmoving,” Zeboath said, in the next moment shouting to his assistants to get out the medica packs.
Axissat hishorsefor the next minute, just watching the Ledlfast land.

How had so many been injured?

What had happened? Had they flown into astorm of arrows?

“Eleanon!” he shouted, then with his power: Eleanon!

“Here,” came avoice behind him, and Axiswheded hishorse, curang asit sumbled over awounded
Ledfad.

Eleanon was standing awkwardly, clutching at one arm, which had a broken-off arrow embedded inits
bicep. Blood stained histunic and one of hislegs.

“Armat,” he began, then wavered alittle on hisfeet, pale and shocked.

Axisjumped down and took two huge strides to reach Eleanon and bury hisfigt in the front of the
Ledfad’stunic.

“What the fuck has happened?’
“Armd..."

“Armat? Armat? What did you do, Eleanon? Line up your entire fighting force against awall so he could
request his men to shoot at their leisure? Oh for the stars' sakes, look there...and there...stars, the
injuries! Eleanon, what the fuck happened?’

Eleanon didn't reply. His expression closed down, asif he were withdrawing deep inside himsdlf, and
Axisassumed it was aresult of hiscombined shock and humiliation.

“Shit,” Axis muttered, pushing Eleanon to one sde as he strode into the mayhem. He bent down to a
Ledfast man who looked merely exhausted rather than wounded. “What happened? For the stars
sakes, will someonetell me what happened?’

“We came upon Armat leading a column of afew thousand men westward from Margdit,” the man said,
his voice weary and utterly devoid of emotion. “We thought we had them. Eleanon ordered an attack—"

“Did he scout first? Check for archers?’



“Wejust didn’t think,” the man said. “Weflew in agroup, straight in, and—"
Axis muttered something so obscene that finally the Ledfast man showed some emotion.

“Our bowmen and women set their arrows to the Isembaardian soldiers,” the man said. “We thought that
we could—"

“Will you stop telling me what you thought you could do, and just tell me what happened?’

“As soon asthefirst of our arrows rained down, the Isembaardians formed a protective turtle with their
shields. Our arrows bounced off harmlesdy.”

And who would have guessed that? Axis thought, growing angrier by the moment. He and Maximilian
had wondered about the Ledfast’ s experience...but thisl AnIcarii child could have commanded better.
“And?’ hesad.

“Then Isembaardian bowmen, thousands of them, stood from their hiding places behind rocksto either
sdeof the gully—"

Axisrubbed at his eyes with one hand. Armat had set histrap well. Had he known the Ledlfast to be so
gullible? Had that been what the earlier incident had been about?

“Weweredl inagroup,” said the Ledfast. “Largdly invisble, dthough our bowmen had to return to their
visble gatein order tofire”

AsBingaed had to do in order to sage the nation on Isaiah, Axisthought. And Armat had been
thereto seeit.

“Tens of thousands of arrows rained into us, StarMan. We...wejust couldn’t escape.”

“Y ou panicked,” Axissaid.

The Ledfast hestated. “Yes” hesad findly, hanging hishead so hedidn’t haveto look at Axis.
“How many dead?’ said Axis. “How many |eft behind?’

Another longer, more awful hestation.

“Maybefive or six thousand dead,” said the man. “Maybe even more. | know somefd| from the skies,
dead from their wounds, on the flight back here. How many left? 1 don’'t know.”

“Oh gars,” Axissaid. He sighed, rested his hand for amoment on the man’s shoulder, then went in
search of Georgdi.

Armat walked dowly through thekilling field, hiseyes cold, but asmal smile curving histhin mouth.
It had been so easy.

A daughter.

Would that dl battleswerelike this.

“What think you, my friend?’ said the softest of voicesto one sde, and Armat glanced at Ravenna's
glamour.



“Elcho Fdling will be ourswithin aweek, if this” he waved ahand contemptuoudy over thefly-riddled
corpses, “isdl Maximilian Peramius can throw &t us”

“Mog of the Isembaardian soldiers haveleft him,” Ravennasaid. “ They are marching to join you. They
cannot be more than afew days away. Maximilian has his Emerald Guard, perhaps some four
thousand—although they are no match for you—and some nine or ten thousand |sembaardians, including
Ezekid, who choseto stay with him. There are some I carii aswell. Nothing much. Maximilian' sforceis
utterly insgnificant compared to what you command. Maximilian cannot stand againgt you, Armat.”

“Will we get to Elcho Fdling before him?’
“Probably not. Heisfar enough ahead of you to get therefirst.”

“He hasthe lighter force to move, too,” Armat said, with some grim humor. “Well, if he getsto that
mountain first then he will have the advantage of agood defensive postion.”

“But you candill...”
“Ohyes. | can‘dill.” If hismagicisn't too powerful.”
That |ast was a question.

“Maximilian isweak. Oncetheline of Elcho Falling was very strong, too strong for either you or me, or
us combined. But Maximilian haslost most of the knowledge of Elcho Faling. He hasrddively little
power. And he has a pitiful forceto protect him. Elcho Falling waitsfor usto takeit.”

“And hiswife, 1shbe? And Isaiah?”’

“Isaiahisgone. Dead, | believe. And Ishbd...Ishbel isfatally flawed. Once Maximilian is dead then she
will fail. Besdes, if | get the chanceto kill her before| leave Maximilian' strainthen | shal.”

Not so inggnificant, then, Armat thought, if Ravennafelt aneed to kill her. But then, maybeit was merdly
Ravenna s petty jedous heart.

“Thereisbut alittle tidying up for usto do, Armat,” Ravenna s glamour continued, “and then the
mountain and dl its power isours. Axis?’

“Heisnot far away, according to your report. We can reach him by dawn tomorrow. Then he, too, will
be deed. | havelittletimefor usdesslegends. Tell me, how much longer will you spend haunting
Maximilian's pitiful train? How much longer before you join mein the flesh rather than in glamour?’

“Soon, Armat. Soon | will be with you.”

It had been severa hours since the Ledlfast returned, and the scene continued to be disastrous: there was
only Zeboath and several assistantsto offer any skilled aid to the wounded, and there were thousands
upon thousands of wounded. Eleanon had commanded aforce of some twenty-five thousand and had, so
far as Axiscould see, led the entirelot into disaster. Many would die without help, but there was nothing
Axis could do about that. Axis had spent some time searching for Inardie. No one knew where she was,
and Axis could not stop agrowing sense that she must be lying dead back in Armat’ skilling field.

At least he had caught up with Georgdi again.

“Armat will be coming after us” said Axis.



“I mogt certainly would,” said Georgdi, looking at the sea of wounded Ledfast with incredulity. “By the
gods, | couldn’t think of an easier target. HE |l be hereto finish thislot off within what...how far digant is
'.E?l

“The Ledfast who have been coherent enough tell me lessthan aday’ s march.”
“Shit,” said Georgdi.

“I"m tempted to mount up, Georgdi, and just leave thislot to their damned fate. Maximilian surely has
little need of such asthese.”

Georgdi grunted. “Givethe order, StarMan, and I’ ll be right behind you.”

Axis caught hisgaze, and smiled alittle. “The only thing stopping meisthat | wouldn't want my legend
tarnished by such adespicable action.”

“That’ sashame, StarMan. All you want to do is run away and your damned reputation keeps you here.
I’d befuming, if it wasme.”

Now both were grinning.

“I suppose we d best think of something to do,” said Axis.

“I suppose.”

“Wadl...” Axissighed, losing hishumor. What to do? There were, at best approximation, some eighteen
or nineteen thousand L edfast Sretched over the dusty plain. Those who weren't physically wounded, like
the Ledfast man Axis had talked to, were so emotionaly traumatized and physically exhausted by what
had happened that they were of little use.

Of the wounded, Axisthought that there were at least five thousand who were now incapable of flight.
That they’ d reached thisfar was miracle enough.

Helooked back at Georgdi, thinking. Georgdi had some three hundred Outlander soldierswith him and
under Axis overdl command. Axis had never meant thisto be much more than afast-moving force
meant to locate the generds. If he had discovered them, then he would have preferred to movein with a
force of less than twenty men to try and take one or more of the generals—he certainly would have never
had enough men to try and fight an dl-out pitched battle with their army.

Therest of the Outlander force which had returned from the devastation of the Central Kingdoms had
largely been disbanded throughout the Outlands. They were exhausted after their campaign and their
horrific journey to escape the Skradlings.

“How soon could you remobilize an Outlander army, Georgdi?” Axissaid.
“What? To fight Armat? 1’ d not be able to send messengers out, let done—"

“No. Notto adthislot. Thereisnotime...but | have afeding Maximilian isgoing to need you, Georgdi.
At Elcho Fdling. Ligten, thisiswhat | want you to do...what | ask you to do. Forget the Ledlfast. You
don’t have enough men with you to do more than protect asmal number of them, and that’ sfairly
pointless. No use risking good fightersfor...”

Hedidn't have to go on. For such asthese.

“What do you propose?’ Georgdi said.



“Mobilize as many of your men asyou can and get them to Elcho Falling—Serpent’sNest. | don't trust
the |sembaardians with Maximilian, and—"

“By the stars! What has happened here?’

Axisturned around. BroadWing EvenBeat had just landed afew paces awvay, and was looking at the
chaosincreduloudly. BroadwWing had been asenior member in Axis Strike Force, the highly skilled
fighting unit among the I carii, and Axis could only imagine what he was now thinking.

No, he didn’t need to imagine. BroadWing would be thinking much the same as Axis.

“Eleanon led his peopleinto adaughter,” said Axis. “Hewas stupid and unthinking, and | am too angry at
the moment to alow mysdf to speak with him. For the moment the details will need to wait, BroadWing.
| am too heartsick to go into them. What are you doing here? Did Maximilian send you?’

BroadwWing gave anod. “ And with news possibly even worse than this.” BroadWing waved ahand
about him. “Insharah hasled the vast mgjority of the sembaardian force away from Maximiliantojoin
with Armat, and—"

“Wdl, wdl,” Axissaid softly. “Insharah. | would not have thought that of him.”
“Thereisworse, Axis. Maximilian and Lister suspect thet Isaiah isdead.”

Axis could not spesk. He stood there, staring at BroadWing, and it was asif the entire sorry mass of the
Ledfast had vanished into inggnificance. Isaiah? Dead?“1’m sorry,” BroadWing said.

“What...how...what do they know?’ said Axis, and BroadWing knew he wasn’'t referring to the
| sembaardian defection.

“Maximilian and Lister have some connection to him,” said BroadwWing. “They said there was something
very, very wrong, and both mentioned death with fear in their eyes”

“Ohgods...” Axissad, haf turning away. If Isaiah was dead it was adisagter for Maximilian, but al Axis
could think of for the moment was his own sense of |oss. |saiah was—had been—avaued friend, and
Axisknew it would take him time to come to termswith his grief.

“Hemay not be dead,” said BroadWing.

AXis gave an uncaring shrug. Maximilian would not have sent this newsif he' d thought there was any redl
chance of Isaia’ s continuing life,

How had Ishbel taken this? She may not have loved Isaiah as she did Maximilian, but she had loved him,
and would grieve deeply for the man.

“Axis,” Georgdi said softly. “We have ahundred thousand men or so coming our way. We' re
sandwiched between them and Armat.”

Axis pulled himsdf out of hisreverie. “Insharah. ..l knew hewasfrustrated, but | had not thought he
would go thisfar. Maximilian did, though.”

“Maximilian said Insharah told him the men had been plagued with nightmares of the deaths of their
families,” BroadWing said. “1 think the dreams pushed them into outright rebellion.”

“Ravenng,” Axis muttered.



“Probably,” said Broadwing, “but Maximilian doesn’t seem bothered. He gave them permission to leave
and waved them good-bye with a cheery smile”

Axisfindly managed asmal amile. “Well, that’sMaximilian. | doubt this has surprised, or worried, him
overmuch.”

He looked about, thinking, then spoke again. “All right, thisiswhat we are going to do. Georgdi, as|
sad, | want you to take the men you have here with you and mobilize whatever € se you can and ride for
Serpent’s Nest to meet Maximilian there. Get clear of the mess here. | am certain that Armat and the
other generds...BroadwWing, you have no news of Lamiah and Kezid?’

BroadWing shook his head.

“I am certain Armat will ridefor Elcho Fdling,” said Axis. “Heisin league with Ravenna, and she will
want Elcho Falling. Broadwing, go back to Maximilian and tell him what has happened here. Tell him the
Ledfast are asusdessasathrong of blind virgins...and that * blind virgins' more than adequately
describesther fighting ability. Oh, stars...what am | going to do with them?’

Axis stopped, thinking amoment. “Broadwing, eventually | am going to hand the damned Ledfast over
to you. | know you are reforming the Strike Force from the Icarii flying in every day from the west and
the Ledlfast need to get sometraining. But not just yet. I'm going to send them away to lick their wounds
for awhile. Currently they’ re too shocked to be useful—or to be amenable to any instruction.”

“And you, Axis?’ Georgdi said as BroadwWing nodded. “Are you going to get clear of ‘the mess here 7’

“Leave me savera horses and some men. Ten, at mogt. | will wait here for awhile, dowhat | can for the
Ledfas, then | will ridefor Maximilian.”

“Axis?’ sad Georgdi.
“YS’?’

“Make sure you do ride for Maximilian, eh?’

Eleanon had faded away when Axistalked to the Lealfast man, and now he crouched beside Inardle,
lying injured on the ground.

She had been hurt badly, but not fatdly.

“What happened back there, Eleanon?’ she hissed a him, one wing sprawled awkwardly behind her as
she doubled over her bleeding belly.

“I didwhat | thought was best,” Eleanon said. “ Are you badly hurt?’
“Yes” shesad, “but give me an hour and | can—"

“Don’'t hed yoursdf!” Eleanon hissed. Like himself and Bingaed, Inardle was one of the more highly
trained in the ancient arts of the Magi, although she' d never reach the heights and skills of her two brood
brothers. She could hed hersdf fairly easily now that she was out of immediate danger and could
concentrate.

But Eleanon did not want Inardle to hed hersaf.



“Thisisthe perfect opportunity,” he said, ahand resting firmly on Inardl€ suninjured shoulder. “This” he
waved his other hand down her bloodied body, “will bring you to Axis bed. Now, listen to me, and do
what | say...”

Inardl€' s expression hardened as he spoke, but eventually she nodded reluctantly, and Eleanon once
more vanished into the night.

CHAPTER FIVE

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest
| shbel, | am sorry, but | am afraid that Isaiah is dead.”

Ishbd stared &t Maximilian, unable to believe he had actudly said those words.

Maximilian glanced at Lister, standing to one side, before looking back to I1shbel. “We are not completely
certain, but we cannot think what el se has happened.”

“Thereisno contact,” said Lister. “Before, heand |...there was dways awareness of each other’s
presence. Now—nothing.”

Ishbel tore her eyes away from Lister and stared across the grasdands. Some part of her shocked mind
noted that the snow had by now amost melted, and that spring could not be far distant. There would be
new growth soon, and the plains would be green again.

And Isaiah was dead and would never see the fresh growth.

“Ishbel?” Maximilian said.

“I fdt nothing,” Ishbe said. “Nothing. How could | have felt nothing?’

“Ishbel,” Ligter said, “you didn’t have the bond with him that Maximilian and I—"

“Y ou have no idea of the bond I had with him!” Ishbel said. “ He was a better man than you, Lister. Why
could it not have been you who died?’

“Ishbe—" Maximilian said.
“I'loved himonce,” said Ishbel. “I can't believe...oh gods...”

“I'm sorry,” Maximilian said, and Ishbel saw that, indeed, he was very sorry and sympathized with her. It
comforted her that he understood, and that he wasn't jealous of her grief.

“Axiswill be upset,” said Ishbel. “ Axisloved him, too.”

“I know,” said Maximilian. “1 have sent BroadWing. He should be there by now. Axisian't that far
distant for an Icarii.”

They lgpsed into silence, Lister looking alittle impatient, Maximilian a ease with the qui€t.

“Thereis something we need to discuss, Ishbel,” Maximilian said eventually. “We' d agreed not to unravel
the Weeper’ s soul until we were safeinsde Elcho Fdling.”

Lister, who had been looking bored and dightly irritated with the silence, now looked sharply between
Ishbe and Maximilian.



“But now...” Ishbel said.

“But now | think 1 need to know who and what the Weeper is.”

“Too much has gonewrong for you,” said Lister. “ Y ou heed dl the help you can get.”

Ishbel had to look down at the ground and clench her hands to stop hersdf hitting the man.
Maximilian gave Lister a steady look, then looked back to Ishbd. “Ishbd, | hateto ask this...”
“When?’ shesad.

“Tonight,” Maximilian said.

“Good,” sad Ligter. “1 can help, and certainly ensure Ishbel’ s safety. |—”

“I don’t want you present,” Maximilian said, then addressed Ishbel again before Lister could respond. “I
know you wanted to be safe in Serpent’ s Ne<t, or perhaps Elcho Falling onceit israised, but | no longer
want to wait. Something terrible took Isaiah, and I—" He stopped, glanced &t Lister, then continued. “I
need whatever aid | can get.”

“Tonight, then,” Ishbdl said.

“Hesad, ‘| need whatever aid | can get,’” Lister told Ravenna, “but not my aid! Nor yours.”

Ravennawrapped her arms around her shoulders. They were standing in the dusk, hidden in thelong
shadow of one of the tents, and the air was chilling rapidly. She wished she’ d brought her cloak with her.

“I am the very lagt person Maximilian would want,” she said, “while Ishbel was being heroic...and
vulnerable. What do you think isin that bronze statue, Lister? Good, or bad?’

“I don't know,” Lister said, frustration roughening hisvoice. “1 don't know! It is powerful—it must beif it
gave wingsto StarDrifter and hiswife...and if it kept haf of Coroleasin petty enjoymentsfor thousands
of years. But what? What connection to Maximilian and Elcho Faling?’

“It hated me,” said Ravenna. “I could bardly hold it without the damn thing hissing.”
Ligter findly laughed, soft and genuindy amused. “ Then it must be aPeramius, my friend.”

She shot him adark look. “What if whatever isin thereisIshbe’ sdark conspirator? Could that be why it
never liked me?’

Ligter went very dill, thinking.
“What should we do, Lister?” Ravennasaid, quietly.
He continued to think, his eyesfixed on the distant horizon, histeeth working a an edge of hislower lip.

Eventually he put ahand on Ravenna s shoulder, pulling her close. “How powerful are you, Ravenna?
And how badly do you want to save thisland?’

CHAPTER SIX




| sembaard

| saiah had torn a strip of cloth from Hereward' srobe, twisted it around a pebble, then tied it across her
neck and under one arm so that the pebble pressed down on the till-oozing vein.

He sat afew paces away, looking at her, wondering if he dared risk using alittle of the water they had
left to wash hishands.

He decided Hereward would need it more.

She looked as close to death as any could get without actually stepping over the threshold. She was
white, her skin cold and clammy, and she was too weak to stand. Blood encrusted the upper portion of
her body, from her chin to her waist and belly. She was shivering, her body trying its best to warm itself.

“I’'m sorry,” she whispered, as she had been whispering every so often these past hours since the One
had vanished.

Isaiah had not responded to her once. He had attended her as best he could, and had then moved away
to 5t by himsalf.

Hereward did not blame him for isolating himself from her. She had known nothing of histrue nature, and
gtill knew little of it now save that he'd given up agreat ded for her.

A woman hedidiked.

Just to save her life.

A wave of nauseaand dizziness threatened to overwhelm her, but Hereward fought it off.
“Isaiah,” she said, clearing her throat to make her voice work properly.

He made no response.

“Isaiah, leave me. Get to Maximilian asfast asyou may.” She paused, fighting off another wave of
dizziness. “1 will just hold you back, and—"

Heturned to her at that. “| have given away that which ismost preciousto me, beyond the gift of life
itsdlf, in order that you may live, and you say, ‘ Just walk away’ ? If I'd known you’ d wanted to die then |
would gill have my own lifeintact!”

1] I’ m $rry.”

“The One wanted to torment me. He wanted me to ruin myself for awoman for whom | cared nothing.
The ultimate cruelty. If you had been Ishbel | would not have minded. But you—"

“Isaiah, | am sorry!”
“Stop telling meyou are sorry! | never want to hear it again! | am the onewho is sorry, Hereward.”
| saiah stopped, taking a deep breath.

“And now | am sorry,” he said. “None of thisisyour fault. None of it. | gpologize for what | just said to
you, Hereward.”

Shewas crying quietly, unableto look at him.



He hesitated, then rose, fetching asmal flask of water they’ d kept filled from the rapidly emptying barrels
on the riverboat, and squatted down by Hereward.

“Drink something,” he said. “ Y ou will bethirsty with dl the blood you havelogt.”
He put the flask to her lips, and Hereward held it and took asip.

Then she began to gulp as she redlized how parched shewas.

“That’ senough,” Isaiah said, taking back theflask. “ Y ou'll make yoursdf ill.”

Hereward wiped her mouth, smearing it pink from the dried blood on the back of her hand. “Who are
you, Isaiah?What isgoing on? What is hgppening?’

“Itisalong and sad tale,” he said, then sat down by her, checked the compress on her neck, and began
to speak in alow tone.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The Central Outlands

A xiswent in search of Inardle once BroadWing had |&ft to fly back to Maximilian. He supposed there
were other things he could have been doing, but none of them would have been much use, and he needed
tofind Inardle.

Very bedly.

Hewas il furious at Eleanon’s stupidity, and he thought that he might actudly kill himif he'd left Inardle
to die back at the ambush gully.

But in the end he found Inardle just before dusk, and Eleanon’ s life was spared.

Shewas huddled by hersdlf alittle distance from the main group of Ledfast. Axisamost fell over her by
accident as he was moving toward a section of the Ledlfast he hadn't yet searched.

“Inardlel”

She was curled on the ground, wrapped about her belly, her wings askew behind her. Both her body and
wing posture ingtantly told Axis she was hurt, and badly.

“Inardie.” Axis crouched down, putting a hand on her shoulder, trying to roll her over.
Sheressted amoment, then uncurled dightly.

Her arms, belly, and chest were covered with blood, but at least her eyeswere bright.
“Where are you wounded?” Axissaid.

Inardle moved ahand dightly, over her lower rib cage, and Axis pushed it gently to one sde and lifted
back the sodden materia of her tunic.

There was along, deep gash running from her lower rib cage across the top third of her belly.

“Anywhere dse?’ hesad.



“Oneof my wings,” Inardle said. Her voice was unnaturaly cam, and Axiswondered if shewasin
shock. “I managed to get back here, but | do not think | can fly again for awhile...my wing...”

Axis quickly checked her wing—a sword had diced deep into its underside close to her back. He
thought it was possible the blade had cut one or more tendons in the wing and that she had managed to
get thisfar wasamiracle. But a least it wasn't bleeding much, and was thus not fatal.

But the belly wound...

Herolled her very carefully onto her back, ignoring her soft cry of pain as her injured wing momentarily
caught beneath her, and examined the wound over her belly more carefully.

“Thisneedsto be stitched,” he said, “and we need to pray the blade didn’t dice open any of your interna
organs.”

He rocked back on hishedls. “We have only one physician with us, and he has only two assstants. He
won't have timeto seeyou.”

Axislooked up, called over one of the soldiersthat Georgdi had |eft behind, and asked him to find
Zeboath and beg aneedle and thread from him.

“I have spent yearsin the battlefield,” said Axisto Inardle, “and | didn’t dways have a physician with me.
| have gtitched more battle wounds than | care to remember. | may not do a pretty job, Inardle, but | can
do something for you.”

Axisredized suddenly that Inardle was sllent. “Inardle?’
She gave alittle nod of acknowledgment, but did not speak.
“Nothing in your chest hurts?’ said Axis. “Y our throat or upper back?’

“No,” shesaid, findly, and Axisfelt himsdlf relax avery little. She cleared her throat. “Eleanon? Have
you seenhim?’

“yYes”
“Isheinjured?’

“A little. Not enough.”
“Eleanon—"

“Has murdered with carel essness thousands of your people, and injured everyone you can see abouit.
There are thousands who have died, and who will die, Inardle.” Axis paused. “He s had no battle
experienceat dl, hashe?’

Inardle turned her head away from Axis, and did not reply.

“Stars, | suspected it, and till | sent himinto danger. | am afool, Inardie” Axis paused, looking out over
the mass of Ledfast spread over the plain. It was growing dim now, and theindividud Ledfast were
turning into indistinguishable lumps under the darkening sky. It was a complete disaster, with Armat on
hisway to turn it into agreater one.

“Inardle?’



She made no reply.

“Inardle, | know the Ledlfast use the Star Dance in amanner | don’t comprehend. The way you move
invisbly through theair...theway Bingaed vanished after his assassnation attempt on Isaiah. Canyou
not do the same now? Everyone hereis vulnerable. Armat is heading thisway, he can’t be far away now,
and there are more soldiers—" Many more. Thousands more. “—moving down from the north. We need
to get everyoneto safety.”

“When we are bloodied,” Inardle said, lifting abloodstained hand dightly, “welose the ability to vanish
intotheair. Weredly can only trave invisbly when we are whole. We cannot fight in that state, and if we
arewounded. . .then no. It istoo powerful an enchantment to be worked when we are distracted with
other matters.”

Shit, Axisthought. “Inardle, can you call your brother here?’

“Yes, but—"

“Call Eleanon here. Now.”

“Hedidn’t answer before, Axis, when | tried. That’swhy | asked you if—"

“Cdl him now, and let him know that | need to see him, and that you are badly wounded. Call him.
Now!”

She closed her eyes, and Axisfdt alittle disturbance in the Star Dance about him.
Just then the soldier arrived back carrying alittle pack.
“Zeboath said there is suturing equipment inside, as well as a poultice and some antiseptic swabs.”

“At least thereis someone around here | can rely on,” Axis muttered as he unwrapped the pack, then
looked back at the soldier. “Thank you...I included you in that group of those| can rely on, if you didn’t
redize”

The soldier gaveasmall smile and anod of acknowledgment.
“What isyour name?’ Axis asked.

“Raph, my lord.”

“Y ou are one of Georgdi’s men, Raph?’

“Yes, mylord.”

“Then nowonder | canrely onyou,” Axis said. He knew he was punishing the wrong person by pushing
this point in front of Inardle, but right at this moment he was il too angry to care. He paused while he
threaded a needle with catgut.

“Raph, Georgdi |eft some men with you...”
“There are nine others, my lord.”

Axis carefully pulled the thread through, then set the suture needle to one side. “Raph, | want you to
collect the other men and ride from here. Y ou know the Isembaardians are closing in on us.”



“Wewill not leave you—"

“You damnwdl will leave me!” Axis said, then apologized for histone. “Look, Raph, | amn going to stay
with the Ledfast. Armat will not kill me, | am too important a hostage, and, whatever else he might do,
Armat will recognize that usefulness. But he will kill you, and don’t give me any bravado abouit fighting to
the last man. Thereisno need for you to die. Not for the Ledfast. Catch up with Georgdi, and tell him
that | have stayed behind.”

Raph gave anod, then moved off.
“Youmust redly hateus,” said Inardle.
“| amvery, very angry a you,” said Axis. “ Have none of you any sense?’

He pushed her hands away from her belly, and tore back the materia of her tunic to expose the top
portion of the wound. As he did so, he inadvertently exposed one of her breasts, and Inardle clutched
her hands over her chest protectively.

Her gaucheness and modesty irritated Axis, and somewhat frustrated him. Hadn’t she been Ligter’s
lover?If so, she' d probably inssted they kept their clothes on for their beddings.

“Keegp your hand out of my way,” he said, pushing one of Inardl€’ s hands away from the top of her
wound, and ignoring her look of embarrassment. He swabbed away roughly at the blood about the
wound, not caring that Inardle bit her lip in pain ashe did so.

Frost encircled the wound, then ran alittle way dong one of her ribs.
Axis stopped, staring at it, then looking a Inardle in question.

“Wefrogt, StarMan,” she said, “when we are in pain, when we are delighted, or at the touch of alover’s
hand.” She paused. “ That was caused by pain.”

Axis mouth twitched into asmile, which faded dmost ingtantly as he wondered what it would belike
making loveto her and watching hisfingerstrail frost across her body.

There was the sound of astep behind him, and Axisjerked his mind away from images of Inardl€’s
aroused and frosted body.

“Inardlel”

Eleanon bent down beside his sister. Someone had removed the arrowhead from hisarm, and it was now
roughly bandaged. “What are you doing?’ he said to Axis.

“I amtrying to help your sster,” Axis said. “ There was no one el se about to aid her.”
“|—" Eleanon began.

“Armatisclose” sad Axis. I’ ve sent the few remaining Outlander soldiersaway. | will stay with the
wounded, but | want you, Eleanon, to take every last one of the Ledfast who can fly and find somewhere
you can lick your wounds and reflect on your stupidity. The lower Sky Pesks, perhaps. Eventudly | want
you to report to BroadWing EvenBeat, who commands the Strike Force with Maximilian Persmius, so
he can teach you some warcraft. But not yet. Y ou are uselessto everyone a the moment. Heal your
wounds, lose some of that blind arrogance of yours, and then you may prove of some use. Come back
when you're prepared to learn, and not before.”



“|—" Eleanon said again.

“Y ou will take those Ledfast who can fly and you will leavel” Axissaid. “I truly mean it when | say you
areof no use here”

“Eleanon,” Inardlesaid, “do as Axissays.”

Shelocked eyes with Eleanon for an ingtant, and he gave a curt nod. He leaned down and gently kissed
Inardl€' s cheek, then whispered into her ear: “ Use this opportunity, sSster.”

Eleanon straightened. “ The Sky Peaks,” he said to Axis.
“And then to Maximilian at Elcho Faling, if you have managed to learn some sense,” Axissaid.
Eleanon gave anod, stepping back.

Axisbegan to gtitch Inardl€ swound, not seeing Eleanon’s smal smile of satisfaction as he lifted into the
ar.

CHAPTER EIGHT

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

T hey gathered in Maximilian’s command tent just after dusk: Ishbel, Maximilian, StarDrifter, Sdome,
Garth, Egdion, and BroadWing. Maximilian wasworried for Ishbel’ s sefety. They smply could not wait
until they got to Serpent’s Nest to free the Weeper, nor until they raised Elcho Faling.

But what would it do to Ishbd ?

Maximilian was worried a so about Ravenna. He hadn’t seen her dl day, and when he’ d sent Garth to
look for her earlier, Garth had returned with the news that he had not been ableto find her.

What was she up to? Maximilian wished he' d had the forethought to ask Ravennarto return hometo
Escator well beforethis.

Helooked at Egalion and raised his eyebrows.

Egdion gave anod. Thetent is protected.

Maximilian hoped that whatever, or whoever, the Weeper might yield, that it would be worth thisrisk.
“Areyou certain you have no ideawhat, or who, the Weeper might hide?” Maximilian asked Sdome.

Sdome shifted alittle, easing her back. She was very close to giving birth now, and StarDrifter had not
wanted her to attend tonight because of the inherent danger, but Salome had insisted.

And whenever Salome insisted, she tended to get her way.

“Weknew nothing of it,” shesaid. “Trust mewhen | say | tried to unearth whatever information | could,
thinking to unleash yet more of its powers. All | know, asall the dukes of Sidon ever knew, was that an
extraordinarily powerful soul went into its making.”

“A good soul,” said Egalion, “or awicked soul? | do not like that everyone seemsto assume that the
Weeper’ s soul will be benevolent.”



“Thank you for that touch of negativity,” StarDrifter muttered. “1 am surewedl truly appreciateit.”

“The Weeper has never done anything wicked, Egalion,” Maximilian said. “Not sncel have known it,
and—" heraised hiseyebrows at Salome.

“No. Never anything wicked,” she said. “It tended to do anything we wished of it save harm to another.”
She gaveasmdl amile. “Naturaly the dukes of Sidon, as myself, thought that aterrible flaw, but we
managed. It gave us protection and incredible riches, and we learned to ask no more of it.”

Maximilian looked down at the bronze statue he had in hislap. It looked so innocuous, but it had been
through such ajourney to reach him and had been so desperate to reach him that surely, surely, its soul
had some meaning.

“Ishbe?” Maximilian said. “ Are you reedy?’
“Yes” Ishbel said.
“Ishbel, be careful.”

“I’'mready,” shesaid, “but | am only going to try thisthe once, Maxédl. If | can't doiit thistime, | do not
think I could ever try again.”

“If it getstoo dangerous,” Maximilian said, “then get out. We can live without whatever the Weeper
might hide. Ishbdl, I cannot live without you.”

Shetook adeep bregath at that, and locked eyes with him for along moment. Then she gave anod. “Give
me the Weeper, Maxd.”

Venetiawaked through the night. She walked somefifty paces north of Maximilian’s command tent,
through the low brush and early spring turf, turning every so often to glance a the softly illuminated tent,
looking at the shadows of the people insde moving againg the canvas wals. The tent wasringed by
armed men, but Venetiawondered what use they might be againgt whatever walked this night.

She could fed the pathways between the Land of Dreams and this world opening up, and power seeping
across.

Ravenna. Venetiawept, cursing her daughter. Why was Ravenna doing this? Why? Venetiawished she
were homein her house in the marshes; instead, she was S0 far distant from the smell of the marsh that
she could barely remember it.

What did she do here? What was the point of it? Why had she come?

“Why, Ravenna?’ Venetiawhispered. “Why this?’

She turned for her own tent, looking one moretime at Maximilian’s command tent.
Ishbel was starting her journey into the Weeper now.

Venetiaknew beyond any doubt that she would never come out.

Not dive.

CHAPTER NINE




The Central Outlands

E leanon had |eft, together with those Leafast who could fly. Axishad no way of numbering them, but
they had made avast cloud asthey lifted into the air and flew dowly northward.

But however vast that cloud had been, there were still many thousands left on the ground.
Axis had finished stitching Inardl€ swound, and now helped her to her feet.
“Thereisno chance you can fly?’ he said, desperately wanting her to get to safety somehow.

He knew the answer before she spoke. Inardle was so weak she could barely stand, and Axishad to
support her to keep her upright.

“My wing istoo giff,” shesaid. “ Axis, you should go.”
“I am going to be the only thing that might keep you dive,” he said.

“Thewomanisright, Axis,” said Zeboath, walking out of the night. “'Y ou should go. I’ ve heard that
Armat isclose. Ther€ sno reason for you to stay.”

“Andyou?’ sad Axis.
“There are wounded who need my attention,” said Zeboath, “and—"

“Then| am gtaying,” Axissaid. He began to say something else, but then everyone stiffened at the sound
of ahorse’shooves. They relaxed, if only dightly, when Georgdi rode his horseinto their range of vision.

“Oh, for thegods sakes,” Axissaid. “Wheat are you doing back?’

“I won't leave you,” said Georgdi. “My men areriding for Serpent’s Nest, and have ordersto gather
there dong with those other of my men who can leave their families. But you thought that | would just
ride avay?’

“You'redead if you stay,” Axissaid.

Georgdi dismounted, patting his horse on the neck once he' d jumped to the ground. “I’ m as dead as you
are, Axis,” hesaid, “which isto say not very much. We re both too valuable to Armat, asis Zeboath. No
generd, evenin his most maddened moments, ever killed aphysician.”

Axis noted that Georgdi had left Inardle out of the list of those sure to be spared. He wasted amoment
wondering if he'd ever fet this usdess before. There were thousands upon thousands of Ledfast |eft,
desperately wounded, and no means to protect them.

“You did theright thing, Axis,” Georgdi said softly, watching the emotions play about Axis face. “There
was no point keeping soldiers hereto fight. They would have died usdesdy.”

“Armat hatesme,” said Axis. “Hewill takeit out on—" He couldn’t finish.
“Ligen,” said Georgdi.

They stood, listening to the sounds around them: the soft voices of some Ledfast; someone crying in pain,
very quietly; the footfalls of one of Zeboath' s assistants as he moved from one Ledlfast to another.

The sound, very low, of horses’ bits.



Axis glanced at Georgdi’ s horse, now wandered away afew pacesto graze.
The sound hadn’t come from him, and the next moment Axis heard the sound again, louder thistime.
Many horses.

“Armat,” hesad.

CHAPTER TEN

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

| shbel spirded down into darkness. She followed the route that the god priests had taken when first
they’ d torn the soul from the body of the living man and imprisoned it in the bronze statue.

Shefollowed thetrall of pain.

The pain Ishbel could sted hersdlf againgt, even though it was frightful—gods, what had the god priests
done to this man?—but it was the sense of despair that amost murdered her. This man, whoever he was,
had somehow known from avery early age that thiswas hisfate, and that he was destined to be
abandoned.

The sense of abandonment; that was what was so frightful. This man had been abandoned in every sense.
His parents had turned their backs on him. His brother, also. He' d been sent from his home—Serpent’s
Nest! He had come from Serpent’ s Nest!'—to this fate, and no one had tried to save him, or had ever
thought of him again.

No one had ever remembered him. He had been lost within the bronze, and no one, no one, had cared.

Ishbel moaned, and for the longest time it was asif she were trapped again in her parents’ house, the
rotting bodies of her family about her, and the bleak crowd outside, shouting at her to die, die soon, so
that they might burn the house.

And turn their backs, and forget her.

Maximilian glanced at StarDrifter, who had shifted uncomfortably, then looked back to Ishbel. She sat
cross-legged, the Weeper resting in her 1ap, her hands resting gently atop it. Her eyes were closed, her
head very dightly thrown back, awisp of her fair hair caught across one cheek. Maximilian wanted to
reach out and tuck it behind an ear—it irritated him, that wisp of hair—but he did not want to break
Ishbel’ s concentration.

She moaned, very softly, and Maximilian tensed. He looked at StarDrifter, who gave adight shrug of his
shoulders.

| don't know. | cannot tdll.

Maximilian looked quickly at the rest of the group—everyone had their eyeslocked on Ishbel—then
looked back to Ishbel.

There were colors and textures about her now. Initialy, Ishbel’ sjourney had been through darkness, but



after what had felt like endless pain and despair different emotions and sensations began to tricklein.
Fright.

The man had initidly been overwhelmed by pain and despair, but he’ d managed to conquer them, or a
least set them partidly to one side. But in doing that, he' d dlowed other emotionsto beset him.

Fright.

Not so much at what was happening to him, but at the thought that he' d not ever be able to endure. He'd
believed that he wasn't strong enough, and that he would fail. He d wept. The god priests had been
torturing him, dowly and with infinite pleasure, and the man had wept. Not from the pain or the hatred
that surrounded him, but from the thought that he’ d not be able to endure.

He' d been sent to suffer thisfate for areason...it was not happenchance that the god priests had seized
him, but someone...someone...Hisfather! Hisfather had sent him.

“Go and be destroyed,” hisfather had said, “for it will serve my purpose well.”
Ishbel wept.
Hisfather had been the Lord of Elcho Fdling.

Venetiasat donein her tent. Like Ishbel she was cross-legged, her head thrown back alittle, her eyes
closed. Her chest rose and fell with shalow, rapid breaths and her pale skin gleamed with perspiration.

Shewasin aforest, following Ishbel down, deeper and deeper into the Weeper.
Into aforest of pain and despair and terror and such aching loneliness that Venetia could hardly beer it.

Ishbel did not know of it, but Venetiacould fed another in that forest, trailing her to one side, dl her
attention fixed on Ishbdl.

The colors were harsh and textured. They hid shapes, but Ishbel could not determine them. It was asiif
she were in amaze of sensation, and she could no longer decide which way she should go. The path had
been clear, now it was muddied.

The god priests had |eft traps.

Ishbel was starting to sweat now, and was very, very pae. Her hands trembled dightly where they rested
on the Weeper.

| don't likethis, Maximilian thought. He wished he could follow Ishbel, but he did not have the
knowledge or power to penetrate the Weeper.

He wished a so that he hadn’t asked Ishbel to do this. It was so dangerous, and Maximilian very
suddenly and very painfully redlized how deeply he cared for 1shbdl.

“StarDrifter?’ hesad.



StarDrifter shook his head. “ Thisis magic unknown to me, Maxd. | wish...oh gars, | wish | could help,
but there is nothing | can do.”

Now Maximilian looked to Garth.

“I can't touch her,” Garth said. “I can't touch her with my hand or my Touch. Anything like that will
disturb and digtract and likely kill her.”

“Hdlo, Ishbdl,” Ravennasaid, and stepped through the colorsto block Ishbel’ s path.
Ishbel stopped dead, forcing herself not to panic and to keep her focus.

“All | need do,” said Ravenna, “isto break your concentration, and you' re trapped here. Y our soul, that
is. Therest of you will die when your heart sops.”

“Let me pass, Ravenna.”

“No. I’'m sorry, Ishbel. Under different circumstances| think | may have liked you. But you are so bad
for Maxd, and for the land.”

143 Ra/a']ﬂa ”

“You can't atack me,” said Ravenna. “I can see how intently you maintain your concentration just in
conversation. Y ou cannot accomplish anything more without losing the faint strands of connection back

to your own body.”

“Ravenna, | won't harm Maximilian! All | want isto hdp—"

“Y ou mean well, Ishbd. | know you do. | am sorry, but the only way for you to hep Maximilianisto

die

Then Ravennaleapt forward, catching Ishbel about the throat.

Venetiacried out, “ Ravenna”

Shetried to move faster, move to where she could see the forms of 1shbel and Ravenna struggling deeper
within the forest of memory and pain, but, oh, it was so hard to move, so hard, and Venetia struggled to
maintain both her determination to reach Ishbd and Ravenna, and her hold on the life force of her body
that lay dumped in itstent.

Ishbel closed her eyes. Ravennahad her by the throat and was strangling her, but Ishbel did nothing to
throw off the woman. She focussed her entire being on holding her concentration, on her desperately
fragile hold over the linkswhich led back to her body, and on ignoring Ravenna as best she could.

That was difficult, given that Ravennawas sinking her fingers deeper and deeper into her throat.
Ishbel? 1shbel jerked, her eyes opening.

Ishbel? Hold on just amoment, hang on to my voice. Help iscoming.



It was the Weeper, or the soul which inhabited it, and Ishbel clung to the sound of hisvoicewith al her
srength. He kept talking, murmuring her name over and over, his voice forming a pathway of light deeper
and deeper into the sorceriesthat bound him.

Ravennatightened her grip, strengthening her effortsto either kill 1shbel or force the woman to lose her
concentration and her hold on her physica body.

Then, unbdievably, Ravennalet go, staring over Ishbd’ s shoulder in amazement.

Venetiawas there, fighting with everything she had to maintain her own concentration.

“Stop,” she said to her daughter. “ Are you mad, to so dishonor the marshlands and your mother?”
Ravennawas, for the moment, so shocked by her mother’ s appearance that she did nothing.

“Run,” Venetiasaid to Ishbel. “Run now, and leave me with my daughter.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Central Outlands

A xis SunSoar. Where the glory now, en?” Armat lifted aleg over the wither of hishorse and did to the
ground.

All around Axis could hear columns of horsemen moving to surround the wounded Ledfast.

Armat cameto stand directly before Axis, who was still supporting Inardle. Armat looked at her, then
back at Axis.

“They'revery pretty, Axis,” Armat said, “but what in the world ever made you think they could fight?
They have shamed you...or...isit that they are but areflection of your own shameful lack of ability?”

Axissad nothing.

Again Armat did hiseyesback to Inardle. “ They are pitiful. Pathetic.” He moved his eyes about the
group. “ Georgdi, and Zeboath. Isthisdl that isleft?’

“Y ou will not catch the others,” said Georgdi.

“Wasthat achdlenge?’ Armat said, asmile of what appeared to be genuine amusement on hisface. “I
do not need to catch the others, Georgdi. Not just yet. Looks like there iswork for meto do here. Why
did you stay?”’

“| would not leave the wounded,” said Axis.

“Ah, he speaks,” Armat said. “And so nobly. ‘1 would not leave the wounded.” Just thisone, Axis,” he
nodded at Inardle, “or do you fed emotional toward the entirelot?’

“They aremy respongbility,” Axissaid.
“Not for much longer,” Armat said, and he lifted ahand to signal to hismen.
“Stop!” said Axis. “For gods sakes, Armat, these wounded are of no danger to you. They—"

“They arelying heredying in dow degrees,” said Armat. “I| am merdly being efficient in hurrying them



aongalittle. Even if | were not here, Axis, what could you do to aid them? Zeboath isagood man, but
by the gods, even thislot might stretch his capabilities.” He lifted his hand again, then brought it downina
swift movement.

AXxisdid not so much hear as sense the movement in the dark behind him. He thrust Inardle into
Zeboath’ sarms, then took severd steps toward where the mass of Ledfast werelying.

There were shapes moving through the darkness, bending down to the first ranks of the Ledfadt.
“No!” Axiscried. “For thegods sakes, stop this—"

Then there came agreat blow to the back of his head, and the darkness consumed him.

CHAPTER TWELVE

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest
| shbel’ sbody jerked, and her hands half raised.

Dark bruises appeared about her throat.

Ravenna. Maximilian amost panicked. He knew ingantly what it was—Ravenna had managed to follow
Ishbel deep into the Weeper—but he had no ideawhat to do. To touch Ishbe could be catastrophic.

StarDrifter had started forward, but Garth held him back.
“Don’'t touch her,” Garth said. “Don’t touch her!”

“Oh gods, Ishbd,” Maximilian murmured. He was on one knee before her, one hand partly extended.
Ishbd...

Ishbel’ s breath wheezed in her throat, and then, suddenly, just as Maximilian thought he could not bear it
any longer, her entire body relaxed, her breathing grew easy, and the bruises about her throat, dthough
they did not vanish entirely, became far less marked.

Maximilian’s shoulders dumped in relief, and he dlowed his hand to rest on Ishbe’ sknee, knowing
ingtinctively that histouch would no longer disturb her.

“Maxd,” Garth said, hisvoicetight. “Look at the Weeper.”

It wasicing over.

There was a battle going on behind her, but 1shbel ignored it. Any further distraction and she knew she'd
lose her focus.

Shefollowed the voice, now aimost a soft litany in her mind—Ishbel, Ishbel, Ishbe—like a pathway. The
sorceries till twisted about her, the pain and despair and terror still battered at her, but the man’ svoice
tolled like atemple bell on asnowy night.

All she had to do was to concentrate on hisvoice.

Then, suddenly, horrificaly, death seethed down behind her.



Maximilian cried out, jerking to one side as Ishbel’ s face and body spattered with blood.

In an ingant Garth was at his Sde, one hand grabbing at Maximilian’s shoulder. “1t isn’t her blood,
Maxd. Itisn't her blood!”

Maximilian forced himsdlf to look at 1shbel, sure he would see her dack in death, despite what Garth had
sad.

But Ishbel wasn't dead. Instead, she wore afaint smile on her face.

Death surged up behind her, then as suddenly receded, and Ishbel was free. She fled down the path,
following thelight of the man’svoice.

“Ishbel?'Y ou must be able to hear me audibly now. Can you see my hand?’
“Yes, yes, | can seeit. Whereis Ravenna?’

“Too far behind now to catch you.”

“Venetia?

“Sheisdead. | an sorry. Come, take my hand.”

“Shesaved my life”

“Yes, shedid. Ishbel. Come, come, take my hand.”

Then, suddenly, there it was, and Ishbel reached out and took it in both of hers.

Everyonein Maximilian’s command tent jumped and cried out in surprise asthe bronze statuein Ishbd’s
hands suddenly exploded into thousands of tiny pieces.

Maximilian grabbed a 1shbd, pulling her head againgt his shoulder and shidlding her face from the flying
shards of metal. He closed his own eyes and turned his face aside, hoping everyone inside the tent would
escape the flying shrapndl. Severa of the shards caught one of his cheeks, causing some minor scratches,
but when he opened his eyes again he saw that no one had suffered any seriousinjuries by the
disntegrating bronze satue.

He blinked, using hisfree hand to brush some of the debris out of his hair, and looked about, expecting
to see...well, someone extra

Therewas no one.

Very carefully, Maximilian looked at 1shbel. She was bresthing easly, but was not conscious. Garth
raised an eyebrow at Maximilian, then laid ahand on one of hersa Maximilian’ s nod.

“Sheisdl right, Maxd,” Garth said. “For the moment sheisin adeep degp—areaction againg where
she has been, and the effort it took. My guessisthat shewill deep for several hours at least.”

“Thank you,” Maximilian said. “Salome, Garth, can you look after her for the moment?”



Then herose, and left the tent.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

W hat have you done?’

Ravenna turned about as Maximilian entered her tent. “Y ou speak so harshly to me,” she said.

Maximilian barely managed to keep his anger under control. Gods, the nerve of the woman! She stood
S0 pae, her eyes so huge, her hand just so faintly trembling asit hung at her side, and dl of it, he knew,
was pretense.

“Youtried tokill 1shbd,” he said, coming to ahat and trying, largely unsuccesstully, to keep hishands
from clenching a hissdes.

“| tried to help you.”

“yY oL

“Maxd, please, ligento me! | know you love Ishbel, but—"

“Do you have any ideahow sick | am of hearing this petty chorus?’

“Y ou have seen the vison! Do you have any idea of how heartsick | am that you continueto ignoreit?’
Maximilian hdf turned away, hands now on hips, smothering acurse.

“Ishbd lovesyou, but shewill murder you, Maxd, and murder Elcho Faling. Nothing shdl come of her
but sorrow.”

“What must | do to prise you out of my life?” Maximilian said, turning back to Ravenna “What must | do

to—

He stopped, staring. His movement in turning back to Ravennahad altered his stance enough that he
could now see beyond the chair that stood just behind Ravenna.

He could see ahand, and a pale arm, outstretched on the carpet.
He pushed past Ravenna, dropping on one knee beside Venetia.
Her skin was gray, clammy, and very cool.

She was dead, her throat torn gpart by strong, crud fingers, and he findly knew from where had come
the blood that had spattered over 1shbel.

Maximilian laid ahand on Venetia sforehead, and closed his eyesfor amoment. Then he stood and
looked at Ravenna, the expression on his face making her take a step backward.

“Youkilled her,” hesaid.
“Ya”

“Yes?Yes? Why?'



“Shetried to aid Ishbe—"
“Shewas your mother! Y our mother! And you killed her?’

Ravenna s eyes were wet, and atear did down one cheek. “I loved her, Maxel. But shetried to stop me
from preventing I1shbe—’

Maximilian stepped forward and hit Ravenna so hard that her body jerked in ahdf circleand shefdl to
thefloor.

He paused, waiting until Ravenna had raised hersdf on one elbow, staring at him in shock, then he
reached down and hauled her to her feet.

“If you were not pregnant, Ravenna, | swear to the gods | would kill you right now! What can be worth
the murder of your own mother, eh?’

“Y ou have no ideawhat is coming, Maxdl! | keep trying to warn you but—"

“Don’'t you ever cal methat again! Y ou are gone from my life, Ravenna. Get out of thistent. Get out of
my company! Wak into the night, Ravenna, and never, never walk back into thelight againin my
presence!”

Ravennajust stared at him, too shocked by hiswords to speak.

He gave her ahard, painful shake. “Get out of my life, Ravenna.”

“Why do thisto me, Maximilian, when you have been my entire ddight, and dl my joy?’
“Oh, for dl thegods sakes, Ravenna. Go.”

“I have ever stood ready at your hand, to—"

“Gol”

Ravennapulled herself away from him. *'Y ou do agreat wrong, Maximilian,” she said softly. “Y ou do me
agreat wrong, to cast me off with such discourtesy.”

“Don’'t you ever spesk to me of discourtesy, not when you just tried to murder my wife—"
Wife, shethought numbly. He cdlled her hiswife.
“—and took your mother’ slife when shetried to aid Ishbel!”

Maximilian stepped forward and shoved his hand against Ravenna s shoulder, hard enough to make her
sumble back. “ Get out of my life, Ravenna, and be grateful | leave you with yours.”

Ravennatook abackward step to the tent flap, then another, then bent down and retrieved her cloak
from thefloor without shifting her eyesfrom Maximilian’ sface.

“| saved you from the Veins, Maximilian Persmius. | have waged life and land for you, and for this
discourtesy? | do not think you worth the struggle, and so | shall save my effortsfor your son.”

With that she turned on her hedl and was gone through the tent flap.



Maximilian stood for afew minutes once Ravennahad gone, trying to cam himsdf, trying to let go of his
anger.

Tokill your own mother. Gods, how deluded was Ravennato do that?

Findly, cam enough that he had stopped shaking, Maximilian went back to Venetia s body, and knelt by
it for alittlewnhilein prayer, feding aprofound guilt over her death.

Intime, herose, caled for one of the Emerald Guard, and asked him to fetch help to prepare Venetiafor
burial, then went to see Ishbdl.

Garth had moved her back to her own tent, where she was adeep in her bed.
When Maximilian entered, Garth moved over to him, motioning him to spesk softly.
“Maxd? Garth sad. “What iswrong?’

“Ismy face that bad?’

“Maxd?

“Venetiais dead. Ravennakilled her. If Ishbel managed to survive her attempt to unwind the Weeper,
then that was dl Venetia s doing. Ravenna attacked Ishbel, and when Venetiatried to stop her, Ravenna
killed her.”

Garth stared, mouth agape.
“I’'m sorry, Garth. | know you loved Ravenna.”

“I loved Venetia, too. And Ravenna. . .she has not grown into the woman | expected. Maxel, what have
you done with Ravenna?’

“I wanted to kill her. So badly. Garth, | was so angry, | thought it would kill me. I’ ve never been that
aqgry...”

Garthlaid ahand on hisfriend’ s shoulder and Maximilian felt cmness radiate through him.

Maximilian sighed, dlowing some of hisanger and guilt to disspate. “ Ravennais gone, Garth. | should
have done it many days ago, but sheis gone now. Where, | don’t know and for the moment | don't care.
| told her | never wanted to see her face again. | should have killed her, but | couldn’t, not with the
child...”

Garth wrapped both his arms about Maximilian and hugged him for along moment. “I’'m sorry,” he said.
“Garth,” Maximilian said, “1 have been so stupid, I—"

“You haven't—"

“Everything is muddled because of my stupidity.”

“Then everything will unmuddieitself. Maxd, | will take care of Venetia, dl right? Go and Sit with I1shbel.”
“Sheiswdl?’

“Yes, just very tired. She needs her deep, but it will do you good to st with her, and it will do her good
to see you when she wakes.”



“Did she say anything about the Weeper?’

“She woke only briefly as| moved her back here, and she said only that she needed to speak to you.”
“I wonder what happened. Could it have been worth Venetia s death?’

“No onewill know until I1shbel wakes. Maxd, go sit with her.”

Maximilian took one step toward I shbd. Then he stopped and haf turned. “ Garth, will you ask Egdion
to make damned sure that Ravennais gone? Perhaps escort her afew leaguesinto the wilderness. | don't
care. Just make sure sheisgone.”

“1 will do that. Sit, Maxd, and re.”

Maximilian Sghed again, then went to Sit at Ishbdl’ sbedsde.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

L ister paced up and down in the darkness beyond Maximilian’s camp.

Vorgtus stood to one side, irritatingly calm.
“Whereisshe?’ Lister muttered. “1 need to know what happened.”

“Maxe has abandoned me,” Ravennasaid, walking out of the night. “That iswhat has happened. Heis
blind to Ishbel’ s danger, and thinks me the greater one!l”

Lister had to repressaamile at that last. “Y ou're upset,” he said.
“My mother isdead!” Ravennasaid. “So, yes, | am upset!”
“And now your fair prince has abandoned you,” Vorstus murmured. “ After al you have done for him.”

Ravennagave Lister anirritated look. “We need to leave. | need to leave—Maxe will surely have his
damned Emerald Guard out hunting me—and | want to know if you are coming with me.”

Lister stared back at the camp, at Maximilian’s command tent. “1 have watched him so long, longed for
himsolong.”

“Heisset on apath of destruction,” Ravennasaid. “He cannot see past 1shbel, and she will murder him
and thisland. This” shelaid her hand on her somach, “is Elcho Faling’ s future now.”

“Lister, we need to get the crown.”

Lister turned alittle so he could look toward Ishbd’ stent. “Maximilianisin therewith her a the
moment,” he said. “It would betoo foolish to try for it now.”

“You'reafrad of him?’ Ravennasaid.
Now Ligter’ seyes did back her way. “Y ou're not? We can snatch it later, but for now...”

“For now,” Ravennasaid, “Armat. Heis close. We can be with him within the day.”



“I had hoped it would not cometo this,” Lister said.

“Sodidl,” Ravennasaid, acatch in her voice. “But now it has. Come.”

Maximilian had been sitting with Ishbel for an hour when Egdion camein.

Maximilian motioned him to stay by the door, and himsalf moved to speek to him quietly.
“Ravenna?’ Maximilian asked.

“Wecan't find her,” Egdion sad.

“Shit!” “Thereismore bad news. Lister has gone, and Vorstus also.”

“And how isthat bad news?’

“Wadll, obvioudy Lister and Vorstus have gone with—"

“Yes, | know, Egdion. | wasjust making abad jest.” He rubbed ahand over tired eyes. “What €lse can
gowrong, eh?Isaiah isdead, and hisloss| do most deeply regret. Venetiais dead, murdered in the
saving of Ishbel’ slife. Lister and VVorstus have taken up with Ravenna, believing her liesfor whatever
reason they choose. | worry about Axis, and what is happening with Armat.” Maximilian looked at
Ishbel. “And Ishbdl ...what happened? Did she free or destroy the Weeper?’

Now heturned his gaze back to Egalion. “Should | just go home, Egalion, and dlow the entire world to
destroy itself? | need to say this, my friend, but | have never been aslow as| am at this moment. Thereis
no brightness|eft, no hope.”

“Perhaps when Ishbdl wakes...”

Maximilian gave a soft laugh that was bereft of any humor. “Perhgps when I shbel wakes she will
compound my despair, Egdion. Perhaps Ravennawas right.”

“No,” Egdion said inalow tone, but fiercely. “Ravennawas not right. Look, Maxel, go back and wait
by Ishbd’ssde. Rest, if you can. Perhaps tomorrow will bring—"

Maximilian gave Egdion alook of such cynicism that the man broke off.

“Perhaps,” Maximilian said, then he turned his back on Egalion and went to Ishbdl.

Despite hislow spirits and the uncomfortable chair, Maximilian eventually drifted off into adoze. He
woke, suddenly, when Ishbel whispered his name.

“Ishbdl! Areyouwd|?

“Yes, just very tired. Maxdl, what happened to Venetia?’
“Sheisdead. I'm sorry. Ravenna—"

“Ravennakilled her. Maxdl, if it was't for Venetia...”

“What happened, Ishbel 7"



Briefly Ishbel told him how Ravennahad attacked her, and how then Venetiahad cometo her rescue.
“Shesaved my life, Maxd.”

Maximilian squeezed her hand. “1 know. Ishbdl...Ravennahas gone. | said harsh wordsto her and
struck her. | have never been so angry before.”

Ishbel attempted asmall amile. “Not even at me?’

“Not even at you. | found her, with Venetia sbody. | just...”

Now it was Ishbel who squeezed Maximilian’s hand.

“Venetiasaved my life, Maxd. | will forever be grateful to her.”

“Ishbd...”

She gaveasmall smile. “Do you want to know what happened? Did | free the Weeper?’

Maximilian was so terrified of her answer, and so completely unable to read her face, he could not frame
the question.

“Maxe, we need to go into the Twisted Tower.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Insidethe Twisted Tower

M aximilian was concerned Ishbel might not be strong enough to stand on her own, but she shook off his
hand as they stood on the path that led to the Twisted Tower.

“I amwell enough, Maxd. Just alittletired. Not yet bedridden.”
“Ishbe—"

“Oh, for the gods sakes, Maxdl, stop worrying. | am no invaid. Come, we need to go indde the
Twisted Tower.”

With that 1shbel walked down the path, leaving Maximilian to follow.

At the door she paused, her hand on the knob. “Maximilian Persmius, | would like you to meet the man
who haswaited so long for you.”

Then she opened the door.

Maximilian stared into the Twisted Tower.

A man stood just ingde the first chamber, regarding Maximilian with an expresson composed partly of
happiness, partly of relief. He was very young, which surprised Maximilian, perhaps no more than
nineteen or twenty, olive-skinned, dark-haired, and with afine, aquiline face.

A facethat Maxd recognized, if only because of the lines of suffering onit. Whoever thiswas, he'd
suffered as much—grester—as had Maximilian.



The man smiled, just alittle, and then he bowed in an eegant, courtly movement.

“Greetings, my Lord of Elcho Fdling,” he said. “My nameis JosiaPeramius. | am Keeper of the Twisted
Tower.”

“Greetings,” Maximilian said, returning the bow. “Y ou are Perasmius?’

“Of theline of your ancestors, Maximilian,” said Josa. “Will you step inside? We need to spesk of so

Thefirst thing Josiadid once the door had closed behind Maximilian and I1shbel wasto step forward and
envelop Ishbd inamassive hug.

“Forgiveme,” he said, standing back but keeping one hand on Ishbel’ s shoulder, “but | doubt you will
ever comprehend just how grateful 1 am to have findly escaped that cursed bronze statue! Thank you.
Thank you.”

Maximilian's eyesfilmed with tears at the emotion in Josa sface and voice.

“I thought Ravennawould kill her,” Josasaid to Maximilian. “1shbel was my only hope, she has ever
been the only person with the training and power to free me, and | thought Ravennawould kill her. But
then the woman Venetiacame, and | am safe. Venetiais dead now, surdly.”

Maximilian nodded. “ She gave her lifeto save Ishbel, and you,” he said. “I never knew her well, and |
cannot understand that she could have thought enough of me to sacrifice herself.”

“I imagine that most who meet you come to love you within hours,” Josasaid.
“Not dl,” Maximilian said, carefully not looking &t 1shbel.
Her mouth twitched.

“Well, then,” said Josia, “ perhaps we can fix that.” Helet 1shbel go, then looked about. “Where shdl we
gt?l havealong taeto tell and nowhereto tdl it.”

“There are many empty chambersabove,” Maximilian said. “We can St in one of those”
“How many empty chambers?’ said Josa
“Well over haf thetower iscompletely empty,” said Maximilian.

Josia sface went expressonless. “Then | am hereonly just intime,” he said, and led the way up the
dairs.

They settled in the first completely bare chamber, Stting on the floor with backs againgt thewalls, facing
one another, Maximilian warmed by the fact that Ishbel sat dightly closer to him than she did to Josia

“My name,” Josasad, “isJosaPeramius. | am the son and younger brother of now long-dead L ords of
Elcho Fdling. I lived some two thousand eight hundred years ago a atime when the Lords of Elcho
Fdling were consdering leaving the mountain and retiring to Escator. My father, Escretius, feared,
however, that if the Lords of Elcho Falling abandoned Elcho Faling itsdlf, then dl the knowledge
associated with it might fall into forgetfulness.”



“And thusthis?” Maximilian said, waving ahand about at the Twisted Tower.
“Yes” Jodasaid. “My father built it. My brother, Cooper, and | aided him.”

“Y ou know what these chambers should contain?’ 1shbel said, getting the question out amoment before
Maximilian.

Josagrinned at the expression on their faces. “All in good time. Let metell the tale my way, for | have
been composing it for twenty-eight hundred years, and | think | am owed the stage.”

Maximilian inclined hishead.

“My father worried thet if too many generations should pass before the Lords reclaimed Elcho Faling,”
Josia continued, “then items might be forgotten. But | never imagined so much could have beenlogt.” He
sighed. “While my brother Cooper would wear the crown of Elcho Faling, my father asked meif | would
shoulder the respongibility of remembering.”

“Remembering?’ Maximilian sad.

“Remembering everything for every chamber.” Josasaid. “Yes. | can remember every object for every
chamber.”

Maximilian lowered hiseyesin order to gather his composure. The worry about the empty chambers had
eaten away a him for so long that he could not believe it could berectified thiseadly.

“I can help you put the objects back, Maximilian,” Josasaid. “Itiswhy | exist.” He paused. “Itiswhy |
have suffered.”

“Why isthere so much suffering associated with Elcho Faling?” Maximilian said, very softly. “Why?’
“Becausethat iswhat built Elcho Fdling,” said Josia, “and that iswhat powersit.”
He shifted alittle, raising one knee and resting an arm acrossiit.

“My father built the Twisted Tower, and populated it with the knowledge that every Lord of Elcho
Falling would require. But then, as| said, my father worried that somehow the tower would degenerate
and memorieswould be logt. My father was apessmist.”

Josiapaused. “But aredist, dso. Cooper would wear the crown of Elcho Faling after our father, but |
would remember the knowledge for al the generations ahead.

“Thisreguired meto livefor agrest ded of time. Whilethe Lords of Elcho Falling can wield much
power, granting indefinite life to ason isnot one of their greater kills”

“Y ou father sent you to Coroleas, didn't he?’ Ishbe said.
“Yes” Jodasad.
“Gods damn Elcho Faling,” 1shbel muttered, “for al the suffering it requires.”

“He sent you to Coroleas as agod-offering?’ said Maximilian. “ So you could be dowly tortured into
death and your soul encased in abronze statue?’

Josiainclined his head. “How ese could I, and dl my memory, be kept dive, save insde one of the
Coroleans' cursed bronze statues?’



Ishbel and Maximilian could not speak. They looked at each other, then back to Josia, Maximilian
making a gesture that was part disbdlief, part anger.

“And in answer to your unspoken queries,” Josa said softly, “no, | was not happy about thisfate, nor
paticularly willing.”

“But you went, in any case?’ Maximilian said.

“Would you rather | had not?’ Josiasaid. “Look, it was needed, and | went. | suffered, and for the
longest time | wept, but then one day StarDrifter came to Sdome' s chamber—ah, the things| had to
witness under her companionship!'—and said to me, ‘| have cometo take you home to the Lord of Elcho
Fdling, and suddenly, again, | was happy. It has been along imprisonment, Maximilian Peramius, but it
givesmealittle comfort to redize that my father was right, and that | am needed.”

He gaveawry smile. “1 do not think | could be asjoyous had | arrived back to find the Twisted Tower
ascomplete astheday | had leftit.”

“I could dwaysthrow afew more objects out the door, if that would lift your spirits even more,” said
Maximilian, and Josalaughed.

“Y ou cannot leave here, can you?’ Ishbd said.

“No,” Josasad, “I have no physical body left. The Twisted Tower, initsown way, imprisonsme as
much as did the weeping bronze.” He gave alittle smile. “It isahappier prison, though.”

“Wdl,” said Maximilian, “1 am glad to discover you, Josia. To befrank, | think the Twisted Tower a
more serene world than that which exists beyond itswalls. Are you aware of what has happened in these
lands?’

“Yes Youareinapickle, Maximilian.”

“Then you shdl need to hdp me.”

Josagave another dow amile. “Tdl me, Maximilian—"

“Maxd, please”

“Maxd, then. Tdl me, how far have you explored the tower?’

“I have climbed al the way to the top chamber. Everything above this chamber isempty.”
“Yes. Ishbd, how far have you climbed?’

“No further than this chamber, Josa,” she said. “| have been to the tower only rarely.”

Josianodded, asif digesting thisinformation. “Maxel, how many times have you been to the top
chamber?’

“Once, when | was aboy, and once since| have been aman.” His eyes glinted with humor. “Itisalong
climb, and adepressing one.”

“True enough,” said Josia. He paused for amoment. “Maxel, have you ever looked out the window in
the top chamber? It is, after dl, the only leve that has awindow.”

Maximilian opened his mouth, then hesitated. “No, | don't think so0.”



“Just aswell,” said Josia, “for if you had then you would have been dead.”
Maximilian looked startled, but before he could comment, Josia continued.

“I know something of Ravenna svison,” he said. “Tell me, Maximilian Persmius, how much do you trust
Ishbel ? s she worth Elcho Falling’ s betraya and destruction”?”

Maximilian looked directly at Ishbel as he answered. “| trust her completely, Josa, and | do not believe
her to contain Elcho Falling' s betraya and destruction, whatever vision Ravenna summons.”

Ishbel took avery deep breath as Maximilian spoke.
“Areyou certain, Maximilian Persmius?’ Josasaid in asoft voice.

“Absolutely certain,” sad Maximilian, and Ishbd gave himasmal amile.

They stayed within the Twisted Tower until dawn. Maximilian came back to consciousness dowly, till
gtting in the chair by Ishbdl. He struggled to Sit upright, looking at her.

She was awake, watching him.

“Thank you,” shesad.

“For what?’

“For trusing me.”

He gave anod, not knowing how to respond.

Then shegavealittlesmile. “I an afraid | do not have aflower to hand for your payment thismorning.”
“Then | shall take my payment in other currency,” Maximilian said, and leaned forward and kissed her.

He meant to keep it brief, but somehow he did not quite lift his mouth before the kiss degpened, and he
was leaning down to the bed, and she had the fingers of one hand soft against his neck.

“My lord?’
Maximilian pulled back.
Serge had entered the tent. “ BroadWing hasreturned,” he said. “ He needs to speak with you.”

Maximilian sank into hischair in histent. “1 cannot believeit,” he muttered.
“It wasadaughter, my lord,” said BroadwWing. “ Axiswas furious.”

“And now Axis undoubtedly isin the hands of Armat because of thosefools,” Maximilian said, and
muttered a curse. He paused. “Where are the Lealfast now?’

“Axissaid they’ d eventualy come to mefor some training, but for now he has sent them off to lick their
wounds. They will be rgoining you once they’ ve had timeto think. It cannot be enough timefor me.”



Maximilian grunted. “1 cannot for the life of me believe them capable of learning any skills. Y ou shal need
good luck and some inspiration, my friend, once they join you. Well, | for one don’t want to seethem
just yet.” He paused. “ Damn them, BroadWing. | cannot afford to lose Axisfor any reason, let done
their supidity.”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Outlands
E leanon did not lead the remainder of hisfighters north into the Sky Peaks.

After they'd left Axis, Eleanon took the Ledfast alittle way north, then turned everyone southeast
instead, toward the FarReach Mountains and the Salamaan Pass.

What he had done sickened him. Eleanon had known it was more than likely Armat had set atrap, but he
deliberately led hisfightersinto it. Eleanon knew hisforce could probably have defeated Armat had he
approached with more circumspection and cunning, but had chosen instead to approach directly,
incautioudy.

Thousands had died, but they had not died needlessly.

Axis now thought Eleanon—and every other Ledfast—an utter fool. That meant that Axisand
Maximilian would now severdly underestimate Eleanon and hisfighters.

Eleanon could use that.
The One could use that.

Thedisaster, and Axis contemptuous dismissal of Eleanon, aso meant that Eleanon was now not only
freeto rgoin the Ledfast Nation waiting in the FarReach Mountains, but free to seek out Bingaled.

Something had happened in Isembaard. Bingaed was now something “other” than what he had been less
than aday earlier.

Something more powerful.
Had he communed with the One?

All of the Lealfast with Bingded had transformed—evolved—and Eleanon needed to know what had
happened.

Quite desperately.

Thefinal pogtive that had resulted from what might otherwise be construed as Eleanon’ stotal madness
was that Inardle was now with Axis. Her wounding was a piece of extraordinary luck, and Eleanon had
used it to best advantage.

Shewould bein Axis bed within days, surely, and would prove another wegpon against Axisand
Maximilian.

A wegpon. Eleanon could fed what Bingded and the Ledfast with him had become, and he wanted it,
badly. The One could give them savation, not the weakness that currently walked asthe Lord of Elcho
Fdling.



So Eleanon flew southeast, drawing behind him the Ledlfast fighters, toward the Ledlfast Nation, toward
Bingded and the One, and toward outright treachery against the Lord of Elcho Falling.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
The Central Outlands, and | sembaard

| nsharah pulled hishorse to ahalt. It was close to dawn, and there was just enough light to seethe
horsemen waiting for him ahead.

Forty or fifty men.

He motioned the eight men who rode with him to wait, then urged his horse forward. When he got to
within four or five paces of the group ahead of him, hereined in.

“Who goesthere?’ he called out.

“Perhaps we wonder the samething,” said one man, now pushing his horse forward to meet Insharah.
“Ah,” he said as herode up, “you are Insharah. What isthis, have you been sent out to scout for the
rebellious generals? Or have you deserted with afew of your friends?’

“Neither, Risdon,” said Insharah, recognizing the man as one of Armat’ s leading commanders. “I bring
the remainder of thearmy to Armat, to aid him in his quest to liberate |sembaard.”

Risdon smiled, abrief glint of teeth inthedim light. “ The entire army, Insharah?’ He peered dramaticaly
behind Insharah. “What, eight men only? That’ sdl that’ sleft? Did Maximilian eat the rest for his
breekfadt, then?”

“Therest follow an hour’ sride behind,” said Insharah. “| rode out ahead, as| knew Armat must be
d0$.l7

“Why should Armat trust you?’ said Risdon. “Y ou are close friends with Axis, and thustoo closdly dlied
to Maximilian for Armat to greet you esslly.”

“I admire both men,” said Insharah, “but my loydties areto |sembaard.”

“Andto Armat,” said Risdon softly. “Y ou forgot that important little bit.”

“Andto Armat.” Insharah pulled out his sword, making the men behind Risdon draw theirsaswell.
Risdon continued to Sit relaxed in the saddle.

Insharah rode forward a pace and held his sword out to Risdon, who accepted it only after along
moment.

“Y ou will bewatched,” said Risdon. “Y ou surely didn’t expect to be welcomed with open armsinto
Armat’scamp.”

“ am Armat’ sman,” said Insharah.

“WEll see” said Risdon.

Isaiah woke at dawn, stiff from anight spent on the ground. He sat up, stretching dowly to unbend his



muscles, and looked at Hereward.

He would not have been surprised to discover her dead. She' d lost so much blood, and was so wesk,
that anight spent in the cold could easily havekilled her.

But even though shewaslying very ill, 1saiah could make out the movement of her chest.
She breathed, at least.

Isaiah stood, stretching his back as he looked around. There was movement on the eastern horizon, now
fantly stained with pink.

Skradlings probably, looking for food.
Food.

He and Hereward had very littleleft. Hereward had existed for days while she waited for him by living off
supplies from the riverboat. But while the boat had been well stocked from the kitchens of Aghat, most
of the food had been spoiled in the horrific Skragling attack—neither Hereward nor 1saiah felt much like
egting grain sodden with clotted blood—and what remained was now amost exhausted. They would
need food soon.

| saiah looked once more at Hereward, then bent down, picked up his sword, and trotted off into the
lightening landscape.

Two hours later Hereward stirred, then, with some difficulty, rolled over toward thefire.
Isaiah sat there, cooking something in apot on the cods.

It smelt like meat, and Hereward’ s mouth watered.

“Ilsaiah?’

“How areyou?’ he asked.

“Alive” shesad. “Jud. Isaiah...what isthat you' re cooking?’

He grimaced. “Four Skraglings had run down an antelope to the north. | managed to chase them
off...there are afew mouthfulsleft. Not much, | am afraid, and not the choicest bits.”

“It smellsgood, nonetheless.” Hereward looked at 1saiah more carefully. “ Y ou'reinjured.”
“Not badly. One of the Skradlings caught my arm with its claws. It will heal soon enough.”
Hereward struggled to sit up, overbalancing dightly as she amost blacked out with the effort.
“lsaiah, please, go on without me. Y ou can leave me here. Y ou don’t need me to hold you up.”

“Such atempting idea,” Isaiah said, dlowing alittle humor to cregp into hisvoice, “but | can't do that.
You'redl of my Tyranny | haveleft.”

Hewas rewarded with asmal smile.

“Thisisamost cooked,” he said. “Do you want—"



“l would eat it raw!”

I saiah smiled—that was her desperation for blood talking—and dished out some of the barely cooked
mest into abowl.

“Insharah,” Armat said. “ Risdon tells me that you have decided to join us.”

Insharah paused just insde the door of the tent, and saluted with his clenched fist across his chest.
“I amloyd to Isembaard,” he said.

“Wadll, that isasmay be,” said Armat, “but why are you here?’

“Because you, too, are for Isembaard.”

Armat said nothing, watching Insharah carefully.

“I bring the remainder of thearmy,” said Insharah, “save for some few thousands who decided to remain
with Maximilian.”

“So a0 Risdon informed me. Did you not kill Maximilian?’
Insharah blinked. “No. I...1 asked his permission to leave his command so that—"

“Don't treat melike afool, Insharah. Do you honestly want me to believe that Maximilian just waved you
good-bye happily and with warmest best wishes?’

“Hedid not want to hold us against our will,” Insharah said. “ He knew how desperate we wereto aid
our families. He did, indeed, wish uswdll.”

“But you didn’t tell him that you were riding toward me.”
“Not in so many words, my lord, but he must have redized we d join up with you.”
Armat turned away, pretending to toy with some maps on atable so that he could think.

Ravennahad let him know that Insharah and the army were on their way to join him. She'd told him that
she' d interrupted their deep with nightmares of the cruelty their families endured, and thus Armat was not
inthe least surprised to discover Insharah in histent, and approximately two hundred thousand men
within afew hours distance, but he was surprised to hear of Maximilian’ swillingnessto alow the army
to go.

Maximilian was either smarter than Armat had given him credit for, or he was a completefoal.

Armat himself was not such acompletefool that he believed the latter option. Maximilian was up to
something, but whatever that “ something” was, Armat knew he would not discover it from Insharah, who
was enough of afool to think that there was anything left worth trying to save in |sembaard.

“Wdl then,” Armat said, turning about with agenia smile on hisface, “I shal admit mysdf glad to have
your company again, Insharah, and that of the men you drag at your hedls.”

“When will we march for |sembaard?’ Insharah said.

“When we are strong enough,” said Armat. “ There are more men yet to join us, and suppliesto organize.



Now, go find Risdon and get him to organize you some breakfast, and tents and horse linesfor the men
soonto arrive.”

Insharah saluted again, and walked over to the door. He paused just as he was about to duck through
and looked back to Armat.

“Axis SunSoar and Georgdi wereinthisarea,” he said, “together with alargeforce of Ledfast. Haveyou
come acrossthem?”’

“I daughtered them,” said Armat. “They werefools. But lose that look of dismay, Insharah, for Axistill
lives. At my pleasure.” He paused. “ They wanted to stop us, Insharah. They did not want usto go home
to Isembaard.”

“Axis—"

“Axisisnone of your busness. Now leave me.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Central Outlands and | sembaard

A xiswoke only very dowly. His head throbbed with pain, and he didn’t want to wake enough that he
might actualy moveit.

Stars, why come back from death if he had to endure thislevel of pain again?
“Axis?

That was Zeboath’ s voice. Axis decided to ignoreit.

“Axis...”

Go away, Axisthought, not wanting to use hisvoice in case even that smdl amount of movement within
his head increased the pain.

“I’m going to place a compress againgt the back of your head, Axis.”

“Don’t!” Axiswhigpered, then moaned as agony flared up the back of his skull.

Hefet ahand on his shoulder, and then a cool wet cloth placed at the back of his neck.

The pain flared again, but then very, very dowly subsided.

“Axis,” Zeboath said one moretime, and Axisfindly, and highly reluctantly, opened hiseyes.

At first he saw nothing, and had amoment of panic as he thought hisinjury must have blinded him. But
then his eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, and he saw that he, Zeboath, and two others were sitting
insomekind of celar...therewasafant glimmer of light above them from ashuttered window...or
perhaps datted wood.

Axiswas sitting douched againgt awall, and he closed hiseyes again ashe dowly, and very painfully,
tried to St up alittle straighter, accepting Zeboath’ s assistance without complaint.

Stars, he was weak!



“What happened,” Axis said, squinting once more into the darkness. “Where am |? Who e seis here?’

“We'reinapit,” came Georgdi’ svoice, “somewherein Armat’s camp. So far aswe canwork out it is
midmorning. It waslast night that Armat captured us. Y ou’ ve been unconscious for most of the night.”

“One of Armat’s men hit you on the back of the head with the hilt of hissword,” Zeboath said. “We
thought at first he' d killed you.”

“Death would have been less painful,” Axis muttered. “ Trust me, I’ ve been there before. Who elseis
here?’

“l am,” came Inardi€ svoice, and Axislooked in the direction of her voice and saw her crouched against
afarwal.

“How areyou?’ Axissad.
“Stiff,” shesaid. “ Sore. Heartsick.”
“Did Arma...” Axiscouldn’t finish.

“Armat killed dl the Ledfast,” said Zeboath. “My ass stants he spared, but | do not know where they
ae’”

Shit, Axisthought.
“So what do we do now, StarMan?’ Georgdi asked, alittle light sarcasmin hisvoice.

“Wait,” said Axis. “Wewait.”

Isaiah and Hereward had eaten what little mesat there was, 1saiah making sure that Hereward had the
larger share.

“We cannot leave for afew days,” Isaiah said. “ Y ou are too weak.”
“lsaiah, I—"
“Please don't suggest thet | leave you behind. | won't doit.”

Hereward almost said she was sorry again, then decided Isaiah had probably heard that too much. She
was both physically and emotionally numbed from al that had happened over the past day. She could
barely move, and her upper body throbbed painfully where the Skradling talon had penetrated. Her body
and robe were encrusted with blood, and she wanted nothing more than to wash....but they didn’t have
enough water to spare, and what they did have they certainly couldn’t afford to contaminate with dried
blood.

It wasironic, she thought, that they camped on the banks of such a great river, and there was no water.

While her physica condition distressed her, what 1saiah had told her—as well aswhat the One had done
with that pyramid—had shocked her as even the Skragling attack on the riverboat had not.

Hereward smply could not comprehend that so much had been happening, and that so much had not
been asit had appeared. She found it difficult to grasp the fact that what she’ d believed to have been a
secure life had in fact been so precarious.



And |saiah had sat there on histhrone and overseen the entire disaster.

Hereward tried to be angry with him, but she couldn’t summon the energy. Breathing was more important
for the moment.

“Hereward,” Isaiah said, “I’ ve said some things to you that were unnecessary. Words that were hard and
crud. | waswrong to do that. Y ou arefar morethan ‘just’ the bastard daughter of adave and servant
withinmy palace”

He stopped for amoment, choosing hiswords carefully. “The book that hit you on the head has been
missing for some two thousand years. It chose you to reved itself to and it choseto involveyouin...dl of
this” He waved ahand about asif indicating all of Isembaard’ stroubles. “Y ou are far more than just
Hereward the kitchen steward.”

Hereward was so incensed she had to close her eyes briefly. 1saiah had to make her something other
than a serving woman in order to fed comfortable?* Does that make you fed better about traveling with
me, Isaiah?’ shesaid.

He sghed softly, then rose and | ft the campfire.

Axis had shifted himsdlf closer to Inardle. His head il throbbed painfully, but the pain was subsiding
little by little, and he no longer felt nauseated or so weak.

“How areyou feding, Inardle?’ he asked, hisvoice low in asomewhat futile attempt to keep their
conversation private in their cramped conditions.

“My wound throbs,” she said, “but it iswell enough. Zeboath said you' d done afinejob in gtitching.”
“Zeboath isvery kind. | fear you will be marked for life with the scar | have made for you. Thewing?’

“It throbs, and is swollen. Zeboath says he will need to wait for the swelling to go down before he can
examineit properly. Axis...” Her voice broke, and she paused to compose hersdlf. “ They dl werekilled.
Every one of them. The screams...”

“Inardle—"
“They died—and in fear and agony. How can one man be so crudl, Axis? What drove Armat to it?’

“Necessities of war, perhaps,” Georgdi answered, breaking their illusion of privacy. “ Armat understands
the Ledfast ashisenemies, and therewaslittle else for him to do with afield full of wounded Ledfast
than to daughter them. Armat would not waste va uable resources on trying to save them, Inardle, and he
could not have left them dive at hisback!”

“Would you havekilled them?’ Inardle said.

“I don’t know,” Georgdi said. “If | had been afraid enough of them, then yes, perhaps. Axis? Would you
have |eft afew thousand injured Skraglings a your back?”

Axisdlently cursed the man for the question. Did Georgdi not know that Inardle was half Skragling? No,
he answered himsdlf. He probably didn’t.

“No,” said Axis, “I would not have left them a my back. | would have, and have in the past, ordered
them put to death.”



Inardl€' sentire body tightened a Axis Sde, and hefdt her pull away from him dightly.
“They wereinjured, Axis,” Inardle hissed. “ They were no thregt to anyone!”

“Then they should not have been injured in the first instance,” Axis snapped. “For the sars sakes,
Inardle, how could Eleanon have been so witless? He led them into daughter!”

Inardle did not answer, but Axis could fed her trembling in anger.
“Axisisright,” Georgdi said. “If so many died, thenit is Eleanon’ sfault.”
“Eleanon didn't—" Inardle began.

“Will you tell mewhat training the Ledlfast have had?’ Axissaid. “1 asked Eleanon and Bingaea once,
and they snapped at me something about being an diteforce. Wel, | think we can all dispense with that
myth here and now, yes? What fighting experience have the Lealfast had, Inardie?’

Shedidn’'t answer.

“Y ou have lived in the northern wastes for stars knows how many thousands of years,” Axissaid. “What
enemies did you have there? Againgt whom did you perfect—" that word was laden with sarcasm “—the
artsof war?’

“Did you fight the Skraglings?” Georgdi asked.
“We are unableto fight the Skraglings,” Inardle said, very low.
“Why not?” Georgdi asked.

“Inardle, asdl the Ledfast,” Axissaid, “ishdf Icarii and hdf Skragling. The Ledfast are, gpparently,
unable to harm their blood kin.”

Axis couldn’'t see either Georgdi, or Zeboath—who was keegping well out of this conversation—very well
in this darkness, but he could sense their shock.

“Wetrained in the frozen wastes,” Inardle said into the silence, her voice very quiet and now completely
devoid of emotion.

“Agang whom?' Axissad.
Therewasasdlence.

“We shot at the snow rabbits,” Inardle said, loathing having to paint hersdf and her flowsin sucha
ridiculouslight. Damn Eleanon! “We used them to perfect our skillswith the bow and arrow.”

We shot at the snow rabbits? Axiswas so appalled that he did not know how to respond.

“Then should we be faced with an invasion of deviousrabbits,” said Georgdi, “we can dl rest easy
knowing we have such skilled soldiersto hand.”

Axiscouldn’t help himself. Helaughed.
“| gpologize, Inardle,” Georgdi said, his own voice il riddled with amusement.

Axis supposed he should gpologize, too, but he couldn’t. He just sat there in the silence that followed
Georgdi’ s apology, dlowing his amusement to go someway to relieving some of hisfrustration and



anger.

“Why did you stay, Axis?’ Inardle said eventuadly. “Y ou could have left a any time. Thereisno need for
you to be here.”

“I couldn’t leave the Ledfast,” Axissaid. “No matter how angry | am at Eleanon, or at the entire Stuation
ingenerd, | just could not walk away from them.”

“Unlike Eleanon,” Georgdi said, “who lost no timein escaping.”
“Thatisnot far!” Inardle sad. “ Axis commanded him to go.”

“The only thing that isnot fair at the moment,” said Axis, “isthat Georgdi and | are making you the focus
of our anger and frudtration. | think what we say about the Lealfast in general, and Eleanon in particular,
isfar enough. | asked Georgdi to go, and he didn’t. Eleanon went, not through any cowardice as such,
but because he was so shocked by what had happened at the gully that he smply could not think. Asa
leader and acommander, Inardle, he has agreat dedl to learn.”

“And you shal teach him, | suppose,” she said.
“If ever | get out of here,” Axissaid, “then maybe. And if ever | think it worth the effort.”

“Areyou such agood commander?’ she said. “I heard that the main reason you stayed was because of
me. Zeboath told me while you were unconscious that you spent hours searching for me among the
wounded.”

Thank you so much, Zeboath, Axisthought.

“Surdy itisapitiful thing,” Inardle continued, her voice hard and bitter now, “to risk so many men just for
your concern for ahdf Skragling?’

“I risked mysdf only,” said Axis. “ Zeboath and Georgdi remained, or returned, of their own free will.
Perhaps they were fixated on you, too.”

Thiswas beginning to sound like alovers spat, Axisthought, becoming ever more uncomfortable and
wishing he'd not dlowed Inardle to needle him. Damn Zeboath!

“You should haveleft me” Inardle said.
“Trust mewhen | say I’'m coming around to that concluson mysdlf,” Axis shot back.

“Oh, peace,” said Georgdi. “Listen for amoment.” He paused so dl could strain their ears, although
Georgdi thought Axis and Inardle would spend the time fuming at each other. “ There are men moving
about above us,” he continued. “ Perhaps someone will be kind enough to remember us, and give us
some breakfast.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN
The Central Outlands

M aximilian pulled in his horse beside that of StarDrifter’ s, who was choosing to ride instead of fly this
day to keep company with Salome, who was confined to the ground. He glanced at her as sherodefive
or Six paces behind, chatting to one of the Emerald Guardsmen.




“Sdomeiscontinuingwell?” Maximilian said.

“Yes” StarDrifter said, “ she continueswell. Impatient for this child to be born, asam [, but sheiswell.
What do you want, Maximilian? There is no need to run through the list of socia politenesses before you
get down to business.”

“I was actualy concerned, StarDrifter.”
“Yes, yes. What do you want?’
“| am aso very concerned about Axis.”

“Andsoam|,” StarDrifter said. “1 heard about the...the...” StarDrifter was so angry about what he'd
heard of the Leslfast that he Smply could not finish.

“Yes, wdl,” said Maximilian. “ Axisis currently caught between Armat moving west and Insharah moving
east. | worry not so much about Insharah—"

“Traitor that heis,” StarDrifter put in.

“—but about Armat, who hasno love for Axis. | don’'t know where Georgdi isright now, nor where are
hismen, but | worry.”

“BroadWing has been talking to me,” said StarDrifter.

Maximilian smiled, moving his horse aside momentarily so it could avoid agreet rut in the road. “ Good,”
he said, “that wasto be my next question. StarDrifter, | believe there are some three thousand I carii now
with thiscolumn.”

“Just over,” StarDrifter said.

“And,” Maximilian said, “of those three thousand, BroadWing tells me he has five hundred who were
oncein Axis Strike Force.”

StarDrifter noted the careful distinction between the Strike Force that existed before Axistook over its
command—which wasweak and ineffectuad—and the Strike Force under Axis command, which wasa
highly skilled and deedly force.

“Eadly,” sad SarDrifter. “Maybe afew more.”

“BroadWing has them training to the north.”

“Yes. What do you want, Maxdl?’

“They aredoing well?’

StarDrifter grunted. “ Better than the Lealfast. Maxd, what do you want?’
“I may have ause for them. Can you contact BroadWing? Fast?’

StarDrifter’ seyestwinkled. “ Do the stars shine in the heavens? Maxel, they are yours. Y ou do not need
to ask my permisson.”

Maximilian gave asmile. “Cal BroadWing to me, if you would, StarDrifter.”



Ravenna pulled her horseto ahdlt, dlowing theweary animd along rein so it could stretch its neck and
relax.

It had been ahard ride getting here, but get here they had.

“They’rejust ahead,” Ravenna said to Lister and Vorstus, who had pulled their horses up beside hers.
“Look, here comes ascouting party. My friends,” she said, turning alittle in the saddle so she could look
theminthe eye, “leave Armat to me. Heistouchy, and somewhat difficult. | don’t want to—"

“We know how to behave, Ravenna,” Lister said, “but you a so need to know that we must get what we
want. Armat setting off on his own dangerous ambitious tangent is not what either Elcho Fdling or this
world needs.”

“Thenleavehimtome,” Ravennasaid. “Please. I’ ve managed him thusfar.”

“And you don’t want us stepping onto your territory?’ Vorstus said.

“Leave himto me!” Ravenna snapped.

“Asyour ladyshipwishes” Vorstus said, kicking his horse forward, Lister immediately behind him.

A moment later Ravenna gathered up her reins and urged her horse after them.

Armat heard them enter, but amused himself by keeping them waiting afew moments while he shuffled
usdless hits of paper on thetable.

Finaly heturned about, gracing Ravennawith avery dight inclination of hishead. “My Lady Ravenna,”
he said. “How good to see you in the flesh. Those apparitions were interesting, but
somehow...unsatisfying.”

“Just Ravenna,” shesaid. “I make no clam to pretenson.”

“A marsh-witch,” Armat said to the two men who stood just behind and to one side of Ravenna. “Did
shetdl you?’

“Ravennaiswel known to us,” said the more commanding of the two, atal, spare man with an ascetic
face.

“Asyou are not yet to me,” said Armat. “Ravenna, if you please?’

“ThisisLord Ligter,” said Ravenna, indicating the man who had just spoken. “Heisaman of great
power and knowledge, and shal beinvauable to us. He knows Maximilian well.”

Armat raised his eyebrows, athough hewas not in the least impressed. “Y ou can ddliver to me Elcho
Fdling?’ hesadto Liger.

“I know Elcho Fdling intimately,” said Lister. “| lived therefor atime and know its mysteries”

Armat beamed. “ Than we might aswell just murder Maximilian now and depend on our new friend for
what we need!”

“We dill need Maximilian to open the mountain,” Ravennasaid. “Don’t be hasty, Armat.”



“| shal delay aday or two, then,” Armat said. He looked to Vorstus. “And you are...?’

“l anVorstus,” hesaid, “ Abbot of the Order of Persimius. | also know Maximilian wadll, for | have been
anintimate of the Peramiusfamily dl hislife”

“Maximilian has certainly chosen hisfriendswel,” said Armat, “if such cherished acquaintances and his
lover stand herein my tent plotting his downfall. But enough of that. Y ou look weary. Would you like
some food and drink before we continue?’

Armat waved them toward a table on which was st food and decanters of warmed ade, and for awhile
there was nothing but banalities passed between them as Ravenna, Ligter, and Vorstus ate.

“I must thank you,” Armat said eventudly, wiping his mouth with angpkin after Spping a agoblet of the
warmed de, “for sending me Insharah and hismen. They shdl comein useful.”

“And wesken Maximilian,” said Vorgus.
“Indeed,” said Armat, risng from his chair and stretching alittle asif he had a tiff back.
“Butwemustingst,” said Ligter, “that you do not attack Maximilian right now. We need him to—"

Armat was now walking about the table. “1 shadl attack whoever | damn well wish to, when | damn well
want to,” hesaid. “Just likethis”

In asudden brutal movement, he whipped a dagger out of hisbelt with one hand, gripped the back of
Vorgtus s neck with the other, and did the dagger through Vorstus sthroat. Armat held him ashe
struggled briefly, drowning in his own blood, then allowed the dying man to sag forward acrossthe table.

“Youwill dowel,” Armat said very quietly as he wiped his dagger on the back of Vorstus' s robe before
sheathing it, “to remember that you are but my dliesand my guests. Y ou are not my lords, to command
measyou will.”

Then helooked a Ravenna, aquery on hisface. “Did | kill the right man of the two, Ravenna? | didn’t
dispatch the most useful, by any chance, did |7’

“Therewas no need—" Ravennabegan.

“Therewas every need,” Armat hissed. “I am your ruler, and you must not believe otherwise.”
Ravennaglanced at Lister, then bowed her head.

“Lord Armat,” she said.

“Good,” Armat said, then looked at Lister.

Lister had been gtaring a Vorgtus, but now he lifted his eyesto the generd. “I shdl not be so easily
disposed of, Armat.”

“Don't makeit achalenge, Lister,” Armat said.

We should dlow himto think heisour better, Ravennasaid into Lister’ smind, and very reluctantly Lister
inclined his head.

“Excdlent,” Armat said, pushing Vorstus' s body to the floor and taking the man’s chair. He poured
another measure of aleinto Vorstus sgoblet and took asip.



“Where are the other generals?” Ravenna said after along moment of uncomfortable silence.

“Kezid commands sixty thousand men about Adab,” said Armat. “ He undoubtedly thinks he'd liketo
use them against me, but he knows that by now—if, aswe al suspected, Maximilian’s portion of the
army deserted him for me—I would have well over three hundred thousand soldiersin the Central
Outlands, and Kezid is not astupid man. He will wait where heisfor thetime being.”

“And Lamiah?’ Ravennasad.

Armat fiddled with his goblet. “Lamiah was stationed close to the Sdlamaan Pass,” he said after a
moment. “I have not heard from him recently.”

“Ishe heading north?” Ligter said.

Armat raised hiseyesand looked at Ligter. “Youtell me”

“How many men does he have?’ Ravennasaid.

“I don’'t know,” Armat said. “Probably at least thirty thousand. ..but he may have more.”
“Isaiah commanded ahuge army,” said Ravenna. “Where are the others?’

“Isaiah led aconvoy that included settlers and familiesaswell assoldiers,” said Armat. “ The settlers have
now largely dispersed themselves about the southern and eastern Outlands. Of soldiers he had closeto
five hundred thousand. The others? Stationed here and about, and some, | assume, chose to remain with
Maximilian.”

“Ten thousand at mogt,” said Ravenna. “Y ou command by far the greater portion of the five hundred
thousand, Armat, but even taking into account the men Kezia and Lamiah control, there must be tens of
thousands e sawhere.”

“They arelikely scattered,” Armat snapped. “The Outlandsisalarge area. Besides, they have dmost no
command savefor reaively junior officers. They will be no trouble.”

Ravennaraised an eyebrow at that, but said no more on the matter.
“Axis” sad Armat, making Ravennajump.
Axis?

“Heiscurrently stting,” Armat continued, “together with Georgdi, a physician, and asomewhat
bedraggled L edfast woman in apit within my camp.”

“What?' Ravennasad. “How?’

“How did the dmighty Axis SunSoar manage to alow himself to be captured by such apoor commander
as1? Armat asked. “ Sadly, far too easily. | am wondering what to do with him.”

Heleaned back in the chair, tilting it backward, and rested his booted feet on the table. “| have severa
options,” Armat said, numbering them on hisfingers. “I could keep him as ahostage to bargain with
agang Maximilian. | could parade him and use him to demordize the few pitiful remnants of fighting men
that remain with Maximilian. | could kill him asthe pathetic wretch that heis. Which do you think?’

“Heisadangerous canker within your camp, Armat,” Ravenna said.



“Kill him,” said Ligter. “Heis dangerous, and no one knows histrue motives. Y ou can't afford to keep
himdive”

“Heispowerless” said Armat. “He has none of hismagic.”
No, Ravennasaid to Lister. Don't tell Armat that Axishas—

“He hasrefound the Star Dance,” said Ligter. “Don'’t think you have some washed-up outdated military
commander Sitting in that pit, Armat. Y ou have instead the greatest Enchanter the I carii have ever known,
and if he continuesto gt in the pit, then that is because he wants to—because it suits his purpose. Kill
him. Heisfar too dangerousto alow to live.”

CHAPTER TWENTY
Armat’s Camp, the Central Outlands

A xis,” said Georgdi, “I don't like to mention this, but I’ ve heard arumor that you discovered your
connection to the Star Dance aweek or so past. | don’'t suppose you could, ah, shed alittle light on our
current predicament?”’

Axisroused himsdf from the light doze he' d fallen into. “ Georgdi, | am sorry. | had gotten too used to
not being able to use the Star Dance.”

A phrase of soft music ran among the four occupants of the pit, and the next moment a soft light illumed
their surroundings.

Everyoneblinked.
“I’'m not so surethe light wasagood idea,” said Axis.

No onelooked their best. They had al been treated roughly by Armat’s men and were dirty and bruised.
Inardle looked even worse: her abrasions and wounds were now surrounded by deep bruises, and Axis
thought he could see some grazes and marks on her arms that hadn’t been there previoudy. In thetime
he' d known her, Inardle had dways |ooked immaculate—her clothes smple yet eegant, her hair carefully
arranged to best advantage atop her head. Now her clothes werefilthy and torn, and her hair half
tumbled down her shoulders.

Inthis soft light it looked part silver, part rosy, and it reminded Axisalittle of the pyramidsthe Leafast
had given Ligter and Isaiah.

Shelooked very vulnerable, and very lovey, even through the bruises and grime.
Axisredized he was staring, and looked away.

“You can't use that power to aid us escape?’ Zeboath said to Axis. He probably looked the best of the
quartet, but even so his eyes were ringed with exhaustion and his skin was unnaturdly pale.

Axisgavealittle shake of his head. “While | have managed to reconnect to the Star Dance, itisina
different manner than previoudy. The Danceisdl about me, but far more subtle than what | could hear
when it thundered through the Star Gate. | am till learning to useit in thisform, learning its nuances. |
have nowhere near the power | had as StartMan—" he grinned “—even though that titleisonce again
being bandied about, and only atiny percentage of what | commanded as Star God. Inardle, no doulbt,
would sneer a my limited capabilities. The Enchanter cannot rescue you from this pit, Zeboath, but | hold



out hope for the man.”

“| do not sneer a you, Axis,” Inardle said. “I could not have provided that light with my own command
of the Star Dance.” She paused, glancing a him with an awkward expression. “Thank you for thelight. It
ismost welcome and more than comforting.”

Axisfdt alittle ashamed of hisanger toward her earlier; shewas not to blame for Eleanon’ s stupidity.

“Y ou use the Star Dance differently from Icarii Enchanters,” he said to her. “Would you explain to me
how?’

Inardle sat thinking for alittle while, and Axisthought she struggled with the Ledfast’ s generd tendency
toward wrapping themselvesin mystery in order to bolster their own importance.

Eventudly, however, Inardle spoke.

“Before the Star Gate was destroyed,” she said, “you used music to access the Star Dance. You literaly
heard the Star Dance, and thus your command over its power was vast. Now, | believe you accessthe
Dance by vison, by ‘reading’ itinthefall of dust motes, the way awoman's skirt rufflesin thewind, the
cloudsinthe sky.”

“Yes” Axissad, “and in suddenly redlizing we can read it, we redize the Star Danceis till dl around us,
and once again we dlow it to filter through our bodies. It isapaler version of what once we heard, but it
isdill there”

“We are not so fortunate,” said Inardle, moving ever deeper into her deception. “I, like dl the Ledfadt,
need to literdly fedl the movement of the Star Dance—wind, usudly. In here, in thiswindless pit, | am
powerless. Even when outside among the dements, our use of the Danceislimited. We could not, for
example, do what you just did in providing light. Our abilities arelargely centered on movement, on the
ability to fly with the Dance through the air. It is pretty, and useful, but limited in scope. Possibly that is
because...”

“Of your Skradling blood,” said Axis. “But then, | had ahuman mother and am only haf Icarii, and that
has not affected my ability to use the Star Dance. My wife, Azhure, isthe same. Sheis exceptiondly
powerful, but aso had a human mother.”

“The Skradling blood corruptsus,” said Inardle. “It limits us.”
“Y ou are very ambivaent about your Skradling heritage,” said Axis.

“We want more than anything to escapeit,” Inardle said. She paused, then spoke again. “Y ou asked
oncewhy we are 0 loya to Maxel asLord of Elcho Falling.”

“Y ou spun a pretty tale about legends and whispers, as| remember,” Axissaid.

“It was true enough, but there is more depth to it. We loathe our Skraeling blood, loatheit.” She paused,
her teeth gleaming in thelow light. “ Almost as much aswe despise our Icarii heritage. We yearn for the
day when we can be free of both Skragling and Icarii blood and be pure Ledfast, not half-breeds. We
want to own our heritage and our blood, not be indebted to two races who loathe us for the taint of the
other.

“Thoseicy whisperstold us that the only one who had enough power to manage thisfor us was the Lord
of Elcho Faling. We have yearned for him, Axis. We thought him the one who could save us, offer usthe
sdvation of our own identity, our own future. But...”



“But?” Axissad.

“But now we hear that Maximilian wields only afraction of what the ancient Lords of Elcho Faling once
commanded.”

“Who told you that?’” Axissaid.

Inardle shrugged. “ Generd camp gossip,” shesad. “Isit true?’

Now it was Axiswho hesitated. “Yes.”

Inardle Sghed. “ Then thereis no hopefor us, Axis. None. Who ese can aid us, if not Maximilian?’

Axisdidn’t respond to that, and the group sat quietly for awhile. They could hear the sounds of the
encampment above them, horses moving, men talking and occasiondly laughing, the clatter of cooks
pans and weapons being cleaned.

Axisfound himsdlf focusing on the clatter of cooks pans, and the faint aromaof meat cooking, and tried
to forget how hungry hewas.

Some time passed, then everyone jJumped as a grating noise came from above them.
Severd of the largelogs of wood rolled away and daylight flooded the pit.
A soldier leaned in: Risdon.

“Armat wantsto seeyou, AXis.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Armat’s Camp, the Central Outlands

Severd soldiersjumped down into the pit, trampling on Georgdi’ s and Zeboath’ s legs, who were not
quick enoughtorise.

Axiscried out, grabbing a one of the soldiers, but the next instant was himself grabbed from behind and
thrust againgt the crumbly earth wall of the pit as his hands were tied behind him.

“Get thewoman, too,” one of the guards snapped.
“For the stars sakes,” said Axis, “ Armat can't need anything from—"

“Keep quiet,” said the guard directly behind Axis, and put his hand into the center of Axis back and
pushed him into the wall again, so that Axishad to spit out dirt in order to keep breathing. “Keep that
mouth shut or I'll take out my anger on the woman. Understand?’

Axiswas fuming, but he kept quiet. He tried to make eye contact with Inardle, to reassure her, but she
was not looking a him, and was the next moment lifted roughly in the air for aguard on the surface to
haul upwards.

The man grabbed one of her wings, lifting her by that, and she cried out in pain.

Axisturned around, about to protest, but the guard hit him on the side of his jaw with the hilt of a dagger,
and Axis sagged, rendered haf insensible by the blow.



Rough hands grabbed him, too, and he was hauled up to the surface.

“Wak, damnit,” said the guard, pushing Axisin the small of the back so that he ssumbled forward.
“Armat awaits”

Axiswaked forward, concentrating on remaining upright, and thinking that if ever he met these guards
with his hands unbound they would liveto regret their trestment of Inardle.

They led Inardle and Axis—Inardle severa paces forward so that Axis had no way of catching her
eye—through the encampment toward a rust-red tent erected at the end of threelong horse lines. Axis
gpent the time looking about, studying the encampment.

Armat had set up atight camp, and Axis thought, more than grudgingly, that any generd capable of this
might well prove aformidable opponent on the battl efield.

A camp awaysreflected the qudity of itsleadership.

Axiskept his head high asthey walked, athough it galled him that many of these men would know him,
and see him humiliated in this fashion, and he wondered if they gloated or were embarrassed.

Just before they reached Armat’ stent, Axis saw Insharah standing ten or twelve paces away, partway
behind ahorse.

Axis sent him acold look, then ducked insde the tent flap as the guard behind gave him ashove.
What he saw ingde gppaled him.

Armat standing in the center of the tent commanding attention, was nothing more or lessthan Axis had
expected. But Lister? And Ravenna?

“Maximilian’ s suspicions weretrue, then,” Axissaid, staring at Ravenna. “Y ou are atraitorous bitch, and
once | had thought better of you.” He turned his head to Lister, standing toward the back of the tent.
“Y our falseness, however, does’t surprise me. | remember counsdling Isaiah againgt you.”

“Words of swaggering bravado,” said Ligter, “do nothing to bolster either your position or your
reputation, Axis. I'd advise you to keep quiet and seeif you can't reclaim some dignity.”

That stung, and Axisfelt his cheeks redden. “Whereisyour companion in treachery, Vorstus?’ he said.
Lister said nothing, but hiseyes did to alarge bloodstain on the carpet.

“Dead?” Axissaid, incredulous.

Lister gave asmdl shrug of his shoulders. “ Armat felt alesson needed to be learned.”

Stars! Axislooked away, toward Inardle, who was being held to one side.

Her rough treatment at the hands of the guards had pulled apart her attemptsto titch her clothing
together, and her torn tunic had fallen away from her sde, exposing her stitched wound and most of one
breast.

Axisglanced at her face, knowing she would be humiliated. Besides himself, Armat, Ligter, and Ravenna,
there werefour or five other soldierswithin the tent, and Axis could see at least two of them grinning



toward Inardle.

Helooked again at Lister. The man had been Inardi€ slover. Had he no feding left for her? How could
hedlow this?

“I thought I’ d have afew words with you, Axis SunSoar,” Armat said, “before| haveyou killed. You are
of little use to me, and Lister advisesthat we' d dl rest alittle easier with you dead than dive.”

“And isthiswhat you counsded, Ravenna?’ Axis said, and she colored and turned her eyes away.
“Y ou do not speak until | requireit!” Armat said. He looked behind Axis. “Risdon.....if you please.”

Armat’ s second-in-command brushed roughly past Axis and walked over to Inardle. With three or four
brutaly rough movements, hetore away al her clothing, leaving her utterly naked before everyone within
thetent.

She closed her eyes, and Axis saw her cringe within the guard' s grip.
“I can, and will, do agreat dedl worseto her,” Armat said, “if you do not cooperate, Axis.”
“Ligter!” Axishissed. “For the gods sakes! Have you no pity? She was your—"

Armat stepped forward and hit Axis across the face with hisfist. Had it not been for the fact that the
guard behind Axis still held his bound arms, Axiswould have falen over. Asit was, hisvison grayed for
amoment, and he felt blood run down his chin and neck from acut on his cheekbone.

“I have some questions you can answer, Axis,” Armat said conversationdly. “1 am gtill going to kill you,
but in answering them truthfully you can spare Inardle some indignitiesthat | am certain Risdon would
love—" theword rolled off Armat’ stongue with a bleak lasciviousness “—to inflict upon her. Do you
understand me?’

Axisshook hishead, trying to clear hisvison.
“Do you understand me, Axis?’” Armat said, gesturing to Risdon, who grabbed at Inardl€' s breasts.
“Yes, | understand you!” Axissaid. “Please, leave her done.”

A smdl smilefiltered across Armat’ sface. “ Good. Now, to details. What is the strength of the I carii with
Maximilian?’

Axisdid not immediately answer, and Armat hodded to Risdon, who motioned the guard holding Inardlie
to step to one side. Risdon then stood behind Inardle, diding his hands about her body and pulling her
back against his own body.

Oneof hishands did down her belly, toward the fine blond hair a her groin, as he smultaneoudy
lowered hisface, grabbing at her shoulder with histeeth. Inardle cried out, struggling usdesdy against
him.

“I am not sure of exact numbers,” Axis ground out, unableto tear his eyes away from Inardi€' s
humiliation, “but over the past weeks some two and a hdf, perhaps three thousand I carii have joined my
father—"

“StarDrifter SunSoar,” Ravennasaid, her voice cam, “now Taon of the lcarii.”

“And arethey just pretty drifters?’ said Armat. “Or do they congtitute some danger? How many



Enchanters do they have among them? Although,” Armat said, turning to address his remarks now to
Ravenna, “I cannot think their magic very useful, if al Axiscan do to savethis petty creatureisto mouth
uselesswords.”

Axisfelt more angry, and more usdless, than ever. Most of what he could do now with his power would
be utterly usdless againgt the weapons within this room. He might be able to save himsdlf, but not Inardle.

Hewas dso very wary of Ravenna, for he knew she commanded powerful skillsthat he had no doubt
shewould use againg him.

“I believe Lister overestimated Axis powers,” Ravennasaid. She caught Axis eyeswith that, and for an
ingtant he wondered if she were more dly than enemy.

“Answer my questions, Axis,” Armat said, holding out a hand asif to signal to Risdon again.

“Thereareforty or fifty Enchanters among the Icarii with Maximilian,” Axissad. “We have only just
rediscovered our power, and are learning to use it properly. We are not, as you have redlized, at our best
right now.”

“All the more reason to kill him quickly, and any Enchanter wefind,” said Ligter.

“I concur,” said Armat. “But back to my little interrogation. What are the Icarii doing with Maximilian,
AXis?

“They aretraveling with him to Elcho Fdling,” said Axis. “My father wantsto reform the I carii nation, and
thought to use Elcho Falling asabase.”

“Very pretty,” Armat said. “Now tell me, Axis, why did Maximilian alow so many men to desert so
willingly?’

“| doubt he had any damned choice.”

Armat gave alittle shrug. “1 heard he waved them good-bye and wished them well. Why?’
“Maximilian isaman who does not hold others againgt their will.”

“He must have something planned,” Armat said.

“Then it must be subtle, and | do not think subtlety something you can grasp, Armat.”

Armat gave Axisacold look, then spun on his hedl, and strode over to where Risdon still held Inardle.
He grabbed Inardle out of the man’s grasp and threw her to the floor.

Armat grabbed one of her wings, held it so that it spread out before him, then slamped down on it with
dl hisgrength.

Bones and tendons snapped, the sharp cracks and pops appaling in the confines of the tent, and Inardle
screamed, writhing and twisting away from Armat, causing her wing yet more damage as he had not let it

go.
“What ishe planning?” Armat hissed.
“1 don’t know!” Axis shouted. “I don’'t know!”

“Hedoesn't know,” said Ligter.



“Fuck you,” Armat said to Lister in acam voice. Helet Inardle go—Risdon immediately snatched her
back into his grip, causing her to dmost black out with the pain from her broken wing as he crushed it
between their bodies—and strolled back toward Axis.

“How many of the Ledlfast areleft?” Armat asked.
“Doesit matter?” Axissaid. “ They’ re damned usdless, asyou have proven.”
Armat turned back toward Inardle.

“I have no way of estimating the dead,” said Axis hurriedly, “but | sent some fifteen thousand flying off to
lick their wounds. | think they are somewhere in thelower Sky Pesks. Mogt of them arein a state of
shock or injury. They are usdless.”

“And that must bethefirgt utterly truthful thing you' ve said to me since you cameinto thistent,” Armat
muttered.

“There was aforce of some twenty thousand that went south into Isembaard to aid refugees,” said Axis.
“We don't know what happened to those. We don’t, Armat. |saiah was with them, and they havedll,
apparently, been killed by whatever it isthat now controls | sembaard.”

“A toddler with areed could kill the Ledfast,” said Armat. “If they are dead it does't Sgnify that what
waitsin Isembaard is of any concern.”

Fool, thought Axis, hoping that Armat was about to murder himself by ordering amarch back south
through the Salamaan Pass.

“Mdat? Armat said, surprisng Axiswith the question. “ The state of the Central Kingdoms?’

“Mdat hastaken asmall forceto go back and see,” Axissaid. Heglanced at Lister, knowing that Lister
knew thisinformation and that he couldn’t lie. “While Pelemere was destroyed, as was much of the
western parts of the Central Kingdoms, | believe the rest of the Kingdoms escaped fairly unscathed from
the Skrading invasion.”

“So Maat could raisean army?’ Armat said.

“Not enough to bother you,” Axissaid.

Armat grunted. “ Perhaps.” He turned and looked to Lister. “Has he told the truth?”
“Modtly,” said Ligter. “ Ashe undergandsit.”

“What are you doing, Liger?” Axissad. “Why turn on Maximilian likethis? 1 had thought you' d
dedicated your life to grooming him for Elcho Falling. And why alow such trestment of Inardle? She was
your lover! Do you have no feding for her at dl?’

That was quite aspeech, and Axiswas sure that Armat would punish him for it, but Armat seemed
unconcerned, and motioned to Lister to answer.

“Inardleisimmaterial,” said Lister. “Thereistoo much at stake to waste energy on her.” He looked at
Inardie. “1 am sorry, my dear. | was quite fond of you, but there is far more here than you can
comprehend.”

Lister looked back to Axis. “Asthereis much you do not know, nor comprehend. Ravennaand | are
certain that Maximilian has been corrupted, and—"



“For gars sakes, Lister—you cannot surely have been seduced by Ravenna s jealousy of Ishbel?”

“Thisgoesfar beyond Ishbd,” Lister said quietly. “1 liked her, too, asoncel liked Inardle. But 1shbel
needsto dieif thisland isto be saved. Maximilian cannot see that.”

“Y ou're going to march on Elcho Faling, aren’'t you?” Axissaid. “ Armat, have you told your men that?
They were not happy to march to Elcho Faling with Maximilian while Issmbaard was being egten; they' ||
not do it for you!”

“Silence!” Armat shouted. “Y ou have no idea of what thisarmy will do for me!” Helooked at the guards.
“Take him back to the pit. We can haul him out later, with hisfriends, for an execution at my pleasure.”

“Inardle—" Axisbegan.

“Inardle can live,” said Armat. “For thetime being. | am giving her to Risdon asareward for his
sarvices”

The guards behind Axis grabbed a him, hauling him away toward the door.

Axis managed one brief glance at Inardle, and stumbled in horror at the expression in her eyes.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Armat’s Camp, and Maximilian’s Camp, the Central
Outlands

T hey took Axisback to the pit, literdly throwing himinto it before resealing it with the great logs of
wood.

“Axid” Georgdi helped him to hisfeet. “Where sInardle?’

“Armat...” Axishad to stop and bring his anger under control before he could continue. “ Armat tortured
her to get information from me, then gave her to Risdon to play with as he wanted.”

“Shit!” Georgdi said. “What—"
“Ravennaand Ligter have joined Armat and are aiding him to launch an atack on Elcho Falling.”
“Ravennal am not surprised a,” Georgdi said, “but Lister?’

“Aye” Axissad. “Gods, Georgdi, Isaiah isdead, and Lister turned traitor. Maximilian has sore need of
good and truefriends.”

“And us?’ Zeboath said softly into the darkness. “ Arewe soon to join the list of Maximilian's
once-friends?’

Axis hesitated, then spoke plainly. “He has ordered our execution—at atime of his choosing. No doubt
hewill let uslinger hereawhileand fear. | am sorry, my friends.”

“Thisishardly your fault,” Georgdi said. Then he grinned, histeeth abrief flash in the darkness. “We'll
just haveto fight thisone out, Axis.”

Axis could not find the heart to smile a the jet. “1 fear the odds are alittle againgt us, Georgdi.”



Hefdt hisway over to one of the earthen walls, too dispirited to work the enchantment for light, and sat
down, back against the wall.

He stayed like that for hours, staring into the darkness, trying not to think and worry about Inardle, and
faling utterly.

Maximilian had pushed the columns hard during the day, determined to reach Elcho Faling asfast as
possible, but tonight, instead of resting, he went to Josiain the Twisted Tower. Ishbel did not come with
him thistime. Tonight, as Maximilian suspected every night for the foreseeable future, would be spent
with Josia, learning the objects that had vanished.

“What did you mean about the top chamber?’” Maximilian asked Josaasthey climbed into thefirst of the
chambers which had items missing. “ Y ou said that had | ever looked out the window | would have died.”

“What exists out the window,” said Josia, “requiresalLord of Elcho Faling to be a hisfull strength and
power to view. We will work our way there gradualy, item by item, chamber by chamber.”

“Doyou know what it is?’
1] Ya”
“Not even ahint?

Josialaughed. “Not even ahint, Maximilian. Tell me, you said you have been to the top chamber....yet
you never looked out the window? Most people would, having climbed all that way. They would think a
view recompense for thelong climb. Why didn’t you look?’

They had reached the chamber they would be working in tonight and Maximilian stopped, thinking. “I
don't redlly know, Josia. | certainly looked at the window, and | remember taking a step toward it, but |
awaysturned away.” He shrugged. “| don’t know.”

“Then you ether have good ingtincts or agood protector, Maximilian Peramius,” sad Josa Heleaned
back againgt awall, crossing hisarms, and regarded Maximilian speculatively. “ Y ou love Ishbel, yet are
not with her. Do you doubt her till?”

“No. | don't doubt her at dl. | am sick of doubting her.”
“Y et others plead with you to forsake her.”

“Ravenna?’

Josiainclined hishead. “ And others, too, | suspect.”

“| am sick to death of doubting her, Josa. That'sal. | doubted her once, and look what a disordered
mess we have found ourselvesin.”

“It would be better, for everyone, if you were husband and wife again.”

Maximilian smiled. “ At least you do not doubt her. But as to the husband and wife, Josa, that needsto
be decided between Ishbel and me.”

“Indeed.” Josastraightened up. “I am going to take up six of your hourstonight, Maximilian. These are
six hours when you should be deeping, but we havelittle time and much to accomplish.”



“| can doze well enough in the saddle.”

“Good! Then see here, this space between the brass lantern and the egg cup. Can you imagine what
should St here?”’

“Something tall and heavy, by the shape of the dust-free area and the scratches on the table surface.”
“Yes. Itisinfact aporcdain candlestick. See?’

As Josaspoke, Maximilian saw the air move dightly and ashadow grew in the space of the missing
object.

“Y ou need to redizeit, not just accept what | say,” Joda said softly, watching Maximilian keenly. “ Y ou
need to understand not only what the object physically is, but what knowledge it represents.”

“How can | know what knowledge it—"

“Look to the objects surrounding it: the lantern, the egg cup, the folded hessian cloth just behind it. You
know the knowledge they represent?’

“Yes. They aredl concerning the peak of Elcho Falling, and what it contains.”

“And you know whét that iS.”

“yes”

Now it was Josawho smiled. “ So tell me what knowledge this candlestick will contain.”

Maximilian frowned. Surely Josacould just tel him? But then he redlized that no, Josacouldn’t “just tell
him.” Maximilian had to somehow “remember” it.

He concentrated, looking at the lantern, the egg cup, and the folded hessian cloth, and going over in his
mind what knowledge they represented. They were dl to do with the mystery at the top of Elcho Faling,
and specificaly how to accessthat mystery. Maximilian cast his gaze about the table, going over dl the
objects, looking for the missing blank in his knowledge of how to accessthe. ..

“The candlestick contains the knowledge of the location of the door to the peak of Elcho Falling,”
Maximilian said, and as he said the words the candlestick materiaized in the space it had once occupied.

“Exactly!” Josasaid. “Pick it up now, and learn what you need.”

But Maximilian hesitated. “ Josia, | could work that out because of the objects surrounding the
candlestick. | could discover what blank | had in my knowledge. But so many chambers are utterly
empty. Thereare no clues. How then can |—"

“By skill and cunning,” said Josia. “But do not worry about it yet. By the time you reach the utterly empty
chambers you shal havelearned afew new talents. Now, pick up that candlestick and learn the location
of the door to the mystery at the pesk of Elcho Faling.”

They worked for hours through the night, until Josiacaled a halt.

“You aretired, Maxel. Return to your bed, and deep for afew hours.”



They walked to the door, but before he left, Maximilian turned to Josia. 1 have arequest of you,” he
sad. “A favor | would ask you grant me.”

“Yes? sad Josa

Axis supposed that he had dept afew hours, for when he heard his name being hissed through the gaps
in the wooden logs which imprisoned them in the pit, he felt groggy and alittle upid, asif he had just
woken.

“Axid”
He blinked, trying to orientate himsdlf.
“Axid”

Heroseto hisfeet, dipping alittle on the damp floor. Stars, he would end up crippled with rheumatism if
he had to spend much longer in thisholel

“Axig ”

“Insharah,” Axissaid softly. He stretched his back and legs, then jumped up, managing to dip hisfingers
through the cracks between the logs. He siwung hislegs up so that hisfeet pushed against one of the pit
walls and, thus propped, firmed hisgrip on the logs.

“Axis, aeyoudl right?’

Insharah sounded as though he wasleaning over thelogs, his mouth pressed close to the gap where Axis
hed hisfingers.

“Ohwadl,” Axissaid, “gpart from living under a death sentence, and afew scrapesand bruises, I'm
perfectly well thank you. You?’

“Axis, | cameto explain—"

“I don't want any explanation of why you deserted Maxd. | do assume, however, that you now live with
peace and joy in your heart at discovering such afine commander to serve.”

Insharah didn’t immediately respond. “ Axis, we needed to aid our families and—"

“And you think the fuck Armat is going to do that for you? Heis planning on making war on Maximilian
at Elcho Faling, my once-reliable friend. Issmbaard can go to hdll for al he cares”

Now Insharah was completely slent.

“Look,” Axissaid, adjusting his grip with both legsand arms, dl of which were beginning to ache. I
think Isembaard islost anyway. Isaiah isdead, so we bdieve, and | think al the Ledfast that went south
with him are dead aswell. Issmbaard islogt.”

“Then | might aswdll stay with Armat. Heiswhat | know.”

“Asyou wish, Insharah, but thereiswar coming, and you are going to have to make afind choice.
Maximilian or Armat.”



“We d choose you, StarMan.”
“Oh, fine words, indeed, consdering you will not lift afinger to ad meto escapel”

Again Insharah was silent, and Axis sighed. “I know you cannot aid me, Insharah. To do so would beto
sign your own death warrant. But | ask you, how can you respect any man who thus imprisons me, and
Zeboath, who isaso your friend, and so brutalizes awoman?Y ou have heard what happened in Armat’s
tent?’

Again slence, but Axis could swear that thistimeit was far more uncomfortable than previoudy.

“Hetortured her, Insharah, having just murdered afew thousand of her wounded kin. How many of
those did you murder, Insharah? How many did—"

“That’senough, Axidl”

“No, itign't, damnit! Isany of thisto your liking? If it was, you wouldn’t be here trying to seek
absolution.” He paused. “Insharah, is Armat planning on executing Zeboath aswell?”

A hestation. “Yes”

“Ah, for the stars sakes! Zeboath isa physician! Armat doesn’'t need aphysician?’
“Hedoesn't trust him.”

“Then the manisafool aswell asbeing abully. What happened to Zeboath' s ass stants?’
“They werekilled.”

Axis heard Zeboath cry out softly below him, and then amovement, asif the physician had did to the
ground in hisdistress.

“Insharah, Armat has killed the defenseless and the innocent, and he has given a crippled women to
Risdon to rape ashe wants! Tell me you respect this man!”

Axiswaited afew heartbeats. “ Ah,” he said softly, “your slence saysit al, eh? Insharah, where has
Risdon taken Inardle?’

“Histent is somefifty pacesdirectly east of Armat’s”
“How doesthe rest of the army fed about what Armat has done, Insharah?’

“Uneasy, which iswhy | am heretaking to you now, and which iswhy | can talk to you now without
your guards hauling me off to Armat. Axis, | an sorry, but | am afraid that | can do nothing. Theworld is
chaosand | do not know which way to turn.”

“Then dispel some of that chaos by aiding awoman in need, Insharah, if not mysdlf, Zeboath, and
Georgdi.”

But there was no answer save the sound of aman rising and taking a step away.
“Insharah?’
The sound of steps stopped.

“Insharah, look after yoursdlf and yours, but when the time comes, make the decision that isright.”



There was no movement for severa heartbests, then the sound of steps resumed.
Axis jumped back down to thefloor of the pit, rubbing hisfingers.
“Do you think hewill help?” Georgdi asked quietly.

“He agonizeswithin himsdf,” said Axis, “and maybe one day hewill turn againg Armat...but not intime
to save ether our lives, or Inardie's”

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Armat’s Camp, the Central Outlands

M oretime passed. The three men sat againg three different walls of the pit, not speaking, but not
deeping, ether.

Axis shifted uneasily, unable to stop thinking about Inardle.

He hoped that Risdon would kill her sooner rather than later, and then hated himself for that thought.
Hewondered if her body would frost when he raped her, and loathed himsdlf for that reflection.

Eventudly, through sheer determination to empty his mind, Axis dipped into another fitful doze. Ashe
dipped degper into unconsciousness, disconnected images began to flit across hismind until, findly ...

“Axis?’

He blinked, then legpt to hisfeet, staring about.

“Axis, don't worry. We arein the Land of Dreams. | brought you here while you dept.”
He turned around.

Ravenna stood there, wrapped in a cloak she hugged about hersalf. Her lovely face looked gaunt and
pae.

“What do you want?’ he said, hisvoice harsh.

“| needed to talk.”

“Everyone seemsto need to talk to me.” Axis paused, again looking about. He seemed to be standing on
apathway in the middle of amarsh, mist drifting out of shadowy, ghostly treesto either sde. He could
hear the sharp plop, plop, plop of condensation dripping from their branches. “Where are we?’

“Inthe Land of Dreams. Thisisjust glamour, Axis. | have not removed you physicaly from the pit.”

She had huge power just to do this much, Axisthought. “1 suppose you need to explain yoursdlf to me as
well,” hesaid. “ Guilt is kegping everyone awake tonight.”

“Axis, | can saveyour life, but | need you to do something for me.”

“And Georgdi’ slife? And Zeboath’ s? And Inardi€ 7’



“Inardieisaready dead.”
“What?’
“Perhaps not literadly, not just yet, but she can't be saved now, Axis.”

Heturned and walked away from her at that point, standing afew paces distant, saring into the
marshland.

She can't be saved now, Axis.

“| can save you, and Georgdi and Zeboath,” Ravenna said, “but | need you to do something for me.”
“No.”

“Will you not hear what it is| want? Axis, plesse...”

Heturned to face her. “I’ll say again what | said in Armat’ s tent, Ravenna, you are atraitorous—"

“I have reason for what | do, Axis! Please, please, | beg you, listen to me!”

He stood dtill, silent, stony.

“Ishbel—" Ravennabegan.

“Don't sart on her,” Axissaid. “ Everything you say istainted by your jedousy.”

“Everything | say istainted by my knowledge, Axis” Ravennawas camer now. “Ishbe thewoman, |
have nothing againg. If she were not caught up in this nightmare then | would undoubtedly like her. She
would make agood marsh witch.”

Ravennagave atiny smile a the expresson on Axisface. “ Ah, that wasn't what you were expecting to
hear, eh? But Ishbel as Maxd’ slover or wife? No, then she becomes dangerous beyond knowing. Then
she becomes thisworld' s destroyer.”

“Oh, for the stars sakes, Ravenna—"

“If 1shbel continuesto livethen shewill eventualy destroy thisworld. | have seen thisl But if Maximilian
puts Ishbel to one side, or if—"

“If hekillsher.”
“Yes, if hekills her, then thisworld has achance. But | fear hewill never do this.”
“What do you want meto do, Ravenna? Kill 1shbe for you?’

Again, that tiny, sad smile. “Would you? No, | thought not. | just need you to agree to talk to Maxdl.
Maybefromyou...”

“Heloves her, Ravenna. Hewon't listen to me”

“Heisthelord of Elcho Faling firgt, Axis. The Lord of Elcho Faling might listen to you, evenif Maxd
won't. If he could just set her aside...| can hold Armat back for awhile, give him timeto think about it.
But Axis, whatever se Maxd does, he can't take Ishbel back into hisbed.”

Axisgaveadisbelieving laugh. “1 can’t tell him that!”



“Then you must ensureit!”
13 I W0n1 t_”

“Axis, listen to me. Once | showed Maximilian avision. It depicted Ishbel opening the doors of Elcho
Fdling to anamelessmongter. A dark creature of great evil. Then, neither of us knew who that was.
Recently, the vison changed, Axis. Very recently. Within the past day. Look, Axis.” Ravennaflung one
arm out toward the mists. “Look.”

Axislooked, and saw that the marshlands had vanished. He saw aroadway winding its serpentine path
toward a distant mountain which gleamed with gold at itstop set among the clouds.

Elcho Falling.

The road was littered with the bodies of men and horses. Icarii lay among the dead, and Emerald
Guardsmen, and Axis could see Georgdi lying atop a hegp of Outlandersto one side of the roadway.

“Look,” said Ravenna.

An army now marched along the roadway toward Elcho Faling, pushing aside the bodies of thefdlen as
it went. The army consisted of creatures distorted into gruesome form, their eyes wide and starting—l ot
and hopeless.

At their head marched aman made of liquid glass, atiny glowing golden pyramid pumping within his
chest.

“Thisiswhat Ishbel shdl call uponthisland,” Ravennasaid.

The army marched itsway to the doors of Elcho Faling, and Axis and Ravenna saw, asif they stood
only feet away, the man of glassreach forth and pound hisfist on the gates.

The gates shrieked, and opened, and Maximilian saw Ishbel crawl forth on her hands and knees,
weeping.

The man of glass reached down to her, and lifted her left hand, and Maximilian saw gleaming on Ishbd’s
fourth finger the Queen’sring.

“You arethe One,” 1shbel whispered, “and you are the One | worship.”
Then, suddenly, the vision winked and blurred, then vanished.

“Do you know who, what, that iS?” Ravennasaid.

“Vidonscanlie” hesad.

“Why will no one believe me?’ Ravennaccried, and it was her evident distressthat findly earned some
sympathy from Axis

“What do you want meto do?’ hesad.

“Please, just talk to Maxd. Tdl him that | love him, and that | am not trying to destroy him. Tell him that
al | wantisfor him, andthlsland to survive. But tel him also that | know Ishbel will be hisundoing, as
that of thisland. Tdl him...” She hestated. “ Tel him that iswhy | killed my mother, because—"

“Youkilled Vengtia?’



“Shetried to stop me, Axis. Do you think | wanted to do—"
Axistook astep back. “ Stars, woman, you are crazed! Y ou murdered your own mother?’

“Axis, please, will you tdl Maxd what | have said? Will you tell him what | have seen? If you promise
me, thenitisyour life, and Georgdi’ sand Zeboath's. | can get you to safety.”

Thelast thing Axiswanted to do wasto bring news of thisvison to Maxdl.
On the other hand...if Ravennacould aid him escape...
“I will tel him, Ravenna. But hewon't lisen to me.”

“All I needisfor you to tel him what you have seen, Axis. Thank you.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest
| shbel? Will you ridewith meawhile?’

“Of course, Maxd.”
Sheturned her horse after Maximilian, who was riding alittle distance into the surrounding countryside.
“You look tired,” she said as shereined in beside him.

They both pulled their horses back to awak, ambling dong twenty paces from the main part of the
column.

“I spent most of last night with Josia,” Maximilian said. “He left me enough time only for afew hours
deep.”

uAM?!

He smiled. “ So now there are afew more objectsin the Twisted Tower, and alittle more knowledgeis

13 | 1 m glaj.”
“Ishbdl, | asked Josafor afavor.”
“Did hegrant it?’

“I asked him to teach you as much as he could about the Twisted Tower, and the memoriesit contains.
He agreed. Ishbd, | want you to know as much as| about Elcho Faling.”

“Why?'
“Because | do not want it to just be me with this knowledge, Ishbel.”

Ishbel took a deep breath, till staring a Maximilian. “Thank you,” she said.
Maximilian gave anod, but didn’t say anything.

“When should | go?’



“| don’t see any reason why we cannot work there together, Ishbel. The evenings and nights are the only
time when we can spare the hoursto dip away to the tower. | can work by mysdf agood dedl of the
time, while Josaworkswith you. If | need him | can call. With luck, you can catch up with me.”

They talked for awhile about the Twisted Tower, and the training both would undergo within itswalls,
then Ishbel changed the subject. “ Garth told me something of what happened between you and Ravenna.
| wish that Venetia had not had to give her own lifeto save mine.”

“Itisnot your fault that Venetiais dead.”
She shrugged.

“Ishbel, I am going to say something now, and | do not want you to either interrupt me or to spur your
horse away from me. Can you just ligen?’

Shegaveanod.

“Youand|, Ishbd...we met a the wrong time, and married at the wrong time. We both made some
terrible mistakes, and said things that we both regret. | certainly regret what | said to you in the snow,
when | denied you for Ravenna. No, Ishbel, hear me out, | beg you.”

Maximilian paused to take a deep breath. “We would make a good marriage together now, | think. |
know you said that there was no possibility of this, and that whatever was once between us was gone.
Maybe so, and maybe that isagood thing. But what we could make between us now, Ishbel...1 think
that could be very good indeed.

“Just think about it. Please. Just think about it.”

Ishbel stared at him, and Maximilian held her eyesfor along moment before he spurred his horse away.

That night they met within the Twisted Tower. There was a moment of awkwardness, then Ishbel relaxed
and smiled, and the awkwardness passed.

They worked through the night with Josia, who spent most of histimewith Ishbel. Three hours before
dawn, he sent them back to their beds.

Alonein her tent, Ishbel dressed for bed, then sat on its edge, the Goblet of the Frogsin her hands.
Holding it each night had become dmost aritud for her, strengthening her sense of peace.

Tonight, it wanted to chat.
Maximilian has asked you to marry him once more.
“How did you know that?’ Ishbel asked.

Wi, hewaswearing his Persmiusring, and the ring told Serge’ s sword, which told Madarin’ s belt
buckle when the two met for agame of dice at dusk. Then—

“Then the bdt buckletold you,” 1shbel muttered. “Am | to have no secrets?”’

Weadll think it would be agood idea, the goblet said, and Ishbel sighed and put the goblet away. She
was damned if she was going to marry aman smply because aring, asword, abelt buckle, and agoblet
thought it agood idea.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

| sembaard

O nthemorning of thethird day after the One had shown Isaiah the curse, and had caused Hereward to
be s0 badly injured, Isaiah busied himsalf making fina preparations for the journey back to Maximilian.
Every day that he had spent waiting in ther little camp by theriver had galled him, but there waslittle he
could do about it. Hereward had been in no condition to travel in the immediate days after she' d been
injured, and even now Isaiah knew hewasrisking her life.

But he had to leave for the north. He had to.

Hereward could totter afew steps about the camp, but she wasincapable of doing anything more. Isaiah
couldn’t leave her—to do so would be to make amockery of relinquishing his power—but he knew he
couldn’t carry her, ther.

S0 he spent the few dayswaiting for her to grow stronger either hunting out the occasiona rabbit (and
twice finding the remaining entrails and meaty bones of beasts that the Skradlings had egten), or building a
cart with which he could transport Hereward and what supplies they could take with them. He had found
asmall trolley on the riverboat, used for wheeling about casks of water and wine, and with itswheelsand
axle he had fashioned asmall cart. With some canvas and ropes from the boat, he made a comfortable
harnesswith which to pull it.

“When will weleave?’ Hereward asked softly as|saiah sat acrossthe fire from her, sewing the last strap
of the harnessinto place. Sherarely spoke to him. Thiswas not because of her guilt at what he had done
for her and how she currently held him back, al of which she continued to fed keenly, but because she
felt so out of placein hislife. They had no common ground save that both had lived in the palace a
Aghat.

Even that divided rather than united them. He the Tyrant, she the serving woman; nothing in their liveshad
ever touched.

“Tomorrow morning,” Isaiah said. He set the harness to one side, then stretched out his shoulders and
neck.

Hereward glanced at the cart. Isaiah had aready packed as much food as they had into it.
The bundle looked patheticaly small.

“I can hunt aswemove,” Isaiah said, “and we' |l be traveling close to the FarReach Mountains. There are
aseries of gpringsthat dot the foothills. If we arelucky they’ Il till be running. The Skraglingsdon't like
water and will haveleft them adone. They should befull of fish.”

“Springs,” Hereward said. “Water enough to bathe?’
Isaiah regarded her with genuine amusement. “Water enough to bathe,” he said.

They lgpsed into Slence, and Isaiah looked north. It would take them months to reech Maximilian if they
had to walk. He thought of how Maximilian and Ishbel had glanced at each other now and againin the
daysjust before he l€ft.

The curse wasfixed.



For al he knew they had dready sunk into itstrap.
“Will wefind anything at Sakkuth?” Hereward said, startling Isaiah out of hisreverie.

“Sakkuth?’” he said, wondering why that struck a chord deep within him. There was something about
Sakkuth. ..

“To eat,” Hereward said. “Or maybe we might even find ahorse till stabled there.”
“I doubt it,” 1saiah said. “The Skradingswill have overrun the city. Ther€ Il be nothing left.”

Sakkuth. The One had said that Maximilian and Ishbel needed to bring the Weeper, the Gobl et of the
Frogs, and the crown of Elcho Fdling to Sakkuth.

Why didn’t the One want them to ddliver it to him at DarkGlass Mountain? Surdly that was the heart of
his power?

CHAPTER TWENTY-S X
The FarReach M ountains

E leanon led the Ledfast fightersinto the FarReach Mountains two days after AxiS contemptuous
dismissd of them. They flew into the mountains half aday’ s journey west of the Sdamaan Passwhere,
forewarned by message, the entire Ledlfast Nation was grouped waiting for him.

“Eleanon,” said one of the elders, aman named Falayd. “What has happened? There have been rumors,
and then your message.” He looked about at the Ledfast fighters materiaizing on the walls of the deep
canyon in which the Ledfast Nation had gathered. “Why so many injured? What has happened?’

Eleanon was exhausted, but he needed to speak without delay with Falayal, and then with the rest of the
Ledfast. He wanted the Nation to hear of the “debacle’ at the hands of Armat, and the reasonsfor it,
from his mouth before they heard of it from any other.

“Matters have changed,” he said. “In away we could not have anticipated. The Lord of Elcho Faling
might not be our only, or even best, hope of savation after dl, Falaya, my friend.”

Fdayal regarded Eleanon with concern. * Eleanon?’
Hishand gill on Falaya’ s shoulder, Eleanon turned to look over the mass of Lealfast below him.

“Thereisanew path opento us!” Eleanon shouted. He took adeep breath. “Listen,” he said, histone
now lower but still perfectly audible, and spoke without pause for over an hour of the way of the One.

Much later that day, after he had rested and eaten, Eleanon lifted off once more, and flew further south.

Directly into Isembaard.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Armat’s Camp, the Central Outlands

T hey camefor Axis, Georgdi, and Zeboath toward dusk two days after Ravenna had spoken to Axis. In



that time, the three men had been given no food and only the bare minimum of water. They were
exhausted, cold and damp from the earth, and encrusted in filth. Axis had tried to rub away the dried
blood from the cut on his cheekbone, but had, he thought, only made himself ook worse.

“What agroup of ruffianswe are,” he muttered to Georgdi asthey stood, finaly, gratefully, in the evening
light asthey waited for Zeboath to be hauled to the surface. “Please tell me | look better than you.”

“I'mafraid | ook far better,” said Georgdi. He looked about. “ Are you certain Ravennawill cometo our
ad?’ headded, very quietly.

“No,” said Axis, “I don't trust her at dl. Virtudly the last thing she said to me was how she’ d needed to
murder her own mother to aid her cause. Our deaths would be as nothing after that.”

“Let’ s hope she harbors a secret passion for you,” Georgdi said.
Axis grunted, more awarning that the guards had edged closer than any reply to what Georgdi had said.

Zeboath now emerged from the pit, blinking even in thisdull light. He caught Axis' eyes, and Axiscould
see hewas nervous.

And why not, he thought. The man is as close to degth as you can get without tipping over the edge.
The guards manhandled them into atight group, then marched them forward.

“The gallows are but five minutes walk away,” said one of them. “'Y ou can enjoy your last sunset on the
way.”

Ravennasat with Armat in histent. They were sharing aflask of wine, waiting for the guardsto call them
once the three men had been brought to the gallows.

Ravennawas very glad Lister was not with them.

Armat was distracted momentarily by a soldier delivering awhispered report, and she closed her eyes,
visudizing Axis, Georgdi, and Zeboath being led toward the gallows.

Axis, shesad.

Axis narrowed his eyes briefly, waited a moment, then took Georgdi’ s arm and gave it abrief squeeze.
At Georgdi’ slook, Axis put afinger to hislips and nodded at Zeboath.

Georgdi understood, touching Zeboath’s arm and nodding to Axis.

Axistipped hishead alittle, then calmly walked to one side, dipping between the guards.
The guards did nothing.

Georgdi wasted one moment in an amazed glance, then pulled Zeboath out aswell.
Oncewith Axis, they turned and looked back at the detall.

There marched the guards, surrounding Axis, Georgdi, and Zeboath, who walked apparently docilely in
their mids.



A glamour, Axis said into Georgdi’ s and Zeboath’s minds, not wanting to alert anyoneto their presence
by speaking aoud.

Heled Georgdi and Zeboath toward ahorse line alittle distance away.

There are some horses saddled at the end of the line, Axis said. Take them, and lead them quietly out of
camp. No onewill seethem. When you get beyond camp, ride north, asfast asyou can.

Y ou? Georgdi mouthed.

| angoing for Inardle. | know thisisarisk, but | will not leave her. Don't wait for me. Don’'t wait for me,
Georgdi!

Georgdi gave him ahard look, then nodded, gesturing to Zeboath to follow him.

Zeboath paused briefly by Axis, giving him alook of deep concern, then he, too, was gone.
Axissghedinrelief.

Inardle.

He started to run for Risdon’ stent. He didn’t have long. The guards and the glamour they escorted were
within afew minutes of the gallows, and the glamour would vanish the ingtant the ropes did about the
gpparitions’ necks.

Axiswas lucky. There were only two soldiers anywhere near Risdon’ s tent—the others apparently
having drifted toward the galows. Axis paused just outsde the tent flap, hearing movement insde. He
wondered briefly what he would see when he entered, then he lifted the flap and ducked insde.

Risdon was standing by a.camp bed, diding hisfeet into boots as he buttoned his breeches. His shirt was
lying to one side, ready to be donned.

Behind him, and beyond the bed, Axis could see aspread of bloodstained wing on the floor.

Risdon knew someone had entered the tent, but he could not immediately see Axis. He shouted a
warning to the soldiers outside, smultaneoudy reaching for his scabbarded sword hanging from the back
of anearby chair. He had haf drawn it when hefdt ahand grab hiswrigt.

Then agreat blow to hisjaw made hisvison gray.

Axis seized the sword as Risdon sagged back to the bed, then spun about, taking off the head of the first
soldier who had rushed in. The second soldier, far more wary, hesitated just inside the entrance, eyes
narrowed asthey tracked a ghostly apparition asit took off his comrade s head, then came for him.

The soldier managed to trade just two blows with the gpparition before he, too, fell dead to the floor.

Axisturned about, breathing deeply, knowing that his actions were wearing the glamour thin. Risdon had
just struggled to hisfeet, but was ill groggy, and offered no resistance when Axis seized hishair and
forced him around the other side of the bed.

Inardlelay haf on the floor, haf huddled against the back canvaswall of the tent. Her face was bloodied
and bruised, her breasts and abdomen worse. The stitched wound on her flank and abdomen was haf
open and oozing dark blood. Her broken wing, held awkwardly to one side, was swollen and covered
with contusions; the swelling had spread down her |eft shoulder and arm.



She knew Axis presence, and stared at him as he held Risdon over her.

“I wish | had moretimeto spend on this” Axissaid, “but | fear Inardle and | have pressing business
elsawhere. Risdon, take one more breath, and savor it, for it will be your last.”

Axiswaited for that one, terrified breath, and then he drew the blade of his sword across Risdon’ s neck
and tossed the dying man to one side. He stuck the sword through his belt, then leaned down to Inardle.

“Canyouwak?’
“I don’'t know.” Her voice was harsh, very dry, and Axis had to strain to hear it.

He leaned down, and as gently as he could, but with as much speed as possible, lifted her by her right
arm. He did his other arm about her back as she inched her way upward, stopping at her cry of pain and
asasudden line of frost ran down one side of her body.

“Inardle...”
“Please, please, get me out of here, Axis. Whatever you do isgoing to hurt me, just get me out of here.”

Axisgritted histeeth and haf dragged, half lifted Inardle toward the flap of the tent. She was adender
woman, but shewastdl, and her wings heavy and awkward. Axis gave sllent thanksto Isaiah and his
war master for theintensve daily training over the past few months; without it, Axis doubted he could
have managed this.

“Thereare horsesoutside,” Axissaid.

“I won't be abletoride.”

“Thenyou' Il ridewith me. Y ou 4iill have some strength in that right am?’
She nodded.

“Then you' re going to need to grip with al your might, because | think we have awild galop ahead of
lﬁ”

They were outside the tent by thistime, and Axis glanced about. The attention of the entire camp was il
on the gallows—he could see the guards now marching the gpparitions up the steps—and Axis thanked
whatever gods had arranged it that Risdon’ s tent was so close to the edge of the encampment.

Therewas abig bay stdlion tethered by hisreinsto the back of the tent; Risdon’s mount, no doubt. Axis
propped Inardle up against atent pole, tightened the stallion’ s girth—once more thanking the gods that
he was dready saddled—then lifted Inardle into the saddle.

Again she cried out as her broken wing caught for amoment between her body and Axis, but Axis
ignored it. He untied the stallion, now dancing about in consternation at the wings which trailed down
either side of its body, vaulted up behind Inardle, and turned the horse' s head hard to one side as he
kicked it into movement.

The galion legpt straight into agalop, and Inardle swayed darmingly to one sde and would have falen
had not Axis managed to grab her.

At the sametime, Axisheard acry behind him.

Hedidn’t wait to hear what it was about, and dug his booted hedl's once more into the gtallion’ s flanks.



The guards had informed Armat that the condemned men had mounted the gallows. Armat and Ravenna
were dmost a the gallows themsel ves when there came a cry from behind them.

Armat haf turned to see, then whipped back to the gallows as the hangman shouted.

He had just dipped the noose about Axis head when Axis had vanished.

Ravennalet out atiny sigh, alowing the glamour to vanish completely. No need to keep it going now.
Run, Axis, run, she thought. Run.

Armat turned to her and grabbed her arm so painfully that she felt bruises form ingtantly.

“What have you done?’ he said.

“Nothing, Armat,” she snapped. “Think not to blame mefor the fact you underestimated the StarMan!”

Axis managed, judt, to turn the dmost-out-of -control stallion in avagudy northwesterly direction, then he
gaveit full rein and dlowed it to gallop as hard asit wanted. It was agood horse, strong and fast, and he
hoped that it would give him a precious few minutes’ head start on the inevitable pursuit.

Gods knew what he' d do once—if—they caught up with him.

He had one arm wrapped tight about Inardle’ s waist—at |east she seemed to have found her balance
now—and had managed to get hisfeet into the stirrups, which had been flapping about, further frightening
the horse, so that he could secure his own jolting position behind the saddle.

The arm he had about Inardle swaist was wet, and he knew the rest of the stiches on her wound must
have broken open.

They rode without spesking for some minutes, Axis glancing behind him every so often, when Inardle
gave asoft cry of warning.

Two riders had loomed up on their flank.
“Georgdi!” Axiscried.

“My friend,” Georgdi caled out as he and Zeboath pushed their horses to keep pace with Axis
maddened horse, “1 am glad to see you! | wait most eagerly to hear your assurances that you escaped
Armat’s camp without the darm being raised.”

Axis sent Georgdi adark look.

“Ah,” said Georgdi, “good thing that Zeboath and | spent a precious few minutes cutting loose as many
horse lines as we could manage, en?’

A good thing indeed, Axisthought, but it would not buy them much time.
“Just ride,” he shouted. “Ride!”



They could not continue at aflat-out gallop forever, and after awhile Axis gathered in the reins of the
gallion and pulled him back to amore controlled canter. Georgdi and Zeboath did the same.

“Georgdi,” said Axis, “can you hat amoment, stand, and lisgen?’

Georgdi nodded, pulling his horse up as Axis and Zeboath rode on.

After afew minutes he caught histwo companions.

“Many horsemen,” Georgdi said. “ At least ahundred. A few minutes behind us.”

Axisfdt his ssomach turn over. At least ahundred. Helooked at Georgdi and Zeboath. Only Georgdi
had thought to find aweapon during their escape.

Two swords, againgt at least a hundred.
“It'sfull night now,” said Georgdi. “We can take advantage of the darkness.”

Axislooked at the ground. It was early spring, but there was il old, hard-packed snow in greeat patches
on the ground.

Their horses hoofprintswere clearly vishble, evenin the night.
Georgdi saw thedirection of Axis eyes. “Ah,” hesaid. “Then we d best ride abit faster, yes?’
“And look for astream,” said Axis. “We can lose our hoofprintsin that.”

They pushed their horses back into a galop—all the horses responding only duggishly—and Axis knew
they would not be able to keep to this speed for long.

Shitl
StarMan?

Axisliteraly jerked backward on the horse, his arm inadvertently tightening about Inardle and making her
cry out.

StarMan?

Who isthis? he asked. It was an Enchanter, he knew, and one who had managed to rediscover the Star
Dance, but who? And where? Why?

StarHeaven Spird Hight came the response.

StarHeaven? Axis fought to remember the name. Ah, yes, StarHeaven was one of the Icarii who had
joined with StarDrifter in recent weeks.

StarHeaven, where are you, and with whom?
| am with the Strike Force, StarMan.
The Strike Forcel Stars, had his father sent them?

BroadWing leads us, StarHeaven continued. We arein the spird attack formation over those who pursue
you. We—



Listen to me, StarHeaven, and get this message to BroadWing before you do anything else. Do nat, |
repest, do not kill any of the horsemen, but only their mounts! Give him that message now, StarHeaven.
Now!

Yes, StarMan.

Axis pulled hishorse up, sgnaling to Georgdi and Zeboath to do the same. “The Strike Force are
overhead,” he said.

“Thewhat?’ said Zeboath.

“Tencendor’ slegendary Icarii military force,” said Georgdi, watching Axiskeenly. “Axis, how many are
there?’

“Wait,” Axis murmured, concentrating as he looked upward into the night.
StarMan, StarHeaven said.

Yes?

BroadWing understands. Wewill am only for the horses.

Good. How many are you, StarHeaven?

Five hundred, StarMan.

Axisgrinned. Five hundred! Then tell your Strike Leader not to hesitate, StarHeaven. He felt her
agreement, then he turned his horse dightly so that he faced the direction of the pursuing force.

StarHeaven, he said, let me see through your eyes.

Visonflooded Axis mind. BroadWing led the Strike Force in aclassic nighttime maneuver spiraing
down toward their target from agresat height, diding Slently through the air.

Armat’ s men would never hear them coming.
Axis could see them now—amost one hundred wegponed horsemen following atrail through the snow.
They had no idea of what approached.

StarHeaven, Axis sad, tell BroadWing to whisper to the men during the attack that their lives are spared
through the goodwill of the StarMan, who bears them no grudge.

| will tell him, StarHeaven replied.

Axis continued to watch through StarHeaven' s eyes as the Strike Force continued their descent.
Suddenly the leading wave of Icarii bowmen—at |east fifty paces above the horsemen—Iet fly their
arrows, immediately veering away and upward again. Then the next wave let fly their arrows, and veered
away, and then the next wave.

Horses crumpled to the ground, throwing their riders severa paces with the force and speed of their
impact.

Two more waves followed, and then it was dl over. Not asingle horse was | eft alive, and men lay
winded and moaning across the cold earth.



They would have had no ideawhat had hit them.
StarMan, StarHeaven said, BroadWing says he will be with you in moments.
Thank you, StarHeaven, Axis said, and findly alowed himsdf to relax.

“We ve company,” he said to his companions, and grinned.
[ Part Four ]

CHAPTER ONE

The Central Outlands

A xis dismounted, made sure that | nardle could balance hersdlf, then handed the reins to Georgdi and
walked a pace or two into the night.

BroadWing landed before him in arush of wings and with abroad grin.
“By thestard” BroadWing said. “ That felt good!”
Axis laughed, embracing the birdman in afierce hug. “We thank you, my friend. Without you...”

“Without me you would have been forced to some grand heroic action,” BroadWing said. “1 am sorry |
gtole your moment.”

Axis couldn't keep the grin off hisface. “I give you full permission to do so again, anytime you want,
Strike Leader. Did my father send you?”’

“Yes, but at Maximilian' singtigation. And there’ s more good news, Axis. About five or Six hours' rideto
the north you will come across a contingent of the Emerald Guard, complete with supplies, food, medical
equipment, and Garth Baxtor. Y ou have heard of him?Y es? Well, Maximilian thought you might need
thead.”

Axis gripped BroadWing' s shoulder. “ BroadWing, you are indeed the bearer of much good news. The
Isembaardians?’

“Picking themsdlves up and brushing off the dirt,” BroadWing said. “Before | left they’ d started to trudge
back to the encampment. It will take them several hours at least. | gave them your message, StarMan.
I’ve sationed I carii high above you. We |l keep watch while you ride to meet Garth and the Emerald
Guard. No one will surpriseyou.”

“Where sMaximilian?’

“Riding hard for Elcho Faling. Depending on how hard you want to travel, he will be four to six days
ahead of you.”

Axisglanced at Inardle. “Morelike six days, | think.”
BroadWing looked at her aswdll. “One of the Ledfast?’

AXis nodded, and indicated to BroadWing to come with him. Heled him over to Inardle, who sat on the
horse watching BroadwWing waxily.



“ThisisInardle” Axissad. “One of the nobility among the Ledfast. Inardle, thisis Strike L eader
Broadwing EvenBest.”

Axiswondered if BroadWing would say anything about the L ealfast debacle which had led to thisrescue,
but the birdman chose tact ahead of point scoring.

“My Lady Inardle,” he said, and inclined hishead. “ Y ou areinjured.”

“Badly,” said Axis. “And Georgdi, Zeboath, and | worse the wear for our experiences. | think we will
continue our ride, BroadWing. Inardle particularly can do with the comfort the Emerald Guard brings.”

BroadwWing turned away at that, but Inardle called softly to him. “BroadWing. Thank you.”
BroadWing paused, nodded at Inardle in acknowledgment, then lifted into the sky.

“Weride,” said Axis, and vaulted up behind Inardle once more.

It took them until dawn to meet the Emerald Guard. Inardle was amost insensible by that time, and the
other three desperately weary. None of them had eaten for three days, al had been subject to
deprivation, and Inardle to sustained torment and abuse.

Axis shoulders sagged in relief when he saw the riders ahead of him on the lightening horizon. One of the
Emerald Guardsmen called his column to ahalt, then rode out to meet the four exhausted people.

“Greetings, StarMan,” he said to Axis, who found the energy to wonder that now everyone, stranger as
well asfriend, was using thét title. “My nameis Clements, and | lead this contingent of the Emerald
Guard. | have ordered them to make camp and set food to cook. BroadWing has sent word that you are
not being pursued for the moment, so | suggest we wait out this day here, so that you may rest and
recelve what trestment you need.”

“Thank you, Clements,” Axissaid. He nodded a the young man who had ridden after Clements and who
was now pulling hishorseto ahdt. “ Garth Baxtor, | assume.”

“Indeed, StarMan,” Clements said. He introduced Garth to Axis, then Axisintroduced hisown
companions.

“AndthisisZeboath,” Axissad findly, “an Isembaardian physician of fine skill. He has been avaued
companion of minethis past year.”

Axiswdl knew Garth’ sreputation as a highly skilled physician who commanded the dmost magica
Touch, and he wanted Garth to know that Axisvalued Zeboath as highly, if not more, than Garth's
reputation.

Garth clearly took the hint. He smiled a Zeboath. “I have heard of the sKill of the |sembaardian
physicians,” hesaid. “1 am most pleased to meet you, physician Zeboath, and once you are rested and
fed, look forward to picking your brainsfor new knowledge.”

Zeboath grinned. “All | heard amid those words of welcome, Garth, were the words ‘rested’” and ‘fed.’ |
am afrad my mind has clung to them exclusively.” The humor died from hisface. “Garth Baxtor, we have
with usamost grievoudy injured woman. She needs your aid, as soon asyou might.”

Garth looked at Inardle, dumped in Axis arms, noting the bruises and contusions, and the blood seeping



down one leg from awound on her abdomen. He pushed his horse forward and laid a very gentle hand
on her cheek for amoment.

“Then | may need your assistance, Zeboath,” he said, “ before you have timefor food and rest. | am
sorry.”

The Emeradd Guard, comprising some forty men, had five wagons of equipment and supplies with them.
Axisthought that Maximilian must have ingtructed them to prepare for any contingency.

But, oh tars, he was grateful to Maximilian for hisforethought and care.

The guardsmen had fires started and food set out to cook by the time Axis and his group rode up. By the
timethey’ d dismounted, and Axis had lifted Inardle down, Garth’s medical bagswerein evidence, a
blanket was provided to cover Inardle€' s nakedness, and everyone was given a cup of deto keep them

going.

Axiscouldn't believetheir efficiency.

“Y our cheek has been badly gashed,” Garth said, tipping Axis head to one side so he could see more
clearly.

“Itjust needsaclean,” Axissad.
“And perhaps some gtitches,” Garth said. “It will leave ascar, | am afraid.”

Axis remembered once, long, long ago, someone had remarked to him that despite dl the wars and
battles he' d endured, and all theinjuries, he'd never scarred. It was one of those times when he' d truly
redlized the depth of hisgifts

“Itwon’'t scar,” Axissaid. “ Stitch it later, after you've seento Inardie.”

“What happened to her?’” Garth said as they walked over to where one of the guardsmen had settled
Inardle by afire. Zeboath was knedling by her, persuading her to drink something.

“Thewound on her flank was caused by an | sembaardian sword, her broken wing by Armat’ s booted
foot, and her various other contusions and bruises by Risdon, who—"

“I know,” Garth said softly. “I felt it earlier, when | laid ahand to her cheek.”
Axis halted just before they reached Inardle, putting ahand on Garth’ sarm and making him stop aswell.
“Y ou havethe Touch,” Axissaid. “What did you fed 7’

“She' sastrong woman,” said Garth. “Her injuries are very serious, but not life-threatening. More
dangerousfor her a the moment isthe fact she' s had dmost nothing to et or drink for some three days,
and has had to endure a physicaly exhausting ride to escape. Her rape...l don't know. Asever inthese
matters, while her physical injurieswill heal quickly, who knowswhat other scarsthis Risdon hasleft. Did
youkill him?’

“ YS,”

“In front of her?’



“yYes”
Garth gave alittle smile. “Good. That may help. She needsto know he won't come after her again.”
“But sheisastrong woman?’

Garth paused, sudying Axisclosdly. “Y ou dready know that, Axis.”

“Garth, thereis something € se. One of the men who oversaw Inardl€ storture and rape was Lister. He
was Inardle sformer lover.”

“Ligter iswith Arma?’

“Aye”

Garth muttered a soft curse. “Then Vorstus must be with him aswell.”

“Hewas. Armat apparently murdered him to make a point to Ravennaand Lister.”

“Ravennaisthere, too.” Garth rubbed at hisforehead, looking devastated. “1 think Maxd knew that, but
gill...” Hedrew in adeep breath. “And Ligter, Inardl€’ sformer lover, stood there and alowed her abuse
to happen? Let’ s hope Inardle chooses better in her future lovers, eh, Axis?’

Whatever Zeboath had given Inardle revived her alittle, and Garth asked Axisto st behind her and hold
her propped up againgt hisbody so that Garth and Zeboath could examine her more easily.

Axisfdt somewhat uncomfortable holding Inardle so close. He was very aware of her, and he was
irritated at himself for feding thisway when they’ d ridden for many hoursin just as close contact and it
hedn’t bothered him at all.

Garth and Zeboath worked well together. One of the guardsmen had brought over severa large bags of
medica supplies, and Zeboath soon made himsdlf at home sorting through their contents. Garth took
some swabs soaked in an antiseptic fluid from Zeboath and wiped away the blood about the wound on
Inardl€ sflank and abdomen, brushing away with an irritated hand the blanket Axiswastrying to keep
over her bressts.

“Theditching onthis...” Garth said, obvioudy trying very hard to be diplomatic.
“Was very amateurish,” said Zeboath.
“That' s not what you said to me,” Axis snapped.

“Now | am talking to afellow professional,” Zeboath said, grinning. He sobered, and addressed Garth
again. “Axisdid this. When the Ledfast fell down about us, there were so many ...l had no timeto attend
to Inardle so Axis stitched her. In his defense, Garth, Inardle has since been through more wars. | doubt
anyone s gitching could have held her together.”

“Wadl,” said Garth, now threading aneedle, “we' |l just have to keep her out of the wars again for thetime
mrg.”

He bent closer to the wound, apologizing to Inardle as the needle dipped under thefirst layer of skinand
muscle



She jumped alittle from the sting, and aline of frost ran up from her wound and vanished under the
blanket covering her breasts.

Garth stopped, the stitch half completed, staring at the line of frost.
“Itisher reactionto pain,” Axis murmured.

“Ah,” Garth said, and hisface told what he was too diplomatic to express. Fascinating. Axis could see
that Garth and Zeboath would spend many hours over several mugs of ae discussing this phenomenon.

Garth managed to overcome his fascination long enough to stitch the wound, then he turned his attention
to Inardl€ sleft wing, spread out to Axis Side.

He hesitated before touching it, exchanging a.glance with Zeboath.

“I'll mix something up for her,” Zeboath said, then rose and busied hims=lf among one of the medica
packs.

“Zeboath is going to make you an dixir which will deaden the pain,” Garth said to Inardle. “Even an
examination of thiswill hurt, let done any attempt we maketofix it.”

“I don't really want—" Inardle began.

“Youwill takeit,” Garth said. “Among other things, it will help relax the muscles and tendonsin thewing,
and neither Zeboath or mysdf can do anything for you whilethewingissorigid.”

Zeboath had returned, asmall cup in his hand. Garth took it, and held it to Inardi€’ s mouith.
“What are you doing to me?’ shesad. “There smore than just the mixture.”

“I aminfusng the dixir with alittle added help, Inardle,” Garth said. “It will help, not hurt.”
“Please, Inardle” Axismurmured, and hefdt her rdlax alittlein hisarms and accept the dixir.

While they waited for it to have an effect, Garth and Zeboath attended to some of Inardi€’ slesser
wounds and bruises. One or two of the wounds needed a titch, but most just needed a clean and, inthe
case of the bruises, arub with an unguent and a gentle gpplication of Garth’ s Touch.

“Mogt of these will have vanished within two days,” Garth said, cleaning Inardl€' sface and running one
of hisfingerslightly over the bruising there. “ Y our left arm, though, will take longer, perhaps aweek, as
itsswelling isrelated to the severity of the break in your wing.”

Inardlejust tipped her heed, asif shedidn’t care, but Axisfelt her tense at the mention of her wing again.

It was more than possible that Inardle dreaded Garth and Zeboath splinting her wing, but Axis thought
shewaslikely far more worried about whether or not she' d be ableto fly again. In hisformer life Axis
had known two I carii who had been wing-crippled in accidents, and who could no longer fly.

Both had killed themsdves within two years of their initid injuries.
Zeboath and Garth had now positioned themsalves to ether side of Inardl€’ s broken wing.

It looked frightful—very swollen, crooked into an unnatura position, the bruising showing beneeth the
feathers as great soreading stains of black and red.



“How long ago did this happen?’ Garth said.
“Four days,” Axissaid.
Garth winced, again sharing a glance with Zeboath.

“Peasefix it,” Inardle whispered, and Axistightened hishold on her alittle, leaning hisface againgt the
back of her hair. He wished, quite desperately, that he' d never verbally attacked her in the pit.

Zeboath helped support the wing while Garth ran his hand very gently over it. At one point heraised his
face and locked eyes with Axis, and Axis knew the news was not going to be good.

“All the main supporting bones are broken,” said Garth, “athough fortunately they’ re broken cleanly. If
they’ d been smashed...”

“The tendons attaching muscle to bone are so torn, and very badly bruised. The swelling isbad and |
am not sure | can do much whileit is so extreme. The bones need to be s, but...”

“What happensif you ddlay?’ Axissaid.

“Setting the bones?” Garth said. “Well, they’ re dready starting to heal themsaves through calcification.
Clots of blood, and bone tissue, have formed about al of the bresks—thiswill eventualy resolve itself
into new bone.”

“Soif you don't splint it now, the bones will start to set themsalvesinto their current unnatura shape.”
Garth nodded.

“I think that what Garth istrying to say,” Zeboath said, “isthat thewing can likely be hedled reasonably
successfully if the bones are splinted into their proper position. The tendonswill heal by themselves once
the bone has healed. But as the swelling now is so bad, that is going to be both terribly difficult and
terribly painful. If wedon't doiit, then...”

“There severy chance Inardlewon't fly again,” Axissad.
“Setitnow,” Inardle said.

“It will hurt,” Garth said, gently. “Very, very badly. What we gave you will not blot out the pain, and we
have nothing dse. Inardle, we are going to have to further injure the wing in order to set those bones, and
| am terrified wewill cripple you completely.”

“Setit now,” said Inardle. “1 cannot bear the thought of not flying again.”

Garth hesitated, exchanging yet another concerned look with Zeboath.

“Setit now,” said Axis. “I know how my father felt without wings. Set it now.”

Inardle twisted her head dightly to be ableto look at him. “Thank you.”

Garthlooked a Axisand gave avery dight nod, and Axistightened his hold about Inardle.

The physician stood up and asked Zeboath to hold out the wing asfar as possible, then Garth stamped
down on it with as much force as Armat once had.

CHAPTER TWO




Armat’s Camp, the Central Outlands
T hey escaped?’ Armat stared at the soldier before him.

“We were attacked by amighty force, my lord,” the soldier Suttered. Hewas afraid for hislifein bringing
thisnewsto the generd.

Aswel he might be, Armat thought. “What mighty force,” he hissed.

“A great winged army, my lord. There were thousands of them! They swept down from the heavens
and—"

“Shot every one of your horses, but left you dive,” Armat said. “What extraordinarily poor
marksmanship, en?’

“Such extraordinarily good marksmanship,” Ravennamurmured to one side.
Armat wasted amoment giving the witch and Lister ahard stare.
“Werethey the Ledfast? Armat asked the soldier.

“No, my lord. They were...something dse.”

“Thelcarii Strike Force,” Ravennasaid. “1t could only have been them.”

“And who thefuck,” Armat said, histone low and dangerous as he turned to Ravenna, “are the I carii
Strike Force?’

“They werelegendary fighters among the I carii,” Ravennasaid. “Led and trained by Axis SunSoar. |
imagine that there were some members of the Strike Force among the I carii refugees rgjoining with
Maximilian’scolumn.”

Armat was so angry he could not speak. He wanted to strike Ravenna, but was restrained by the fact
that he thought he might kill her if helost control that badly, and he had enough common sense left to
know that he till needed her.

“Y ou had not thought to mention them to me?’ hefindly ground ouit.

Shegaveasmdl shrug. “1 had not redlized they’ d reformed, Armat. | had noidea. ..but it could only
have been them if not the Ledfast.”

Armat swore. He gestured to the soldier to leave, and the man amost sumbled in his haste to get o,
grateful beyond measure that Armat’ sill will was now directed at Ravennaand not at him.

“How many does Axishave?’ Armat said. “A ‘great winged army.” Thousands?’

“Probably only ahandful,” Ravennasaid. “ That soldier likely exaggerated. But they’ re undoubtedly
good...and now they have their fabled commander back.”

Armat’ stemper finaly gained the upper hand. “Get out,” he said. “ Get out!”

Word spread rapidly aong the |sembaardian camp.



AXxis SunSoar had made his escape, and in legendary spectacular manner.

Soldiers murmured about the Strike Force, but most of al they murmured about the fact that Axis had
spared every last man. He' d made certain they could not catch him, but he had chosen not to harm them.

When Insharah heard the news he lowered hisface into ahand in sheer rdi€f.

Then he felt shame that he had not helped.
CHAPTER THREE
The Central Outlands

A xissat with Inardle in one of the supply wagons. It had been emptied of its supplies and its deck
covered with many layers of canvas over which had been thrown blankets. Inardle lay with her broken
wing stretched down the length of the wagon. It looked heavy and awkward in the splints Zeboath and
Garth had applied, and dmost twice as swollen as when they’ d begun their work.

Inardle had fainted with Garth’ sfirst samp on the wing, and Axiswas glad. The repositioning and
splinting had been abrutd affair, requiring both Zeboath's and Garth’ s full strength, aswel astwo
guardsmen cdled in to help. Axis couldn’t help them. He stayed holding Inardle astightly as he could,
murmuring her name occasiondly into her hair, frightened both by the frost which encased her body asit
reacted to the pain and by hisown emotional reaction to it.

When had she come to matter so much?

Eventudly Axis had been forced to close hiseyes, burying hisfacein Inardi€ s hair. It hadn’t hel ped; the
sounds of screaming bones and tendons weren't any lessif he couldn’t see,

Now, thank God, it was over. Garth and Zeboath had |ooked haggard and utterly exhausted once it was
done, collgpsing onto the ground, unable to speak for long minutes.

But they had fixed the wing. Garth said that aslong asthe splints remained in place for the next few
weeks, and the wing was kept asimmobile as possible, there was every chance it would heal enough that
Inardle could useit again.

“It might be alittle crooked,” Garth had said, “but if thereis no infection, and if the bones hedl cleanly,
and if the tendons regrow, and if...well. We can hope, and we can pray. Zeboath and | have done the
best we can, Axis.”

AXxis had nodded, and thanked both of them.

She actually looked better, now, he thought, as he sat in the weak |ate-afternoon sun and watched her.
Whatever Garth had done to her bruises had made a difference, even in the course of this day. Most had
faded; the swelling about her face had virtually disappeared. She hadn’t regained consciousness yet, and
Axiswanted to be there when she did, if only because Zeboath told him she would need to drink
something, and take some more of the pain-numbing elixir he'd mixed.

That was the only reason, he told himsdlf, he’ d not moved from her side dl thisday.
“AXis?’

Axisjumped alittle, turning his head.



Georgdi had ridden his horse up to the side of the wagon.
“Shelooksfrightful,” Georgdi said. “Makesmeglad | have never had wings.”

Axis managed awesk smile. “ StarDrifter wanted to give me my wings,” hesaid. “I till have thewing
buds, they’ ve just never developed. But | said no. I' d have to agree with you, Georgdi. Wings are not
worth the trouble.”

“Not for their owners or their lovers,” Georgdi said, and went on before Axis could spesk. “Axis, I've
dept and eaten, and | need to be on my way. I’ m going to ride directly for Serpent’s Nest, collecting
what | may intermsof amilitary forceas| go. | don't think there’ sany point in my diverting to meet up
with Maximilian to passthetime of day. Tel him I’ [l meet him at the mountain.”

Axis agreed. “Good luck, my friend,” he said, holding out hishand. “1 want to fight by your Sde
again...so make sure you get to Serpent’s Nest safely.”

Georgdi grinned and gripped Axis hand for along moment. “You'll be safe here?’

“BroadWing saysthereis, asyet, no pursuit from Armat’s camp. No doubt his men aretrying to explain
why their horses were shot out from underneath them. We Il be safe here for the moment.”

“Axis...why didn’'t you want any of the men to die?’

“Because | want them to remember, and to tell as many of their fellow soldierswithin Armat’ sarmy as
they may, that when | had the chanceto kill them | did not. They’Il know that is not something Armat
would have done.”

Georgdi nodded. “You'll stay with Inardl€?’

Axisglanced at her. “For aday or two, until I know she’ swell on the way to recovery. Then I'll ride
hard for Maxel, and leave the Emerald Guard to escort Inardle at an easier pace.”

“Wadll then,” said Georgdi, gathering up the reins of hishorse, “may the gods grace you, Axis, and her.”

Shewokein the middle of that night, suddenly, with agreet cry, leaping hafway into atting position.

Axis, who had been adeep himsdlf, only just managed to restrain I nardle before she shifted—and
damaged—her broken wing.

“Inardle. It wasjust adream. It isgone now.”

She was heaving in great breaths, obvioudy distressed. The blanket had fallen off her chest asshe'd
jerked upright, and now Axis started to tug it back into position, feding embarrassed and awvkward & his
clumsy atempts.

Damn it. Had he ever been this salf-conscious, even asayouth?

“Risdon...” shesad. One of her hands had found his, and now clutched it tightly.
“Risdonisdead.”

She continued to take deep breaths, staring into the night, then very gradually relaxed.



And immediately became aware of the pain in her wing. She turned to look, and gave a soft cry at the
sght of it.

“Garth saysit should hed well,” Axissaid.
“AXis...”

“Drink some of this, Inardle.” He reached for the flask Zeboath had | ft, twisted off the cap with one
hand, and put it to her lips.

She drank, alittle reluctantly, but she drank.

“When the pain has subsided,” Axissaid, “you’ Il need to eat and drink something.”

She nodded, her eyeslooking up at the stars. “1 didn’t think you' d ill be here.”

“Look, Inardle, | am sorry for what | said to you in the pit. | wasangry, but | had no right to—"
“Y ou had every right to be angry, Axis. What happened in Armat’ s camp wasn't your fault.”

Axisdidn’t spesk for along moment, and when he did so, it was with some hesitation. “Inardle, one of
the enchantments | know and that | can work with gresat effect with the Star Dance availableto meisa
Song of Forgetting. | can erase your memory of what happened in Armat’s camp.”

“Everything?’

“Y es, everything. The enchantment islinked to location, o everything in the camp.”
“What happened to mein Armat’ stent?’
“yYes”

“What Risdon did?’

“yYes”

“Thetimein the pit?’

“Yes. Inardle, | can—"

“Y ou coming to rescue me.”

“yes”

“Lister was my lover, you knew that?’
“Yes” Very soft, now.

“I didn’t love him, Axis, but | liked and respected him immensdly. | lived with him for years. We were
friendsaswdll aslovers, or so | thought.”

“Inardle—"

“When | heard that you' d returned from the dead, | was consumed almost with hatred. We al hated you,
AXis. The great arrogant StarMan. The magnificent war leader. Y our eevation to god. Y our hatred of the
Skradlings”



That last was dmost whispered.

“How could you be anything but a cruel, self-absorbed man?’ she continued. *Y ou would regard us with
nothing but contempt.”

Shelooked at him then, with the barest hint of asmile. “And regard us with contempt you have done, but
perhaps we have deserved it. But for everything €l se we were wrong. Axis, you thought to rescue me
when Ligter couldn’t be bothered, when he’ d decided | got in the way of hisambitions. | know enough
that you risked everything to do that—you risked your own life. Y ou could have made an easy escape
with Georgdi and Zeboath, but you did not choose that. Instead, you came for me.”

She freed his hand, and reached up her own to touch his cheek briefly. “Thank you for rescuing me—you
will never understand what | fdlt that instant | knew you were in the tent—and thank you for your offer of
aSong of Forgetting.

“I will declineit, I think. Of everything that was agonizing and humiliating in Armat’ s camp, there was one
shining moment | want to remember the rest of my life—that moment when | redized you’' d comefor
me”

As she had done to him, now Axis reached out hisfingers and softly touched her cheek.
A line of frogt trailed where he ran hisfingers, and helifted his hand.

“I hurt you,” hesaid. “I’'m sorry.”

“That was't pain, Axis” shesad, very softly.

Axisremembered what she had told him while he was stitching her wound. Pain, delight, and physical
joy. Arousd.

Hetore hiseyes away from hers, looking down at her body under its covering blanket (Damn that
blanket! Her prudishnesswasn't I carii. It must be her Skragling blood). He thought how good it would
fed to lower hismouth to her breast. What would it be like, then, to taste that frost under histongue?

Heredlized he was staring too long, and that his thoughts must be written al over hisface.
He stood up, alittletoo quickly. “I'll send Garth or Zeboath over. Y ou need to eat and drink.”

Then Axis vaulted over the side of the wagon and walked away, forcing himself not to look back and
cursing himsdf for such astupid display. He found Zeboath and sent him to Inardle, telling him that she
was awake and hungry.

Then he sought out Clements and told him that he wanted his (once Risdon’s) horse saddled and ready at
dawn the next day, together with two or three guardsmen.

Inardle didn’'t see Axis again that day. She' d recognized what he was thinking and fegling in that moment
before he' d jumped out of the wagon and walked away, and knew that Eleanon would have crowed with
ddight if he had known of it.

She knew that she, too, should be pleased a Axis fedings, but instead she felt confused.

She could not keep her distance from this man, nor pretend to herself that she was indifferent to him.



She' d had no ideathat when he touched her, she would respond as she had.

Lister’ stouch had never caused her frost to rise.

She could hardly believe that Axis had risked so much for her in rescuing her from Risdon.
She could hardly believe how glad she had felt when he had come for her.

Inardle shifted alittle on her makeshift bed in the wagon, wincing with the pain. What was she thinking?
Axiswould only ever cause her sorrow.

It waswhat he specidized in.
Her task was only to fal into hisbed, and use him.

Not tofdl inlovewith him.

The next morning, when she woke, Inardle resented the bitter pang of disappointment that Zeboath was
by her sde, and not Axis.

“Whereis Axis?’ she asked.

“Herode out an hour ago,” said Zeboath. “ He s gone to Maximilian. I’ m sorry, Inardle, we' Il catch up
with himinaweek or s0.”

“Itisof no matter tome” Inardle said.

It was along ride to catch up with Maximilian, and Axis spent it not talking to histhree companions.
Instead his thoughts were exclusively on one person.

Hiswife, Azhure.

CHAPTER FOUR
| sembaard

E leanon walked forward, hisfeet crunching over the coarse sand and grit of the northern Isembaardian
plains. To hisleft rose Hairekeep; to hisright the desolate plains undulated westward toward the River
Lhyl. Before him stood Bingaed, with the twenty-five thousand L edfast fighters he’ d brought with him
into Isembaard ranged behind him in ordered ranks.

They wered| different. Their eyes asthey watched him approach were sharper, their posture more lill,
their demeanor more confident than Eleanon had seen previoudy in any Ledfas.

They were stronger.
They were assured.
They werewhole. No longer half-breeds of any manner, but whole.

Bingaed took afew stepsforward to meet Eleanon. They stopped a pace or two apart, Eleanon



somewhat awkward, Bingaled poised and confident.
“What do you here, Eleanon?’ Bingded sad.

“Cometo see what has become of my brother,” Eleanon replied. He hesitated, hating himsdlf for it in the
face of Bingaed’ s self-possession. “1 come on behdf of the Ledfast Nation, Bingaled. Cometo see
what path it isyou have chosen.”

Bingaea nodded, then swept a hand out behind and to one side of him. “ Sit down, brother, and we shdll
tak.”

Asthey sat cross-legged, the ranks of the Lealfast behind Bingded faded from view. They were ill
there, Eleanon could sense them, but to those only of ordinary vison it would have appeared that the two
birdmen sat done in the deserted plain outside Hairekeep.

“I have become Elcho Faling’senemy,” Bingded sad.

That shocked Eleanon. Not so much what Bingaled had expressed, but the stark manner in which he had
done so.

“Tell me” Eleanon said. “What has become of you, Bingdea, and al our comrades?’

Bingded did not immediately reply. He drew in adeep breeth, raising his eyes and focusing themin the
far distance.

“I have entered into the One,” he said eventudly, softly. His eyes suddenly refocused, very sharply, on
Eleanon.

“And where did that lead you?’ Eleanon said, equaly as soft.

“Itled meinto apromise,” Bingded sad. “ It showed me apath toward aworld of power and fulfilment.
It showed me aclear path, Eleanon, step by step, toward what we have always lusted after. Our own
future. Beholden to no one. Despised by no one.”

“And the price?’ Eleanon said.
“Thereisno price”

“Thereisawaysaprice, brother.” Eleanon sighed. “Bingded, | come before you today because |, asdl
our brothers and ssters, felt the change in you and those who came into |sembaard with you.” He put his
hand on his chest. “Wefed it here. Wefdt it, and we yearn for it, and it was dl | could do to stop the
entire Nation following me down here...but thereis il alittle bit of me, Bingaed, which remains
cautious. What has the One offered you, what has he shown you, and what is the price he demands?’

“He has shown us afuture free of our Skragling blood, afuture in which the Icarii kned before usin
humility, afuture in which we no longer inhabit frozen wastes. The price? Only one price. The destruction
of Elcho Faling and of itsmaster.”

“But Elcho Falling and its master iswhat we have dreamed of for millennia, Bingaed.”

Bingdea smiled in genuine compassion. “Y et look to whet the Lord of Elcho Falling has become,
Eleanon. He cannot give uswhat we need. Not anymore. Now, brother, tell me. What do you here?
Does Axisknow where you are?’

Eleanon told Bingded what had happened—the daughter at the hands of Armat, Axis subsequent



contemptuous dismissa of Eleanon, and the StarMan’ s belief that Eleanon and the remaining Ledfast
fighters were sulking within the Sky Peaks, licking their wounds.

“Bingded, you have no ideawhat it cost me, to watch Ledfast fdl from the sky, but—"

“But it haswon for you Axis disregard. | understand that and, while | grieve also for those Ledfast logt,
| gpplaud your decision.” A smal smile curved about Bingaed’ sface. “ And so will the One, once he
knows. Y ou shall be our key into Elcho Falling, Eleanon. The One has congtructed a curse with which to
digtract Isaiah, and shortly Maximilian and Ishbel, but it islargely meaningless. Y ou shall bethe One's
key into Elcho Fadling. Y ou, Eleanon. Y ou shdl walk the Oneinto Elcho Falling unseen while Maximilian
and Isaiah and Axisfidget with worry about the curse.”

Bingaed chuckled. “Y ou have no idea how easy thisis going to be, brother.”

CHAPTER FIVE
| sembaard

| saiah and Hereward traveled rlatively quickly given the circumstances of their journey. The cart
worked well, athough Hereward had to cling uncomfortably in order not to be catapulted out onto the
uneven ground. They had little food with them, and even lesswater, and |saiah pushed them hard in order
to get to the first of the springs where both hoped they’ d find food and water.

At leadt, Isaiah pushed himsdlf hard. He woke Hereward well before dawn each day, giving her alittle of
their meager store of food and asip or two of water, and then they were off, Isaiah striding resolutely
forward into the predawn darkness, dragging the little cart behind him. He walked for many hoursat a
time, taking breaks only reluctantly, and then only when absolutely needed. Hereward thought he was
pushing himsdlf too hard, desperate to get to Maximilian Persmius before al waslogt.

Hereward thought a great dedl about Ishbel during the long days spent clinging to the cart asit jounced
aong. She' d seen the woman many times during her time at Aghat, and had even served her luncheon on
occasion. Ishbel had been the kind of woman that Hereward could only dream of being: beautiful,
elegant, remote, and exuding anatural nobility that only those born into the aristocracy, and into power,
could manage. Hereward had dways felt like an awkward peasant around her.

Isaiah had adored her. It had been evident in his manner in her company, in hisevery glance and every
gesture. It had been the gossip of the paace that he had findly fdlen in love with awoman, and that a
woman pregnant by another man.

Hereward thought Isaiah’ s efforts to reach Maximilian were probably in vain. She doubted that any man
could resist Ishbel’ salure for very long. Elcho Faling waslikely aready doomed.

She decided that life as a servant was much less problematica. Look where nobleness and power and
purpose had brought Isaiah and Ishbel.

Onthethird day of their journey, about noon, they arrived at the first of the springs. It had been evident
on the horizon for some two or three hours before they reached it, a green smudge of feathery pamsand
dense shrubbery, and Isaiah had doubled his efforts the moment he' d spotted it.

Therewas awide track leading in through the vegetation and then, wonderfully, the sound and smell of
water.



Isaiah amost ripped apart his canvas harnessin his effortsto strip it off. He took two steps toward the
water, stopped, then came back to help Hereward, struggling to rise from the cart.

Hewas grinning from ear to ear, and Hereward supposed she had as wide a smile on her own face.
Isaiah carried her to the water and set her down on her feet, and then both of them stripped away their
dirty clothing and waded in.

| saiah checked to make sure Hereward was steady on her feet, then sank below the surface. Hereward
took another two or three stepsinto deeper water, then did the same.

Oh gods, it felt wonderful. She scrubbed away at her body, wishing she had soap but not minding too
much—just the blessed cool water was miracle enough.

“Mind the bandage about your throat,” 1saiah said to her as sheresurfaced. “I'll take it off for youina
moment...let it soak and it will come away easer.”

Hereward nodded, lying back and alowing the water to wash over her body. She swore she could
actudly fed the swest and dried blood lifting away from her skinin great layers.

She felt movement: Isaiah coming up behind her. He took her head in his hands and massaged her scalp,
then ran his hands down her shoulders and raised her upright. Very gently he eased the bandage and
compression pebble avay from her neck.

“There sahuge scab over thewound,” he said, hisfingers moving over it gently.

“Can | do without the bandage now?” Hereward said, hoping she didn’t have to put the filthy thing back
on again.

He nodded. “Be careful not to knock the scab free, though. It must go right down to the torn vein.”
Hisfingers moved from her shoulders down to her upper arms.
Hereward took a deep breath.

Very dowly Isaiah ran hisfingers back up her arms, over her shoulders, and then down to the rise of her
breasts.

“Are you remembering how you and Ishbel used to bathe in the Lhyl?” Hereward said.
Isaiah jerked his hands away.

“You must missher,” shesaid, very angry with him. Isaiah did not particularly like her, yet he could not
resis trying to seduce her.

She supposed he had to find some use for her, now that he’ d given up so much on her behalf.

“But think,” shesad, “if you manageto get to Maximilian intime, and he reinquishes 1shbd, then you
ca+—"

Isaiah’ sleft arm suddenly did about her waist, pulling her tight againgt him.

Hereward opened her mouth to protest, now incensed at his behavior, but Isaiah clamped hisright hand
over her mouth.

“Quiet!” hehissed into her ear. Then: “Ligten.”



Hereward struggled againgt him for amoment, still furious at being held so tight. Then she forced hersdlf
torelax, and listen.

There was something in the shrubbery to the west.
Something moving.

Isaiah’ shand and arm dlid away from Hereward and he started to move very quietly back to the bank,
where he'd left his sword.

The sound of movement became louder—cautious footfalls, and the scrape of abody against the bushes.

Hereward swallowed, suddenly scared. Skraglings? She glanced at | saiah, wishing he had not moved out
of thewater.

The Skraglings did not like weter; they’ d be safe enough if they stayed away from the bank.
The noise of movement grew louder, and Hereward jerked her head toward the sounds.
They were very close now.

| saiah was moving about the pool, hissword in one hand, his eyesintent on the shrubbery. Then,
suddenly, he stopped, and alook of utter disbelief came over hisface.

Hereward gasped in surprise.

A large, pure white stallion had moved to the edge of the pool, and was now watching Isaiah, earslaid
back, eyesrolling, breath snorting nervoudly.

Isaiah’ s entire posture changed. He laid the sword on the ground, his every movement dow and
reassuring, then began to talk to the horse in a combination of soothing words and tongue clicks.

The gtallion relaxed, earsflickering forward, and he lowered his head to the water and took asip.
Isaiah came closer, keeping up the soothing monotone of sounds.

Then he was next to the galion, stroking him down, and the horse was relaxing against him, blowing
droplets of water out of hisnose, and nuzzling Isaiah’s chest.

“Heismissng hismagter,” Isaiah said, glancing at Hereward as he rubbed the horse' s ears. “ And now
we have a horse with which to travel. Thank the gods!”

“I cannot believe the Skraelings managed to leave that med done” Hereward said.

“He must have been hiding out closeto the water,” Isaiah said. “ Perhaps standing in it whenever the
Skraelings approached.” He amiled, till rubbing the horse' sears. “He must be an intdligent fellow.”

The horse proved aboon. Isaiah abandoned the cart and they rode the horse, carrying with them what
little supplies they needed now that they had a string of springs from which to fish and water.

On thefifth day away from the River Lhyl, they passed to the north of Sakkuth.

“You don't want to go into the city?’ Hereward said from her perch behind I saiah on the horse.



Isaiah studied the city in the distance. It looked gray and lill, its great turrets and spiresempty of al life.
“What are you thinking?’ Hereward asked softly.

“That the city islikely full of Skraglings,” he said. “ That they’re dl saring at usfrom behind wallsand
shutters. That while the city looks empty, there are amillion eyes, fed and feasted on the former
inhabitants, watching our every move.”

Hereward shuddered, wrapping her arms about her chest as she looked away.
“We d best keep moving,” Isaiah said, and urged the horse forward.

CHAPTER SIX

| sembaard

B ingaled gaveasmall amile. “Y ou can seewhat | have become, Eleanon. Y ou want it, too.”

“I ill harbor reservations about the One. Bingded, we have long known of the lore of the Magi, and of
its power—"

“Totouch Infinity!”

“Yes, to touch Infinity, but at what cost? With what danger? Who has managed it, eh, and emerged
unscathed?’

“The One. The OneislInfinity.”

Eleanon did not reply. He sat thinking, staring at his hands folded before him. Bingaleal was so different.
Eleanon could fed the power within him, fed the certainty and confidence in the direction he’ d taken.

But Eleanon was not sure. He wanted it so badly, yet till that tiny, cautious voice sounded in hismind.
Surely the One would demand aprice.

“None,” said Bingdedl, “save that we ddliver to the One the citadel of Elcho Falling, and itsmaster. | am
no daveto the One, Eleanon. | am not his servant. Thisisatransaction only. The One can give me, us,
what we have s0 long desired—freedom from both our Skragling and | carii blood—and for asingle
payment: Elcho Faling. He can give us our dignity and afuture, Eleanon. Maximilian Persmius cannot do
that. He istoo weak.”

“There may be atrap, Bingdea. Why should the One be so generous?’

“Because we can aid each other. He can give us our hearts' desire. We can give him what he needs—the
destruction of Elcho Fdling.”

“Hecan't do that himsdf?’

“Elcho Faling is il protected by ancient sorceriesthat even the One cannot penetrate. The One has
cursed Maximilian and I1shbel—Isaiah is on hisway north now, carrying news of the curseto
Maximilian—which has apotentia to win Elcho Faling for the One without so much asafinger lift of
effort...but even so, the Onewould like our aid, and iswilling to pay handsomely for it.”

Bingded sat back, consdering Eleanon. “Would you like to speak with him yourself?’



Then helaughed & the expression on Eleanon’ sface. “Hewill not bite, nor ensorcd your soul, Eleanon.
Y ou shdl not be endaved.”

“Do | have your promise?’

“yYes”

Eleanon reached out a hand, hesitating only dightly before helaid it on Bingaled’ sarm.
He gave abregth of relief. “Y ou are not endaved, Bingded,” hesaid. “I canfed it.”

“I am only enhanced,” said Bingdedl.

“Yes, | canfed that, too.”

“Will you spesk with the One?’

“Yes Where?”

Bingaleal nodded toward Hairekeep. “There.”

CHAPTER SEVEN
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

M aximilian and Ishbel spent six to seven hours each evening in the Twisted Tower with Josia. They used
thistime going through chamber after chamber, recovering lost objects and knowledge. Rediscovering
objects Maximilian found increasingly easy, even in the virtualy empty chambers, as he became more
intuitive and more attuned to the Tower, but the lost deep. . .that was growing more difficult. He d told
Josathat he could doze in the saddle, and yes, from time to time he managed that, but generaly someone
required his attention, and he got very little rest throughout the day. He managed two or three hours at
the most from the time he returned from the Twisted Tower to when they broke camp in the early
morning, but that wasit.

Maximilian found himself lusting after a soft bed and an uninterrupted night.

On thismorning he was riding only ashort distance from Ishbe, and he pulled his horse back so thet it
fdll into step beside hers. Apart from the occasiond few minutes spent together in the Twisted Tower,
they hadn’t had much chanceto talk over the past few days.

“You look dreadful,” she said. “Exhausted.”

“Asdways, your complimentswarm my heart. Have you looked in the mirror yourself recently?’

Ishbel smiled, keeping her eyes on the road ahead. “Madarin kegpsit hidden from me.”

“You aredoing well,” Maximilian sad. “Where are you now? The eighth level ?’

“Ninth,” said Ishbel, “aswell you know.” She paused. “Maxd...it isso exciting.”

“What?'

“Thelearning, the discovering. | cannot wait to reach Elcho Falling, and to seeyou raiseit into the skies.”

Maximilian laughed. “Y ou could do it yoursdlf, dmogt.”



“Where are you now?’

“Inthefifty-third level. Thisoneismore difficult, asit isvirtualy empty, but Josashouts, and | fumble,
and somehow we manage.”

Ishbel smiled, knowing al too well how Josia could shout, and they rode alittle distancein
companionable silence.

“BroadWing sent one of the Strike Force back with messages,” Maximilian said after afew minutes. “He
arived early thismorning.”

When Maximilian would have been snatching afew hours deep, Ishbel thought, and resented the | carii
man’sintrusion. “What news?’ shesad. “Axisis safe?’

“Yes” Maximilian said, and Ishbd |et her shouldersdump in relief. Thank the gods. “He, Georgdi, and
Zeboath were rescued from Armat’ s camp,” Maximilian continued, “together with aLedfast woman.”

There was something in that last which made Ishbd glance sharply at him, but he did not say more about
the woman.

“Axissent news,” Maximilian sad.

"y e’

“Ravennaand Lister arewith Armat.”

Ishbel drew in adeep breath and studied hisface carefully. “We suspected that.”
“Yes, but ill...”

But il it hurts, 1shbel thought. He may have cut her from hislife now, but once Ravennahad meant a
great ded to Maximilian.

“Ligter’ sdidoydty turnsmy stomach,” Ishbel said. “How many years has he manipulated people to get
what he wants? And now he abandons al those manipulations to chase after another cause? Do you
think hewill give you your seventeen years back, Maxel?’

“Ishbdl, | am not as upset as you seem to think that—"
“Wdl, you damn well should be.”
Hegaveasmdl shrug.

“Why hasLigter goneto Armat?’ said Ishbd. “I can understand—just—Ravenna’ s blackened, jedlous
heart turning her loyaty, but Lister? Maxd, what isgoing on?’

He gave another shrug, and Ishbel repressed the urge to dap him. He knew, but he wouldn't tell her.
“Isthiswhy you wanted meto start learning the tricks contained within the Twisted Tower?” Ishbel said.
“Partly,” Maximilian said, “but dso becauseit isyour heritage aswell.”

“| cannot replace the Lord of Elcho Falling should hefall,” Ishbdl said.

Hegave her avery smdl smileat that. “1 do not intend to fal, Ishbd.”



Shesghed. “What do you think Armat is planning?’

“Axisthinks, and | agree, that he intendsto lay segeto Elcho Faling. He wantsit for himself. Gods aone
know what Ravenna has promised him.”

“Armat and hisarmy are close, yes? Then why doesn't he attack now? We only have ardatively few
thousand.”

“Armat and Ravennawant to wait until we open Elcho Fdling.”
“They don't have the skillsto do it themselves?’

Maximilian shook hisheed.

“Have you had any further newsfrom the south, Maxd?’

“No.”

Hewas very isolated, Ishbel thought. So much to bear, so much unknown, the whole burden to carry
aone. Shefdt agreat achewithin hersdf, and knew that, whatever rationalizations she used to deny it,
there was only one way to resolve that ache.

“Madarin’sbdt buckle,” she said, “and Serge’ s sword think we should marry.”
Helooked & her, and she at him.

“I'll make adecison at Elcho Faling,” she said, and something about him relaxed. He smiled, nodded,
then pushed his horse forward, leaving I1shbd to ride on alone again.

CHAPTEREIGHT
Hairekeep, | sembaard

E leanon paused afew stepsinside the fortress. From outside, Hairekeep was a massive structure that
soared high into the sky...but once ingde the door it looked far smaller.

Asif it wastheinterior of adifferent building entirely.

The space was very smdll (given the vast expanse of the exterior), dmost intimate. There was afloor
some fifteen paces square, and walls of golden glass, intricately carved, that rose in apyramid shapeto a
point high above them.

“Itisbeautiful,” Eleanon said. Then, remembering what he' d seen when he, Inardle, and Bingaed had
used the dark spire, “It isthe heart of DarkGlass Mountain.”

“Yes” sad Bingaed, “it isarepresentation of the Infinity Chamber which powers DarkGlass Mountain
and connectsit to Infinity. And here, asin the Infinity Chamber,” he nodded to the shadows at the back
of the chamber, “isthe One.”

Eleanon tensed, but rapidly relaxed as hefelt no threat from the figure which emerged from the darkness.

It was the Size and representation of a man, save that his flesh appeared to be made of green glass. Inthe
depths of his chest revolved agolden pyramid.

“You arethe One,” said Eleanon, and gave an eegant bow of hishead.



“I am,” said the One. “I am the One and | am Infinity. We spoke some weeks ago, when first | emerged
into flesh.” The One amiled, histeeth curioudy transparent behind his glasslips. “Have you cometo take
find communion in the One? Have you come to learn what the ancient Magi forgot to teach the
Ledfagt?’

“Perhaps,” Eleanon said, and the One laughed, a pleasant, rolling sound.
“And s0 dso Bingded heditated,” the One said. “Until | showed him this”

He made amovement with his hand, and the back wall of the Infinity Chamber vanished. Eleanon found
himsalf staring over alandscape of incredible beauty and power—avast plain of emerald water, from
which rose amagicd citadd of such loveiness and power that hefdt his knees weaken with need.

“Elcho Fdling,” said the One. “Y our home, once | have donewith it.”

Eleanon stared, his knees growing even weaker. He could see birdmen and women flying about the
citadel, and sense their joy and power.

They were Ledfadt, not Icarii.

And they werewhole. Not half of thisand haf of that, but whole and glorying in that wholeness.
They are at One with themselves, the One spoke inside Eleanon’s mind.

Y es, Eleanon whispered.

Thiswas not afuturein which ether the Skraglings or the Icarii had any place.

Moreover, Eleanon could sense truth in the vision. It was not atrick, not a sorcery constructed to fool
him, but it was truth, and it was his future and the future of the Ledfast.

“You candothis” said Eleanon. “Y ou would give thisto us?’

“Yes, and yes,” said the One. “I have no usefor Elcho Falling save to remove any threst it harbors
toward me.”

“What threat?’ Eleanon said.

“It and itslord seek to subdivide me,” said the One, and now Eleanon could hear hate and anger in the
On€e' svoice.

“Y ou want usto deliver to you Elcho Faling and Maximilian Persimius,” said Eleanon.

“Yes” said the One. “I have cursed Maximilian Peramius, but you can be amore powerful friend to me
than that curse can ever be. Y ou will be my door into the citadd.”

“I will beyour key,” Eleanon said softly.

“My key. Yes,” said the One.

“Maximilian thinkswe areloyd to him,” said Eleanon.
The One amiled.

Eleanon locked eyes with Bingded, then took a deep breath, addressing the One. “1 will put thisto the
Ledfast Nation,” he said, “but they will agree. They know that Maximilian iswesk and cannot deliver to



usthat which we desire more than anything.”
“Wholeness,” said the One. “Completeness. Y our own dignity and destiny. Oneness.”

“Yes,” Eleanon said, and the One had to bite back his smile. The Ledfast would be as mallegble as
Ravenna, and as had once been the Magi. “Y ou may take thisvison to your Nation with my blessng,”
said the One, “and asmy promiseto you.”

Eleanon felt a peacefulnessinfuse his soul—and a certainty that he’ d previoudy been denied.
It was hope, he redlized. Destiny, even.

Once again he made his elegant bow to the One. “Thank you,” he said.

CHAPTER NINE
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

A xid” Maximilian leaned over the distance between their horses and clapped Axis on the shoulder.
“Y ou look exhausted!”

“A reflection of you, then,” said Axis. He d ridden for three daysto catch up with Maximilian, who had
obvioudy pushed his convoy harder than Axis had imagined.

Stars knew how long it would take Inardle to catch up.

But he was here, finally, and gladder than he had thought to see Maximilian again. “Thank you for sending
the Strike Force,” Axissaid. “Without them...”

“Y ou should thank your father for loaning themto me,” Maximilian said.
“But you were the one to think of sending them, and for that you do have my thanks.”

“And thus, | hope, your undying gratitude and intention to run yoursdlf into the ground accomplishing
whatever itis| might ask of you.”

“Naturaly!”
Both men turned their horses so they rode side by side at the rear of the convoy.
“But serioudy,” Axissad, “you look worn out.”

“I have been spending each night in the Twisted Tower,” said Maximilian, “learning from Josawho was
once hidden within the Weeper. Y ou heard how...?’

“How Ishbe freed him, and suffered attack from Ravenna? How Ravennamurdered her mother? Not all
the details, but | havethe gist of it.”

“Then the detail s can walit for the moment when we have moreleisure, Axis” Maximilian sad. “Tdl me
what you heard and saw in Armat’s camp.”

For the next hour Axistaked in alow tone, telling Maximilian what had happened from the moment the
injured Ledfast started faling out of the sky around him to the time BroadWing' s Strike Force had saved
them. Maximilian listened in sllence, not interrupting with any questions, keeping his eyes on the road
ahead.



“Have you seen the Ledfast?’ Axis asked.
“No. They must betruly licking their wounds somewhere.”

“I think they will rgoin you at Elcho Faling,” said Axis. “1t will take time both for their wounds and egos
to hedl. | told Eleanon | didn’t want him rejoining you until he was prepared to learn under BroadWing.
Stars knows when that might be.”

“Axis...why did Ravennafree you?’

“So that | might persuade you against Ishbel, Maxel. She said that she loves you, and that sheis not
trying to destroy you. She said that dl shewantsisfor you and thisland to survive. But she saysthat if
you take Ishbel back to your bed then you will fail, and this land will become awasteland. She showed

”

me—
“A vison?’ Maximilian said sharply, looking at Axis once more.

“She showed me awasteland, Maxd. It was averson of the same vision she must have shown you, but
shesad it was different. Maxd, instead of some namelessthreat, the vison now very clearly showsthat
Ishbel aidsthe walking pyramid. According to thevision, it is DarkGlass Mountain to whom she will
betray Elcho Faling. There, | have said what Ravennawished.”

Maximilian did not answer, and they rode awhile without speaking.
“Maxd,” Axissaid eventudly, “Ravenna seemed dmost reasonable. And she did save me.”
“Y et she murdered her mother.”

“Yes,” Axissaid. “She murdered her mother.” He paused. “Maxd, | do not believe thiswill have some
happy, magica ending. Either 1shbel or Ravennawill prove your destruction, and thisland’ s destruction.”

Maximilian sghed. “ Ah, thus spesketh the prophet of doom.”

“Maxd, listen to me. One day you will haveto put your sword through one of these women. Can you do
it?”

CHAPTER TEN
| sembaard

| saiah pulled the horse to ahdt in the middle of the afternoon, when they were five or Six days journey
from Hairekeep.

Hereward, who had been dozing againgt his back, jerked into wakefulness. “Isaiah?’
“Wait there,” Isaiah said, swinging aleg over the galion’ swithers and diding to the ground.

Hereward did off aswell, one hand grabbing at the halter and rope that Isaiah had fashioned out of the
harness he had made.

Someone was Sitting cross-legged in the sand some twenty paces away, their head bent over the sword
they were honing.

|saiah was dready walking toward the man, but Hereward did not follow.



Whatever waited there looked too dangerous.

| saiah stopped severa paces away.

“Bingded,” he said, dthough he knew that the cresture sitting on the ground before him was not in any
manner the Ledlfast he had known.

Bingaleal—or whatever he had become—Ilooked up from histask. In features he looked as Isaiah
remembered, but his eyes had been replaced with vivid emerald glass.

“Isaiah,” Bingaled said, then bent his head back to honing the sword.
“What do you want, Bingaled 7’ Isaiah said.

Bingded’ sright hand moved down the blade of the sword, dowly and rhythmicaly, running the whetting
stone over the cutting edge of the stedl. It made a s ow, whispering sound that grated on Isaiah’ s nerves.

“Bingded?’ Isaiah sad.

Bingaeal looked up again, and Isaiah heard Hereward' s very soft gasp as she saw the creature’ s eyes.
“I have amessage for you,” said Bingdedl. “From the One.”

“I grow sick of hismessages,” Isaiah said. “They prove aheavy burden.”

Bingaeal grinned, and now Isaiah gasped in unison with Hereward.

Within Bingdeal’ s mouth there was nothing but blackness, and within that blackness, hands pressing forth
in agony and terror.

“Takeagood look at Hairekeep as you pass,” Bingaed said, “and know what awaits Elcho Falling
should Maximilian think to ignore the One.”

Then he rose, making Isaiah take an involuntary step back, and strode off into the distance.
When Isaiah returned to Hereward, she looked at him with worried eyes. “Who wasthat?’ she said.

“Dismay and disaster,” hereplied.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

A xiswent back to his tent. He knew that hisfather wanted to see him, but he wastoo tired to brave
either StarDrifter or Sdlome and their happy, happy pregnancy.

Hedidn't want to be reminded of the family he’d lost.

Yysdl, hisbody servant, wasin the tent, setting out atub of water and acold meal on atableto oneside.
Axisthanked him, then waved him away.

He wanted to be alone.



As soon as the man had gone Axis stripped off hisfilthy clothing and sank into the hot tub. He scrubbed
his body and hair, combing it out with hisfingers, then lay back in the sogpy water, thinking.

Not of what he and Maximilian had discussed, but of Inardle.
And Azhure.
He d barely thought of anything €lse on theride to rgoin Maximilian.

Since hisreturn from death Axis had been tempted by women, but had never taken the opportunity to
surrender to that temptation. He' d been attracted to Ishbel, and to alesser extent Ravennaand Venetia,
and there had been many opportunities from willing courtiers a Isaiah’ s palace of Aghat whom he had
waved away with asmile. But al these attractions and temptations had been intellectua . Axis had
readlized that he had the opportunity, and he had turned those opportunities over in hismind, but he never
once came closeto thinking, Yes, | will take that woman.

He had remained faithful to Azhure.
Then he had met Inardle.

The attraction had been there ingtantly and Axis had supposed thet like al other temptations over the past
two years hewould mull it over in hismind, samile at the thought of succumbing, and then walk away. The
attraction would fade.

Instead, it had grown stronger, and was overlaid with other emotions: irritation, anger, fear.

[rritation, anger, fear. Everything aman felt when he wasfaling in love, and fighting that love tooth and
nal.

Love? Inardle?
A hdf Skrading?

She was s0 very different from Azhure. Inardle was so very different from Faraday. She wasn't someone
he had ever thought he' d be attracted to—damn it, she was half Skragling!

Perhaps that was the attraction. The feared, forbidden fruit, packaged in such loveliness.

“Shit,” Axis mumbled, rubbing ahand over hisface, getting sogp in hiseyes, and trying hisbest to rid his
mind of theimage of the Skragling mounting SummerStar.

What was he going to do? Should he remain faithful to awoman who was, to al intents and purposes,
dead?

“What should | do, Azhure?’ he murmured, but she didn’t answer, and eventualy Axisrose from the
bath, sending water cascading over the floor of the tent, dried himself, and fell into bed.

It took him hoursto get to deep, but when he did, his mind was made up, if not utterly easy.

Azhure was dead, and Axis did not want to spend the rest of this new life yearning for what he had lost.

CHAPTER TWELVE
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest




StarDrifter hugged his son asthey met for breskfast in Maximilian’s command tent. “I thought | might
seeyou lagt night.”

“I was exhaugted, StarDrifter, and Maxel kept metaking until latein the night. Blame him. How’s
Sdome?

“Still deeping,” StarDrifter said, starting tofill his plate with the food servants had set out on asidetable.

“Therecan’t belongto go,” Axis said, once more sitting down at the central table where he was aready
hafway through his own bregkfadt.

“A few weeks, wethink,” StarDrifter said, Stting next to Axis.
Axislooked at Maximilian at the head of thetable. “ And will it be an Elcho Faling birth, Maxel ?”’

Maximilian waggled a hand. Who knows?*“If we continue &t this pace we should be at Elcho Fdling
within two weeks. Whether or not | unwrap Serpent’s Nest to reved Elcho Falling immediately rather
dependsonwhat | find when | get there.”

“Armat?’ Axissad.

“Armat has broken camp,” BroadWing said. He had arrived in camp very early that morning, together
with mogt of the Strike Force, leaving only afew scoutsto track both Armat and the Emerald Guard
bringing Inardle, Zeboath, and Garth to rgoin Maximilian.

Axisnodded histhanks.

Egalion, captain of the Emerald Guard, was a so present, together with Ishbel. Egdlion had introduced
himsdlf to Axiswhen firgt the StarMan had entered, and the two men had spent severa minutesin
conversation, liking each other immediately, before anyone e'se had arrived in the tent. Ishbel had arrived
only just before StarDrifter, had given Axisahug of greeting and akiss on his cheek, lectured him on
getting into trouble, and had then sat down with asmile on her face and Maximilian' s eyes watching her
carefully.

Ezekid, the sngle remaining | sembaardian generd, was not present. Although Maxd trusted him, Ezekid
tended not to be included in the meetings of Maximilian's closest advisors.

“Armat is marching dowly northeast,” BroadWing continued. “Not at a pace to catch us, nor on alineto
intercept us.”

Axisforked some more eggsinto his mouth and then, having swallowed, |ooked between hisfather and
Maximilian. “I need to thank you,” he said. “ The Strike Force saved my life.”

“Maximilian asked meto sendit,” StarDrifter said. “Naturally, | had to consider the request carefully and
at somelength before | gave my consent.”

Everyone laughed.

“| a'so need to thank and compliment BroadWing,” Axissaid. “ Anincompetent haggle of flighted
bowmen—"

Everyone present knew hewasreferring to the Ledfast.

“—would only have exacerbated the danger to mysdlf and my companions,” Axis continued.
“BroadwWing, you commanded the Strike Force brilliantly, and if they responded in like manner, then it



was because of the training you have given them over the past few weeks. Y ou are an exceptiond Strike
Leader, my friend.”

“That title should truly belong to you,” BroadWing said.
Axisgrinned. “Why is everyone trying to force ancient titles back onto my shoulders?’ he said.

“Because you have shoulders broad enough to bear them,” Maximilian said. “Axis, my friends, thisisas
good atime as any to talk some strategy. We have amassive army moving up behind us, determined to
lay segeto Elcho Faling. We have between us some twenty thousand men: Icarii, Escatorian, and the

| sembaardians who chose to stay with us. Axis, | talked with StarDrifter, Egalion, and BroadWing earlier
today, and they concur with my decision to give you complete command of dl the disparate e ements of
what forces| have at my disposd. | am not the brilliant war leader, you are. Take command.”

Axislooked between StarDrifter, BroadWing, and Egaion. “Y ou agree with this? StarDrifter, you are
prepared to hand the Strike Force into my complete command, answerable only to me, and not to you?’

“It' syours, Axis,” StarDrifter said.
A dow smile spread over Axis face. Command of the Strike Force again!

“Andyou, Egdion,” Axissad. “Y ou are bound to Maximilian by strong obligations and bonds. Y ou can
accept my command?’

“If it meansMaximilian' ssafety, yes,” Egdion said. “If it means serving under the greatest legend this
world has ever known, then yes again.” He extended his hand over the table. “I am yoursto command,
AXxis”

Axis shook his hand, his smile broadening even further, then leaned back to look about the table.
“Why do | suddenly fed so optimigtic?’ he said.

“Wadll, | don’t fed optimigtic,” said Ishbel. “Thisis no reflection on you, Axis, but on the odds we face. It
isn't just that Armat controls so many soldiers, hundreds of thousandsto our pitiful twenty thousand, but
that he also has Ravennaand Lister with him. Ligter, particularly, isapowerful, powerful man. A god.
And without Isaiah to counteract him...”

“| suppose we could hope that Armat puts asword through Lister as he put a blade through Vorstus,”
Axissaid. “But serioudy, Ishbe, while don't discount him, | am not terrified of him, ether. He has't
exercised the best judgment to this point, and actudly isin afair amount of danger in Armat’s camp. |
may have jested about Armat killing him, but it isa possbility. Lister will need to watch his stlep while he
rideswith Armat. And asfor al those hundreds of thousands of men...”

“When we attacked the men who pursued Axis,” BroadWing said, “ Axis commanded us not to kill any
of them, but merely their horses. He dso commanded us to whisper to them that this was amessage from
the StarMan.”

Maximilian caught Axis eyesand smiled.
“I was merely following your own strategy, Maxd,” Axissaid.

“Axiswants it known that those men survived by hisgrace,” Maximilian said. “They’ |l not forget it.
Likewise, | dlowed Insharah to desert so readily and with good wishes. Nether he nor his men will
forget that, either.”



“I told Maxd thislast night,” Axissaid, “but should shareit with the rest of you now. | spoke briefly with
Insharah while | wasin Armat’s camp. | think the man aready harbors doubts. Maybe his men do, too.”

“I hope that there will be enough doubts within Armat’ sforce,” Maximilian said, “that he cannot be sure
of it. Fromwhat | know of Armat, heisnot the most charismatic of generals. He leads through fear, not
through kill. It isaweskness.”

“The other generals?’ Egdion said.

“Further south, | believe,” Axissaid. “They command the other half of the |sembaardian force between
them. Considering their general tendency toward internal treachery and fighting, we could a so hope that
they distract Armat at some point.”

“Can we ensure that happens?’ Maximilian said.

“I'll look into it,” Axissaid. “Ishbel, may | have permission to talk to Madarin later today? He may have
some useful idess...and contacts.”

“Of course” shesad.

“And not to forget everyone' sfavorite assassins, Serge and Doyle,” StarDrifter murmured. “They can
both passfor Isembaardiansif needed, and to think of the chaosthey could cause...”

Axisgrinned. “A suggestion taken, StarDrifter. But for now, and until we arrive at Elcho Fallingand | can
judge for mysdf what its defenses are like, | am going to concentrate on the Strike Force. BroadWing,
you have...how many now?’

“Five hundred, StarMan.”
Axistapped hisfingers on the table, thinking. “ And how many more Icarii to join with you, StarDrifter?’

“Possibly another two thousand,” StarDrifter said. “Icarii are ill flying in from asfar distant as
Coroleas.”

“ S0 perhaps afew score more of former Strike Force members,” Axis said. His fingers continued to tap
dowly as he thought.

“Perhaps you can add the Ledfast eventualy, Axis,” 1shbd said.

“Perhaps,” Axissaid, without any conviction. “They are currently useless but they have talent and good
skillswith the bow and arrow. They lack any experience at dl, which lack of experience they combine
with aself-certainty in their own superiority. It is, | haveto say it, the early Strike Force dl over again.”

“We were never quite that bad,” BroadWing snapped.

“That’ s because you hid in the lcescarp Alps and didn't fight anyone,” Axisretorted. “At least the
Ledfast left their snowy safety and came looking for afight.”

“I had no ideayou were their champion,” 1shbd said.

“| watched as thousands of them were daughtered in cold blood,” said Axis. “I owe them something, and
that something isasecond chance, if they want it. | admit | have been their vicious detractor aswell, but
now...now, well, perhaps | seethem in adifferent light.”

Axis noticed that Maximilian was regarding him with atwinklein hiseye at that last, but he choseto



ignoreit. Stars done knew what gossip BroadWing had been feeding him.

“We can't afford to ignore any potentia military aid,” Axissaid. “And we should aso remember that
Georgdi will be meeting us at Elcho Falling with the forces he has mustered. From what | know of
Georgdi, from my own experience and from what Maat told me, asingle man of hisisworth ten
Isembaardians. | don’t want anyone in thistent to discount what we have. I’ ve faced worse odds than
this before and won.”

“A good point, Axis,” Maximilian said. “Isthere anything else to discuss? It isgrowing late, and we need
to get on theroad.”

“Just onething, Maxd,” Axissaid. “I want to send some I carii south. We need to know what is

happening.”
“Not into sembaard,” Maximilian said, frozen in the act of rising.
“Not into Isembaard,” said Axis, “but asfar south asthey dare.”

Maximilian nodded. “Let’ sget moving,” he said, and left the tent.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Hairekeep, | sembaard

H ereward sat behind Isaiah on the horse, swaying rhythmicaly to its gait. It had been over two weeks
snce the One had dmogt killed Hereward, and in that time she had recovered well. The scab on her
neck had falen off, and she had a shiny, pink, coin-shaped scar at the junction of neck and shoulder to
remind her of just how close she had cometo death.

Six days after they had talked to Bingaed (or to whatever he had become) they had traveled closer to
thefort of Hairekeep, which guarded the entrance to the Sdlamaan Pass. At first the countryside and
road had appeared normd, but in the midafternoon of the fourth day since encountering Bingaed the
road they traveled turned to glass.

Both Isaiah and Hereward were appalled, and it made them wonder what they’ d discover at Hairekeep.

Therewerefar more Skradlings about, aswell. They weretraveing in large groups of fifty or more, inthe
same direction as | saiah and Hereward, although they kept their distance.

Isaiah and Hereward, by silent mutual agreement, chose not to step onto the glass. Isaiah turned the
horse off the road and traveled pardld toit. Every so often the sun glanced off the surface of the road,
and they would think it flashed and grinned at them.

On the morning of the thirteenth day after they’ d Ieft the Lhyl, they drew close to Hairekeep. Isaiah was
particularly tense, and kept glancing at Hereward to make sure she was close.

“Atleast | have asword,” he sad.

“I would prefer ten thousand swordsmen at my back,” Hereward replied, and I saiah managed a brief
laugh.

“Aye, ten thousand swordsmen would be much better. Hereward, keep closeto my side, will you? |
don’t know what we will encounter ahead.”



“I have no intention of Straying, Isaiah.”

Isaiah glanced over his shoulder, and they shared abrief smile. Hisdidike of Hereward had ebbed over
the past weeks. He wasn't sure that he actually liked her, but he had grown used to her presence, and
felt responsiblefor her.

An hour later Hairekeep rose in the distance, and as soon as he could seeit clearly, Isaiah pulled the
horseto ahalt.

“What isit?’ shesaid.

“Thefort isdifferent,” hesaid. “Y ou’ ve not ever seenit before?”

“Servants didn’t have much travel opportunity,” she said. “We tended to be working too hard.”

She earned herself ablack ook from Isaiah for that comment, but he didn’t otherwise respond to it.

“Hairekeep should be amassive, rectangular sandstone tower,” Isaiah said, “risng amost a hundred
pacesinto the sky. This...”

This, thought Hereward, peering ahead, was't exactly rectangular.

Isaiah clicked histongue at the horse and they rode closer, alittle more warily now, sensesdert for
hidden dangers.

“Isaiah,” Hereward said softly afew minutes |later.
“1’ve seen them,” he murmured.

Skradlings, tens upon tens of thousands of them, sitting in ordered ranks on the far side of the road,
gtarting about fifty or sixty paces distant. They were hard to spot, because they were mere unmoving
humps close to the ground, and their heads were lowered so thet their silver orbs didn’t catch the sun's

rays.

“The On€ sinvasion force,” Isaiah muttered, and as one the Skradlings lifted their heads and their terrible
orbsflared at 1saiah and Hereward.

“Wak on,” Isaiah said to the horse, now skittering about in fear.

It got worse as they approached the fort. The ranks of Skraglings stretched back asfar as either could
see—therewerelikdy millionswaiting here.

And among them—rising now and again asif caught by the wind—were L edlfast, or whatever they had
turned into. There were thousands of them—Bingaed’ sentire force.

“My felows,” said Bingaled to Isaiah’sand Hereward' s other side, making them jump. He waswalking
parale with them about five paces distant. “They arelikeme,” he tapped his chest. “ They have aheart of
glass. A heart devoted to the glass.” He grinned, showing the unearthly blackness behind hislips. “Axis
SunSoar thinksto build a Strike Force again. But the One commands a Strike Force unlike anything Axis
has ever had to ded with.”

“The Oneisremarkably well informed,” Isaiah said, keeping his eyes ahead as he and Hereward rode
forward. He was tense now, worried not so much that Bingaleal would attack him (the One did, after all,
need him to deliver amessage), but that the stdlion would panic and throw one or both of them. The
horse was very tense, and Isaiah kept a close hold on his hater rope and atight grip with his knees.



“The Oneisomniscient,” Bingaed said. “Look,” he waved ahand ahead, “do you see?
| saiah took a deep breath of shock, and felt Hereward do the same behind him.

They were close enough to Hairekeep now to seeit for what it had become. Not ahuge
bl ock-of-sandstone fortress, but a twisting, writhing mass of darkness that rose to apeak in the sky likea
distorted pyramid.

Faces and hands pressed against the darkness, desperate to escape.

“That' sour larder,” said Bingaded. “ That iswhat we feed on while waiting to invade, 1saiah. Y our
subjects. The ones you abandoned. We drag one out every so often and tear it open to eat. Would you
like one now, for your supplies?’

Bingalea watched Isaiah and Hereward ride past Hairekeep toward the Salamaan Pass.
Oncethey were out of sight, he resumed his norma gppearance, then turned hishead dightly.
Eleanon materialized besde him.

“Wdl?" sad Bingded.

“The Nation has agreed,” Eleanon said, then grinned at the delight on his brother’ sface. “We areall
Onre”

“Yes” Bingded sad. “Weareadl One”

“What was that face you showed Isaiah?’ Eleanon said. Helooked behind him, where the Ledfast were
now lifting away from the Skradlings and vanishing into the air. “Why the disguise of horror?’

“It waswhat |saiah expected to see” said Bingaled, “and | did not want him to seeme as| truly am.
| saiah needed to see avictim of the One, not an aly. What now for you, Eleanon?’

“For the moment | am keeping the fighters within the FarReach Mountains with the rest of the Nation,”
hesaid, “until Maximilian raises Elcho Falling, which iswhen Axis expects meto return, full of
humbleness and contrition.”

Bingded amiled. “Of course. But you are not remaining within the FarReach Mountains?’

Eleanon shook his head. “| want to see what is happening between Inardie and Axis,” hesaid. “1 want to
see how well sheis positioned. Inardle can work much good for us, brother, if Axis has become besotted
with her.”

“Be cautious with Inardle,” said Bingdedl. “1 do not trust her asoncel did.”
“Sheisafemae” said Eleanon.

“And thus,” Bingaledl said, “ she hasthe potentia to subdivide. She can never be a part of the One ascan
we.”

“But she can Hill beuseful,” said Eleanon.

“She can il be useful,” said Bingded, “but you should be cautious in sharing secrets with her, Eleanon.



Go discover, then, if she hasdid cold treachery between Axis StarMan’ s sheets.”

When Eleanon had gone, Bingaed turned to find a Skragling standing just behind him.
Bingded jumped, wondering how much the Skradling might have overheard.

“What do you want?’ he snapped, annoyed at himself for being so obvioudy startled.
“Totalk,” sad the Skradling.

“What isthereto talk about?’ said Bingaleal. Helooked behind the Skradling a the army of Skraglings
still massed across the plains behind Hairekeep, their front ranks only ten or twelve paces away.

Bingded fdt thetiniest frisson of fear. Therewere millions of the creetures, dl slent, dl waiting, dl Saring
at Bingded. Indl thetime he' d known the creatures they had been chilling, yes, but now...now they had
asingularity of purpose about them, asteadiness of eye, that he found potentially terrifying.

With what had the One infused them? Purpose? Cunning? Knowledge?

Power?

The Skradling lifted itstop lip and slently snarled. “We are your fathers,” it said. “Have you forgot that?’
“We have long grown up and left the nest,” Bingded said.

“You gill oweuslife” said the Skradling.

“We owe you nothing,” Bingaed said, holding the Skragling’ seye.

“Who continued south to worship adoringly at the One' sfeet while you dithered in the FarReach
Mountains, uncertain of who to support?’ the Skragling said. “ Do you think that the One has not
remarked upon that fact? That he has not noted well that it was we who came to him unhesitatingly? That
it—"

“Y ou fled south to daver at the feet of Kanubai,” Bingaed said. “Not the One. Y our allegiance turned
with the swiftness of atreacherous wind. Do you not think the One has not noted that? Our decision was
deliberate and considered. Y ours was born on the back of your innateidiocy.”

Something in the Skragling’ sface stilled. * Y ou think to despise us,” it said softly. “Y ou think to outwit us.
Y ou think to turn the One againgt us. No, no. Y ou cannot do that. We were hisfirst, and he will never
forget that.”

The Skradling stared at Bingaeal a heartbesat longer, then he melted back into the mass of Skraglings.

Bingaled 1ooked at them for along moment, needing to show them he was not cowed; then hismouth
turned up in adight sneer, and helifted into the air.

The One sat cradled within the heart of the Infinity Chamber. His eyeswere open, but they did not see
the interior of the chamber; rather, they looked upon the ground outside Hairekeep where the Skragling
had just confronted Bingaledl.



The One smiled, then his eyes refocused within the chamber, and he picked up the red-haired adol escent
cat, groking its back and murmuring softly toiit.

There waslooming agreat battle between the Ledfast and the Skraglings. The One wondered which he
should dlow to emerge victorious.

The Skradings were so useful, but the Lealfast potentialy more so.
The One sighed, and tickled the cat under itschin.

“Itistimeto move,” hesad. “We shall leave the Book of the Soulenai here.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

A xiswasriding with Maximilian and Ezekid, discussing tacticsthat Armat might usein any possble sege
of Elcho Fdling. They had let their horses reinslengthen, allowing their mounts the opportunity to relax
back to awalk and stretch out their necks while the rest of the convoy moved past at a brisk trot.

“Siegeengines?’ Axissad.
“We usethem as needed,” Ezekid said. “ Expect them from Armat.”
“Agangt amountain?’ Axissad, rasng an eyebrow a Maximilian.

“Elcho Fdling hasits own defenses” Maximilian said. “I do not think siege engineswill be of any
concern...but it has been so long since Elcho Falling stood, and who can tell?”’

“We should—" Axis began, then stopped as a soldier rode up.

“My lord,” the man said, saluting Maximilian. “ The contingent of the Emerald Guard with the physiciansis
rgoining the rear of the convoy.”

Maximilian grinned and gathered up the reins of hishorse. “Garth isback! Axis, keep the convoy moving,
would you, while [—"

“Ezekiel can dothat, surely,” Axissaid. “I’d prefer to come back with you, Maxel. I'd like to see—"
Inardle “—Zeboath, and check that Inardlieiswell.”

Maximilian gave him aguarded ook, but nodded, and the two men turned their horsesfor the rear of the
Convoy.

She was riding a horse, which surprised Axis. He d expected to see her till resting in awagon, not sitting
easy on the back of arather large bay gelding watching him with wary eyes.

Inardlelooked well, which aso surprised Axis, who had somehow assumed her to remain swollen and
bruised despite it being amost two weeks since she' d been injured. But her wing, while still splinted, was
now back to itsnormal size, aswas her left arm. All her bruises had vanished.

In fact, she looked rather lovely. Her hair was freshly washed and plaited into the elegant crown atop her
head, and she was dressed in pale gray, amost silvery clothes: very dim, form-fitting trousers and atop



of soft, dmost gauzy fabric that wound ssimply about her breasts and |eft her shoulders and arms bare.
Axis had no idea from where she’ d managed to acquire the clothes. Did the Emerald Guard carry with
them, as sandard rations, gauzy siky textilesin case they should encounter abal|?

“Inardle” Maximilian said, giving her anod of greeting, “perhaps we could talk later, once we have
struck camp. Meet mein my command tent for ameal tonight.” Then he looked past her. “Garth! Come,
my friend, ride with meand tdl me dl your adventures.”

Axispulled hishorsein beside Inardl€' s as Maximilian and Garth rode on ahead.
“You look very well,” hesad.

“Garth and Zeboath have given me greet care,” she said.

“Thewing...it looksvastly improved.”

“Y esterday Garth and Zeboath changed the splints. Now, at least, | can bend it.”
“And...itishedingwdl?’

“No,” Inardle sad after adight heditation. “Two of the tendons have not been heding aswdll asthey
should.”

“Will you beableto fly?”

“I don’t know.”

That would hurt, he knew. “But perhaps you can il travel through the air in your more magicd guise”
“Not if | can't fly.”

Stars, Axisthought, the Ledfast’s command of the Star Dance was fragile indeed.

“Wdl,” hesad, “a least you ride ahorse skillfully.” That was no idle compliment. Inardle sat ahorse
with the natural ease and strength of a born horsewoman.

She didn’'t respond.

“Wherein theworld did you get those clothes?” Axis eventualy asked as they merged with the back
units of the main convoy.

Inardle turned her head and smiled at him. “Not al my command of the Star Dance is asfragile asyou
seemtothink.”

It was late afternoon, and Maximilian gave the command to make camp. Axis had been riding forward
with one of the |sembaardian units, but now he rode back to find Inardle, who he' d left riding with the

supply wagons.

“How much luggage have you managed to acquire in the past week?” Axis said with ahint of agrin.
“Have you severd trunks stuffed with garments asfine asthat you wear now?’

“Just asmall pack,” Inardle said. “ Garth and Zeboath have given me severd jars of creamsto rub into
my wing.”



“It fill painsyou.”
“Attimes” shereplied.

“Wdll, I'll get my body servant, Yysdll, to put your pack into my tent for the time being, until we can
arrange adeeping placefor you. Y ou can walit there, too, if you like, until it istimeto see Maximilian. Ah,
here sYysdl now.”

AXis spent the next two hours making sure the campsite was secure, setting guards about its perimeter,
and receiving reports from severa of the Strike Force about Armat’ s position.

The generd was still well behind them, but close enough that asmdll force could attack, and Axisdidn't
want to take any chances with security.

It wasjust past dusk when he got to his own tent, acommand tent dmost aslarge as Maximilian's. There
was the glow of alamp ingde, and ashadow as'Y ysdll moved about, setting out fresh clothes and ahand
basin and jug of water.

Axislifted the tent flap and walked insde. Y ysdll turned from the side table and smiled, ducking his head
in greeting, but it took Axisamoment longer to spot Inardle, who had seated herself on astoal inthe
shadows.

“Yysdl has made you comfortable?’ he asked her.

“Indeed,” she said, “he has been very kind.”

“Will you be egting here tonight, my lord?’ Yysdl said.

Axis shook hishead. “WEe Il be eating with Maximilian.”

Yysdll bowed his head, and I€ft.

“Did Yysdl give you water to wash with?’ Axis said as he shrugged off hisjacket and then his shirt.
“Y es, thank you. Axis, can you arrange somewhere for me to deep, please?’

“Yysdl can hunt you out asmal tent, if you like,” Axissaid, splashing water over hisface and then his
chest and shoulders. “1 don’t want you bedding down around the fires with the soldiers.”

“Thank you. How far are we from Elcho Faling?’

“Possibly aweek.”

“And Eleanon? Have you news?”’

“No. But | have heard of no disaster, so he and hisfighters must be in the lower Sky Peaks.”

She nodded, but didn’t say anything, and Axiswatched her carefully as he soaped his chest and arms.

Inardle had her eyes downcast, but she was still aware of hisregard. She shifted on her stool, rearranging
her wings sdf-conscioudy, then finaly lifted her eyes as Axis started to towed himsdf dry.

“You didn’'t say good-byeto me,” she sad. “In the camp, when you l€&ft. | made you feel uncomfortable,
I"'m sorry.”



Axis pulled on the fresh shirt Yysell had laid out for him, then the jacket. “1t istimeto go,” he said.
“Maximilian wants usin his command tent.”

Thiswas not going to be easy for her, Axisthought asthey entered the tent. While she had met Ishbel
and Maximilian before, she knew that their perception of her would be colored by Armat’ s catastrophic
rout of the Ledfadt.

It would have helped if Inardle had looked alittle more demure, or perhapsless arrogant, but tonight she
wasdl Ledfast and dl pride, and very much on the defensive.

She dso looked lovely in her silvery-gray fabricswith her crownlike silver hair and the gentle rim of frost
about her eyelashes.

Axisingtantly saw Ishbel and Sdlome raisetheir eyebrows.
It was going to be an interesting evening.
“Good,” said Maximilian. “ Everyone s here. Do you dl know Inardle?’

Axis helped himsdlf to aglass of wine and stood back, watching as Maximilian took Inardl€' s elbow and
guided her amongst the small crowd, introducing her to those she had not yet met. The difference
between her and the other Icarii present—StarDrifter, Sdlome, and BroadWing—was quite noticeable.
Inardlewas alittle taller, dimmer, and almost etherea beside them. She had an auraabout her that
whispered of the frozen wastes, and just sometimes, when she moved, she acquired afaint tranducence.

Shetralled glamour and mystery behind her.

The Icarii were generaly regarded as extremely exotic by the non-winged races, but Inardle took that
exoticnessto far greater heights.

Axis couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“StarDrifter isTaon of the I carii,” Maximilian said as heintroduced her to him, “and Axis father.”
Inardle glanced at Axis as Maximilian said that, her only sign of nervousnessthusfar.
“StarDrifter,” she sad, inclining her head.

“Wemust tak sometime,” StarDrifter said, histone alittle too cool,  aout reintegrating the Ledfast
back into the I carii. It’ stime you came home.”

“Thelcarii are not our home,” Inardle said. “We do not recognize your—’

“Y ou cannot think yoursdlf Skradling, surdly,” StarDrifter said. Then, after asmall, theetricaly horrified
pause, he added, “Do you?’

“StarDrifter,” Axissaid, giving hisfather ahard ook, and stepping over to hand Inardie aglass of wine.
“Thisredly ign't thetime”

“I do not blame your father for not thinking highly of me,” Inardle said, setting the glass of wineto one
Sde

Sheturned dightly so she could look Maximilian in theeye. “My Lord of Elcho Fdling, | must offer you



my gpologiesfor what happened when Eleanon—"

“Y ou owe me no apologies,” said Maximilian, “and you do not need to answer for Eleanon’serror.
Inardle, if your fellows have the same reserves of dignity and courage that you possess, then there may
be hope for them yet.” His mouth curved in agentle smile. “Welcome to my table, Inardle. Y ou appear
to have impressed Axis,” he sent an amused glance at Axisas he said this, “so now | look forward to
being impressed aswdl. Will you St on my right?’

Axisfound it an intriguing medl. Maximilian was open and friendly enough with Inardle, aswere I shbel
and Garth, but they were the only ones. StarDrifter verged on the openly hostile, Sl ome was not much
better as she took her lead from StarDrifter, BroadwWing ignored Inardle the entire evening, and Ezekidl
clearly couldn’t have given adamn about her and talked almost exclusively with Egalion, who was sested
too far away from Inardle to do anything but give her an occasiond intrigued glance.

It was an interesting reaction, Axis thought. The people who were most at ease with Inardle were those
clearly lessthrestened by her...and they were the non-Icarii among the gathering. Axis had wondered
what it might take for an I carii to fed intimidated, and now he had hisanswer.

An Icarii who had evolved further.
And by mating with aSkradling, no less.

Axis had his own problemswith the Skragling blood connection, but the more time he spent with Inardie
the lessit bothered him.

The mea progressed, the conversation meandering aong inconsequentia paths, until Maximilian settled
back in his chair and turned the conversation to darker matters.

“Inardle, Axistelsmethat Ligter, dong with Ravenna, is now with Armat.”
“Ya”

“I do not know Lisgter well, athough he has had a profound influence on my life,” Maximilian sad. “But
you were once hislover, | believe. How do you understand his sudden defection to Armat?’

“Ligter isadifficult man to know,” Inardle said. “I shared his bed, but he was so secretive. ..l admired
him greetly, and he was companionable, but there were depths to him that | never understood. His
desertion into Armat’ s camp could mean anything. | just don’t know, Maximilian, | am sorry.”

“The Ledfast were his servants,” Sdome said.

“No,” said Inardle, “we were not. We traveled with him because we felt that our ambitions
coincided—to aid the Lord of Elcho Faling. Once we had a choice between Lister and Maximilian,” she
gave Maximilian asmall amile, “then our association with Lister was over. Perhgps—’

She broke off suddenly, and looked down at the table.

“There was no excusefor Lister’ sdesartion of you in Armat’s camp,” Maximilian said. Then, to cover
the awkward silence, he leaned forward in his chair and addressed Axis.

“Will you find aduty for Inardle, Axis? She tellsme sheismostly hedled of her injuries now, savefor her
wing, and she surely can prove of some useto you.”



“Inardle can serve as my second-in-command,” Axissaid. “My lieutenant.”
All movement and sound ceased, and all eyes stared at Axis.

“I have overal command of disparate forces,” Axissaid, histone as nonchaant asif he were discussing
his breakfast order with Yysdll, “and | need someone who can act as my eyes and ears, who can report
back to me, who can convey my orders—"

“A kind of secretary,” Sdome said, with asomewhat condescending smile.

“—and who can give orders on my behaf, knowing my own wishesin any given Stuation where | can't
be contacted,” said Axis. “Inardle will need some instruction and guidance, but | think she can—"

“Stars, Axid” StarDrifter said. “ She'll order Maximilian’ sentire army into amassacreif she getshdlf a
chance!”

“That was utterly uncalled for!” Axis snapped.

“StarMan,” BroadWing began, histonetight, haf risen from his stool. “Y ou cannot place the Strike
Forcein aposition where they may need to take orders from—"

“A Ledfast? said Axis. “Y ou take them from me easily enough, and Inardle has the same amount of
Icarii blood as mysdf.”

“The Ledfast are utterly unknown to usl” BroadWing said, sinking back onto his stool and sending
Inardle acold look. “Who knowswhere their true loydtieslie? We cannot trust her, Axis.”

“Trust isboth earned and learned,” Axis said. He was aware that no one knew much about the Ledfast,
but trust had to start somewhere, and Inardle had endured enough over the past weeks for him to take
that step. He was not overly surprised at the strength of BroadWing' sreaction, but hoped Inardle's
strengths would gain BroadWing's acceptance over time,

“I am not asking you to hand over your soul thisvery night, BroadwWing,” Axis continued, “but | do
expect you, and Ezekid, and Egdion, and even StarDrifter when it comesto military decisons, to respect
what Inardle saysasif | had said or ordered it. She will be my voice. Have | made mysdif clear?”

“StarMan,” StarDrifter said, “you owe Inardle nothing, you were not responsible for what happened to
her in Armat’ s camp, and you don’t need to make recompense to her now. Not in this manner.”

“Inardle” Axissad.

Shewasdgtting in her chair, very 4ill, very watchful, and Axis thought he could see both apprehension
and excitement in her face.

There was no triumph there, and for that he was very grateful.
“Yes, StaaMan?’ shesaid.

“When BroadWing led the Strike Force in our rescue, he used a stratagem known as the spiral attack
formation to rout the Isembaardians who pursued us. BroadWing, could you describe to Inardle how that
works?’

BroadWing sent Axis ablack look, but he complied, explaining to those at the table how the Strike
Force used four waves of bowmen and women to attack the horsemen, spiraling silently down from the
moonless sky.



“It was aflawless atack,” Axissaid. “Inardle, under what circumstances would you not use the spiral
Sratagem?”’

Almost asone, dl eyes swiveled back to Inardle.
“Not ever on the same men you had used it on before,” she said.
“Why not?’ said BroadWing.

“Because having suffered under it once,” Inardle said, “they’ d be expecting it again. And while the spird
formation is patently very effective when used with the advantage of surprise, given any other
circumstancesit might prove deadly to the Strike Force.”

“How 07" said Axis.

“All the Icarii are packed relatively closely together. They’ d be extremely vulnerable to attack from
archerson theground.”

“As happened with the Ledlfast in Armat’ s gully attack,” BroadWing said.
“Yes” Inardle replied softly, holding BroadWing' s gaze.

“She’ s got agood head on her shoulders, BroadWing,” Axissad. “Asdo, | suspect, most of the
Ledfast. She'll do.”

BroadWing gave adight shrug of his shoulders, but he dropped his eyes, and Axis knew that was as
much of an agreement as he waslikely to get from the man tonight.

But it was enough.
“Areyou certain you want this?” Maximilian asked, very quietly.
“I am certain,” Axissaid, and Maximilian nodded.

“Asyou wish, then,” hesaid, risng from thetable. “And if you will al excuseme...”

Axisasked Inardleto wait for himin histent, then sought out hisfather as he left Maximilian’ stent.
“What are you doing with that woman, Axis?’ StarDrifter said.

>

“Have you no thought for Azhure? No sense of loydty or love for her?’

Axisthought that was a bit much coming from aman who had spent hislife chesting on Axis own
mother.

“Shefascinatesme,” Axissad, “and she has greet potential.”
StarDrifter sneered.

“Stars, StarDrifter, what do you have againgt her?’

“Sheis Skrading!”



“No, she'snot,” Axis snapped, “and she' snot I carii, either. Y ou can't try to bring her under your
control. You are not her Taon, asyou are not the Ledfast’s. Yes, the Ledfast are shitty warriors, but so
aso wasthe Strike Force when firgt | took command of it. Of dl the sins of which the Lealfast might be
accused, this must be one of the most easily amended. Get used to her, StarDrifter. Both she and her
peoplewill be around alittle longer.”

“And Azhure?’” StarDrifter said, bringing the conversation back to the battlefield he wanted. “ How will
shefed, knowing you betray her with a Skragling?’

“Azhureisdead,” Axissad. “Dead, StarDrifter! I've had to come to termswith that, and so aso must
you. Yes, | want Inardle. I’ ve watched you with Sdlome, and | yearn for the warmth and comfort of a
woman by my sde again. Inardle intrigues me as no other woman has since | came back from death. I'm
not going to waste what thereis of thislifewallowing in guilt merely because | want alittle of what oncel
hed with Azhure.”

“Then, by the gtars, | hope you are not betraying every single one of us because you lust for that
creature.”

“I know what | am doing,” Axis snarled, then strode off.

Axis paused for afew minutes before he reached histent. He was till angry and emotiond after the
scene with hisfather, and didn’t want to walk into the tent so wrought up that he ruined any chance he
might have at broaching the distance between Inardle and himself.

He knew he should not have been surprised at StarDrifter’ s—or anyone else s—reaction. StarDrifter
had been emotiondly involved with Azhure himsdlf, was very loya to her, and was never going to react
well to Axis becoming involved with someone else.

Especialy not a someone as controversia asInardle.

Half Skragling, distant, unknowable, and aready part of amilitary debacle, she was, indeed, a
contentious choice for Axis second-in-command.

He grinned to himsdlf, caming down. Inardle was certainly much lovelier than hisformer
second-in-command, and best friend, Belial. Belia had been so...un controversid. Everyone had liked
him, and had gotten on well with him.

Inardle...

“Wdl,” Axismurmured to himsdlf, finally walking toward the tent, “it will beinteresting, indeed.”

Inardle was ditting on astool by the brazier when Axis entered. She stood up, looking wary.
“Do you want thejob?” Axissaid. “ Do you want some responsibility?’

“What makes you think | could do this?| can't—"

“Don’'t ever let me hear you say ‘can’'t’ again. Y ou can—you just need training and experience.”

“But why me? For the stars sakes, Axis, Georgdi would be better, even Zeboath!”



Axislaughed. He gestured to Inardle to Sit down again, and pulled up his own chair by the brazier.
“Zeboath isafine man, and everyone likes him. He would make alousy second-in-command to me.”

“Andyet | would? How?’

“Because you have amuch harder edge to you. People may not like you so much, but they will learnto
respect you. | think also you can make decisions under pressure, and | need that.”

Inardle stared at Axis. “How do you know you can trust me?’
“I will taketherisk, Inardle. Can | trust you?’

“Of course.” Inardle held his eyes with that, but it took al her willpower to do it. Could he trust her? No.
No. Never.

“Youwill dowdl enough,” hesaid. “It will be aduty you will easeinto. | think you will enjoy it, and be
chalenged by it. | would never have offered it to you otherwise.”

“You didn't offer it tome. You simply told everyone.”

“True enough. Inardle, there' s another reason | want you to take on thisduty for me. It isn’t the main
reason, but it issignificant. Y ou're my bridge to the Ledfast, my bridge to understanding them, and them
me, and each of uslearning to trust each other. Somehow, whether they likeit or not, the Ledfast are
going to have to work with me, and with the I carii, and with the | sembaardians and whatever forces
Georgdi can summon. You and | are going to have to make that happen, Inardle.”

Inardle needed more than anything to turn this conversation away from the subject of trust. “Axis, why
didn’t you say good-bye to me at the camp?’

He gave ashort, uncomfortable laugh. “I wish you wouldn’'t keep asking me that question.”

He took a deep bregth, then looked her straight in the eye. “I am surethat Yysell has arranged something
for you, but to be utterly frank | don’t want you deeping anywhere e se other than in thistent. Will you
gay with me, Inardle?’

“Isthiswhy you want meto be your second-in—"

“No, damnit. But it iswhy | didn’t say good-bye to you at the camp. | hadn’t expected to want you this
badly, Inardle. | hadn’t expected to want you at al.”

“You're not what | expected. I’ ve said that to you.”

Axiswaited, his heart thudding uncomfortably, certain she would say no. She was so direct sometimes,
and at other times so very reticent.

Inardle lifted her eyes and looked a him directly. “Am | anovelty, Axis? Isthat why you want meto
Say?’

“No. No novety could make mefed asanxiousas| fed right now.”

Axisdidn’t know what to do. He wondered if Inardle was waiting for something, some words said, or
some action.

Very hesitantly, heleaned over and kissed her. Just gently.



Shedidn’t react for amoment, then she moved closer to him and kissed him more warmly.

“Very wel,” she murmured againgt his mouth. “1 will stay, and we shdl see”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

A rmat sat a the table, tapping hisfingers dowly, pretending to read once again the report he' d just
recaived from Kezia. He' d ingested its contents at first glance, but now he spent histime feigning deep
interest in the report, smply to annoy (and hopefully worry) Ravennaand Lister, who sat silent and
watchful.

They were dso cold. Armat had set the table in the open air, just beyond histent. He sat nonchaant in
leather body armor over adeeve esslinen shirt and heavy breeches. Ravennaand Lister were both
wrapped in cloaks and regarded him with stony, white faces.

Armat didn’t trust them. He was certain one or both of them (and he suspected Ravenna before Lister)
had been involved in Axis escape and the debacle which followed. He had pretended to accept both
their denids, but privately Armat wouldn't have trusted them with the breaking of asingle egg, let done
hisinner thoughts.

“What doesKezid report?’ Lister said finally, and Armat dampened his smile. He' d known it would be
Lister who would bregk firdt.

“Heiswel on hisway,” Armat said, carefully folding the single-page communication before laying it on
the table to one side of the ail lamp. “He has consolidated all the troops from the centra part of these
godforsaken Outlands. Sixty-five thousand. They have made Margdit, and should now be well north of
the city, marching on thisElcho Fdling.”

Armat paused, sighing theatrically and looking up, asif he sought salvation from the ars.
“Thereé smore,” Ravennasaid, her breeth frosting in the night air.

“Unfortunady, yes, thereismore,” Armat said, lacing his hands across his bely and dlowing himsdlf one
more large Sgh. “Kezid has heard word from Lamiah.”

“Lamiah was at the Salamaan Pass, washenot?’ Lister said.

“Aye” Armat said, “ he was supposed to be guarding it. Well....gpparently Lamiah has made the
unilatera and singularly stupid decision to march back through the Pass and save what he can of
|sembaard.”

“No!” Ligter said. “By the gods, has he no sense?’

“He has, from what Kezid reports,” Armat said, tapping the folded report on thetable, “falen victimto
hissoldiers delusionsthat somehow they can make adifference.” He paused. “Lamiahisafool.
Isembaard islogt, from what you tell me.”

Armat stopped, and looked keenly at Lister. “l1sembaard islost, yes?’

“I havetold you dl | know,” Ligter said. “I cannot know precisely the details, but | know that whatever
has happened in |sembaard has destroyed Isaiah, and every single life within the nation. Armat, whatever
wasin that pyramid, whatever madeit live, has now escaped and—"



“Yes, yes,” Armat said, “you vetold meadl thisbefore. | shal chooseto believe you for the time being,
and | supposethat | might as well assume Lamiah and the men he commands, al one hundred odd
thousand of them, by the gods, are as good as dead?’

“They' re dead the instant they set foot in Isembaard,” Lister said.

“Wadll...at the least they won't be about to bother me,” said Armat. “Lamiah was ever thefool.”
“Atleast he'll dietrying to save hisown land,” Ravennasaid softly.

Armat shot her asharp look. “ Stupidity should never be admired, my lady.”

“Loydty isdways—"

Armat guffawed loudly. “ Y ou are afine oneto tak so pretentioudy of loydty!” hesad. “1 assume that
one day you will show methe same kind of loyaty you have shown your lover, and father of that child
you carry?’ He gestured at her belly.

Ravenna pulled the cloak even more tightly about hersdf. “I will not betray you, Armat.”

“Of courseyouwon't,” he said, holding Ravenna s eyes with such amaevolent stare that she had to
drop her own gaze away from his.

“So hereweare” Armat said after an uncomfortable silence, “trailing after aragtag army of about twenty
thousand pitiful soldiers, with command of over three hundred thousand. | must tell you, my friends, the
urge to order my massive force forward is amost overwhelming. We don't even need to fight. My army
will smply trample whatever pathetic force Maximilian hasinto the gravel of the roadway. Even the
Strike Force cannot dent three hundred thousand, surely.”

“We can't—" Ravennabegan.

“After dl,” sad Armat, “what do | want with amountain? Shdl | mineit for gold? No, for | have no
miners among my men. Should I till its soil? No, for its dopes shal be too steep. What on earth does a
conqgueror want with amountain, Ravenna? | might aswell—"

“It contains power and mystery beyond knowing,” she said.

“I have power,” Armat said, hisvoicelow but infinitely powerful. “With Kezid’ sforce | have dmost four
hundred thousand men under my command. Thisland ismine. | cannot think why | have not dready
declared mysdf Tyrant. And mystery? | have no use for mystery. It boresme.”

“Y ou need Elcho Fdling' s power to live,” Lister said. “For dl the gods sakes, man—"
“Of which you continualy inform meyou areone,” Armat said with adismissiveair.

“—whatever isin Isembaard is not going to stay there! It isgoing to seethe north and it will eat
everything—"

“Such melodrama,” Armat said, now investigating the fingernails of one hand.

“Armat,” said Ravenna, “ stop playing thefool. If nothing ese, there are amillion Skraglingsthere.
They’re going to want to go home, eventudly, and everything between Isembaard and the northern
wasgtesisgoing to be—"

“I'mnofool,” Armat said, leaning forward and abandoning the indifferent air, “but | don't trust you. |



think you want the mountain for yourself and that baby,” he nodded at her belly, “you carry. And |
wouldn't be surprised if you want Maximilian aswdll. | think you' re using meto get what you want from
your pretty Maxel.”

“Maximilian is set on the path to destruction,” Lister said. “He cleavesto Ishbd, who will ruin him.”
Armat had not taken his eyesfrom Ravenna. “Isthat what you think?’

She nodded.

“Speak it!” Armat said.

“Maximilian is set on the path to destruction if he cleavesto Ishbd,” Ravennasaid, her voice steadly.
“Shewill ruinhim.”

“You'rejedous” sad Armat.

“For gods sakes!” Ravennasaid. “ Stop toying with us, Armat. All we need isfor Maximilian to resurrect
Elcho Faling, and then. ..then...”

“Thenwecankill him,” Armat said.

“Indeed,” said Ligter.

“Yes? sad Armat, till looking at Ravenna.
“Thenwecankill him,” shesad, her voicelow.

“Y ou're anasty enough piece for any man to take to hisbed, eh?’ said Armat.

One of thelampswas till burning, flickering madly on the last few drops of oil as Axislay on the bed,
staring up at the shadows chasing each other across the canted roof of the tent. Inardlelay at hissde and
haf across his body, warm and heavy, her injured wing lying across them like a soft blanket.

Shewas awake aswedl, moving very dightly every few minutes, one of her hands stroking occasiondly
on hischest. They hadn’t spoken for over an hour, content just to lie.

Axisdidn’t think either of them would deep. It would be nice to ascribe aromantic reason to this, but the
brutd reality was that the narrow camp bed was uncomfortable for two people to share with any ease, let
aone when one of them had aheavy and very large pair of wings. He thought the fact they had lain
relatively unmoving for thislength of timewas closeto being amiracle.

One of hishipsand legswas paining him, however, and he knew he' d have to readjust his position soon.

“I'll ask Yysdll in the morning if he can find something more accommodating,” Axissaid quietly. Hedid
an arm about Inardl€ swai g, holding her gtill, and turned over on his side so thet they lay belly to belly
and face to face. He was glad I nardle made no comment about Y'ysdll finding them amore commodious
bed. It meant she was prepared to stay.

“Better?’ she said.

“My hipwasonfire” he said, then kissed her softly.



“Ledfast makelovein the sky and onthewind,” she said. “We don't generaly put up with this degree of
discomfort.”

He chuckled. “No wonder Armat’ s arrows caught you so unprepared.”

Inardle’ sface went carefully expressonless as shetried to decide if she needed to be offended.
“Itwasajed, Inardle”

“Well, then,” shesaid.

“Wall, then,” he echoed, kissing her again, then once again, more deeply now.

Starsin heaven, Axisthought, how had | I€eft it so long before | made love to awoman again?

And how, in stars name, would he ever be able to make love to any woman other than Inardle after this
night?

It had been extraordinary. On the one hand Inardle was extremely reserved—to the point of prudery at
times, which drove Axisto the heights of frustration—yet her body clearly revealed just how much his
touch affected her. She could feign diffidence dl sheliked, yet when hetrailed hisfingers down her body
rivers of frost traced in their path. When he ran his tongue about her breast, and caught gently at her
nipple with histeeth, he could fed astarburst of frost explode deep inside her flesh.

When he entered her, he could sense the waves of frosted pleasure wash through her with every stroke.

Her hand was running up and down his back now, and he hoped very much that she wanted to make
loveagan.

“No one dse makes my frost riselike you,” she said, and Axiswondered how much that admission had
cost her.

“Thank you,” he said, meaning to thank her for far more than just that acknowledgment, and she smiled
and moved againgt him and frost rimed her jawline where he ran his mouth.

Ravennasat at the camp table for hours after Armat and Lister went to bed. She was cold to the bone,
shivering now and again in sudden, painful bouts, but she knew she could not deep, and could not bear
theidea of being confined under canvas until the sun findly rose,

Y ou're anasty enough little piece for any man to take to his bed, eh?

That had hurt so deeply she could barely breathe for the pain. The last thing Ravenna wanted was to
betray Maximilian, and to think of him dead...but she knew it had to be doneif he could not be
persuaded from Ishbel. She hoped quite desperately that somehow Axis had managed to convince
Maximilian to stay away from Ishbel, but knew within her heart that he would not have been ableto do
0.

Maximilian would eventudly take Ishbel back to his bed, if he had not done so dready, and then they
would curse thisworld to extinction.

Ravenna could fed whatever it was south of the FarReach Mountains. It was cold—in spirit, rather than
flesh—and it was angry, and it had plotted revenge for thousands of years. It knew its enemies, had
taken flesh from them, and if Maximilian thought that the battle with the beast wasin the future then he



wasinfinitdly wrong.

The battle had already been fought, and logt.

Maximilian would need to die.

Ravenna closed her eyes, asingle tear diding down one cheek.
Maximilian would need to die.

Her hand did over her belly. “Y ou are thisland’ s only hope, now,” she whispered.

Elsawherein Armat’ s camp three men sat, equaly deepless. They did not “st” so much ashunch
nervoudy under the canvas of asmall tent, hoping that their two fellows standing guard outside would
warn them of any danger approaching.

“Wadl, here'safinething,” said Insharah, somewhat bitterly. “1 remember someone saying to me, *What
indl thegods names are we doing trudging aong thisdushy tral toward some mountain caled Elcho
Faling when our families are dying down south? So we deserted Maximilian Peramius, and
now...what? Why, we' re trudging along the very same dudgy trail toward some mountain called—"

“Enough,” said Rimmert. “How were we to know that Armat was going to abandon any concern for
Isembaard, and for our families, to trail after Maximilian?’

I nsharah looked between Rimmert and Olam. “If | was set on apath to Elcho Faling no matter what,” he
sad, “1 know which among Maximilian and Armat I"d prefer to serve.”

“We made amistake,” Olam said. “Isthat what you wanted to hear?’

Insharah Sghed. “I’ ve heard that Kezid is driving north aswell, meaning to meet with Armat at this
mountain cadled Elcho Fdling.”

“Lamiah?’ asked Olam.

“Heading down south through the Sdlamaan Pass,” Insharah said. “One of Armat’ s guards heard him
talking abouit it to Ravennaand thisman Ligter.”

“Then he, a least, can hold hishead high,” Rimmert said.
“Until it gets lopped off by whatever waits a the other end of the pass,” said Insharah.
They sat inSlencefor alittlewhile.

“What are we going to do?’ Olam asked, eventualy.

Axisfindly rosejust before dawn, hating to leave Inardle, who wasfinaly deeping, but so stiff and sore
from the camp bed that he needed to stretch his back and limbs.

Yysdl was dready up and had amug of teaready for him.

Axisspped it gratefully, samping hisfeet in thefrosty air and thinking that he vastly preferred the frost of
Inardl€' s body to this biting ground ice, and talked quietly with Yysdl about procuring adightly more



commodious bed.

Then, as Yysdl moved off, he sent aquiet cal out into the dawn.
StarHeaven.

Shewaswith him within haf an hour, gpologizing for the delay.

“StarHeaven, Maximilian and | need some eyes and ears down south. We have noideawhat is
happening. Listen to me, StarHeaven, anywhere south of the northern approaches of the Salamaan Pass
isoff limits. Y ou are not to enter the pass—whatever is down there istoo dangerous—hbut if you could
report to me directly from the northern exit of the pass, then you have no idea how grateful 1 will be. Y ou
have enough to power to reach me from that distance?’

“I think so, StarMan. | am growing better at filtering out the Star Dance from the ether every day.”
Axissmiled. “Good. Take several companions—I’ ve dready discussed thiswith Broadwing.”

Then, as StarHeaven was about to lift off, Axis added, “ StarHeaven, do be careful. Good luck, and keep
intouch.”

Later that day, toward dusk, Isaiah and Hereward entered the Salamaan Pass from the south.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest
B roadWing?’

Heturned about. “Inardle.”

“BroadWing, | would like to learn about the Strike Force. What you did to save us when we were
pursued by Armat’smen...| have never seen anything likeit. | would liketo learn.”

“I don't have much time, Inardle, and you can't fly. | can't afford to be earthbound right now.”

“I’'m sorry, | just wanted to learn something of tactics, and your history.” And | need to use your didike
of meto cement my hold over Axis. “From the gossip about camp, I’ d have to say that you are deeping
with the man who can teach you far morethan 1.”

Inardle managed to pa e with embarrassment, hoping BroadwWing would not see through the ruse. He
was going to be easier to manipulate than she had thought.

Her ssomach knotted with self-hatred a what she was doing, but she tried to ignore it as best she could.

“Get on your horse, Inardle,” BroadWing said, “and rgjoin the column. Surdly Axis can find you
something to do.”

Now Inardle dlowed her face to flame with humiliation. “Where isthe Strike Forcetraining?”’ she asked.
“Intheair to the north,” BroadWing replied. “Where | need to rejoin them.”

“BroadwWing, | would liketo learn, and | would like to learn from you.”



BroadWing haf turned asif he were about to launch into the air, then paused, and looked back at
Inardle. “ Do you have any archery skills?’

“Yes. All the Ledfast train with the bow.”

BroadwWing stood congidering Inardle silently for along moment, then gave anod, asif arriving a a
decison.

“Some units of the Strike Force are practicing their archery close by today.” Now henoddedin a
northeasterly direction. “ About fifteen minutes' ride that way. Why don’t you join us, and we can see
how skilled you are.”

Camp had been pitched for about an hour, but Axis had still not seen Inardie. He d not glimpsed her al
day, but had not been worried as one of the Emerald Guardsmen told him he’ d seen her speaking with
BroadWing. Axis had assumed she' d spent the day with the Strike Force.

But he' d expected her back well before now.
“Yysdl?" he said to hisbody servant. “Have you seen Inardle?”’

“No, my lord,” Yysdll said, laying out fresh clothesfor Axis across the newly acquired and far more
commodious bed. Axis had no ideawhere Yysdl had found it, but he was profoundly grateful. He didn’t
want to spend another night like the last.

He stripped off hisdirty shirt and washed his face and upper body. “1f you see her, tell her to cometo
dinner in Maximilian’s command tent.”

“Yes, mylord.”

Axis dressed dowly, wondering where she was. Had she decided to leave Maximilian’s column?
No, surely not. She would have said something.

Wouldn't she?

Stricken with doubts, and beginning to worry, Axis set off for Maximilian’ stent.

BroadWing was aready with Maximilian, together with StarDrifter, Egalion, Garth, and 1shbdl.
Axis nodded agreeting to everyone, spoke briefly with Maximilian, then made for BroadWing.
“Have you seen Inardle?’ he asked.

BroadWing raised an eyebrow. “ Y ou' ve lost your second-in-command?’

“Have you seen Inardle, BroadWing?’

“I saw her earlier in the day. She spent sometime at archery practice with some of the units of the Strike
Force, but |eft after afew hours. She couldn’t keep up.”

“Archery practice?’ Axissad. “ She'sonly just recovered from someterribleinjuries. | would have
thought that archery practice wasthe last thing she' d need. I'm not surprised she *couldn’t keep up.””



“Sheingsted on taking part and | would think she was quite capable of making those decisions herself.
Being your second-in-command and all.”

Axis gave him aterse nod and turned away, more worried than ever. He was dso angry at the birdman.
Axis respected and liked BroadwWing, but he thought the birdman was so set against Inardle that she
could have shot Gorgradl out of the sky with asingle arrow and he would still be contemptuous of her
ills.

Perhaps, Axis mused, he should have been more circumspect in the manner in which he' d introduced
Inardle as hislieutenant.

He circulated among the group as they shared wine before sitting down to dinner. He had a brief
conversation with StarDrifter, mostly about Salome, who had gone to bed early as she was o tired, but
extricated himsdlf the moment StarDrifter asked, somewhat archly, where Inardlie was.

Hedidn't want to get into an argument with hisfather about Inardle. Not tonight.

Axiswas taking with Maximilian about the possibility of usng severa units of the Emerald Guard to
scout the territory south of them when amovement at the door of the tent caught his eye.

It was Yysdll. He had such astricken look on hisface that Axisimmediately made his excusesto
Maximilian, then joined Yysdll outside the tent.

“Inardle hasreturned,” Yysdll said. “My lord, you need to see her. Now.”
But Axiswas dready severa paces away, jogging back to histent.

She was sitting on the bed, face turned away from the door so that he could not immediately seeit,
clutching her left arm to her chest. Thejar of liniment that she used to rub into achesin her shoulder and
wing was lying smashed a her fet, the liniment dirtied and unusable among the dirt she’ d tracked in on
her boots.

She must have been trying to open the jar, desperate for pain relief, and had dropped it.
“Inardle?

Sheturned her face even further away, her body visbly trembling, and, heart thudding in anxiety, Axis
crouched down in front of her. “Inardie?’

Shewas crying, slently, her face white and drawn.

Axis stared at it a heartbeat, then looked at her left arm.
He saw thefrog firdt, running the entire length of the arm.
Then he saw the bruises and contusions on her forearm.

Appalled and increasingly angry, Axislooked further up and saw her upper arm and shoulder. They were
covered in patches of what he first thought were bruises, but which he realized were in fact layers of
black frost over swellings and contusions.

He looked further back and saw that her wing was once more swollen, frost riming every single feather.



“Fetch Garth Baxtor!” Axis snapped at Yysdl, who was out of the tent within a heartbest.
Axis sat on the bed, took Inardle’ s chinin gentle fingers, and turned her face toward his.
Shewasin agony.

He had to close his eyes briefly in order to keep his anger in check. When it did explode, he wanted to
befar distant from Inardle,

“How long did BroadWing keep you at archery practice?’ Axissaid.
“It waan't hisfault, Axis. He—"

“How long did BroadWing keep you &t archery practice?’

“Until dusk,” she whispered.

Axiscradled her gently againgt hisbody, hiding her face in his shoulder, not wanting Inardleto see his
expresson.

Until dusk?
“Garthwill come” he said quietly. “He can help.”

She was crying harder now, and Axis rocked her gently back and forth, wishing he could do something
immediately to aid her pain. Stars, her broken left wing, aswell asthat shoulder and arm, must bein
agony. Inardle would have used her barely hedled flight muscles for archery, and to keep her at it hour
after hour, and without even the courtesy of an armguard if the condition of her Ieft forearm was any
indication. ..

That had been deliberate.

BroadWing would have known the damage it would have caused.

Had he been amused, to watch her suffer whiletrying so hard to “keep up”?
“Axis?

It was Garth, ducking inside the tent flap, and Axiswas grateful to see he' d brought his medicine bag
withhim.

“Broadwing kept Inardle at archery practice for over ten hourstoday,” Axissaid. “Her shoulder...and
wing...”

Garth met his eyes, gave anod of understanding, then started to examine Inardle. He kept up a constant
monologue of soothing words, persuading her to bend her arm, pausing whenever she cried out in pain.
He ran gentle hands up and down the arm, then over the shoulder, then finally moved behind her to
examinethewing.

At that point he caught Axis eyesagain, and thistime there was anger in Garth’s own eyes, aswell as
deep concern.

“The bones are dtill hedingwell,” hesaid.

But, thought Axis.



Garth came about the bed and squatted in front of Inardle.
“Inardle, | am going to rub some liniment—"
“| brokethejar you gave me,” shesaid. “I’m sorry, | should have been more—"

“Inardle, forget the broken jar,” Garth said. “It doesn’t matter. | will mix some morefor you, and | will
aso mix astrong draught of analgesic, and you will drink it. Oncethat is down then | will massagethe
wing and shoulder. It will help the swelling to go down.”

“It'sthe swelling that’ s doing the damage,” Axissaid, and Garth nodded. He moved over to his bag,
took out severd bottles, and combined their contentsinto amug that Yysdll held out.

Then Garth brought the mug over to Inardle, and sat on her other side. “ Drink, Inardle,” he said, and she
drank without protesting, which made Axisrealize just how much pain shewasin.

“I'll be back in afew minutes,” Garth said. “ That analgesic mixture needs sometime to take effect.”
Axisnodded, and Garth rose and |eft, asking Yysdll to come with him on some errand.

“I'm sorry,” Inardle whispered once they had gone.

Axissad nothing, just holding her alittle tighter and rocking her gently back and forth.

“Don’t say anything to BroadWing,” shesaid. “ Please.”

Axis closed his eyes again, unable to speak. That was not something he could promise.

“Axis,” shesaid, now raising her faceto look at him. “Please.”

“He knew what he was doing, Inardie. Theseinjuries are deliberate.”

“| should have been able to keep up.”

Stars, now she wastalking about “keeping up.” Had BroadWing taunted her with that dl day, as shefdl
further and further behind while her shoulder and arm broke down?

“Heisangry at me,” Inardle said, “and | need to earn hisrespect. [—"

“Shush, Inardle. Y ou need to earn no one' srespect.” Axis pulled her astight as he dared, kissing her
forehead and then her cheek. “Inardle,” he said, “you amaze me.”

Axissad that with such wonder, and such admiration, that Inardle started to cry again. Axiskissed away
the tears and cuddled her close until Garth came back.

She was adeep now, exhausted by the archery practice, the pain and the emotion of the past day, and
Garth and Axis stood just inside the doorway of the tent, talking in quiet tones.

“Thewing was heding well,” Garth said. “But after today. ..two of the mgor tendonsinthewing arein
danger of separating completely amid al the bruising and swelling. The stress Inardle put her arm and
shoulder through—"

“The gressthat BroadWing put her arm and shoulder through.”



“Yes, well, what happened today has inflamed muscles and tendons very badly. The muscleswill hedl
well enough, as most of the tendons, but there were two tendonsin her wing that were under substantia
strain anyway, and which had sustained considerable damage with Armat’ sinitia attack. Axis, | don't
likeit. I think it isvery possible that what happened today will cripple that wing. Inardle may never be
abletofly agan.”

Axisdtared a Garth, feding hisanger seething upward in great black waves.

“Will you sit with her until | get back?’ he said.

“yes”

“Good. When | get back, | may have moreinjured partiesfor you to work your skill on.”
Then Axis strode through the door of the tent, and shouted to Yysdll to saddle hishorse.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

A xis pushed the horse into a gallop and headed dightly north of the camp. For what happened now he
didn’t want any accidenta witnesses.

He wastoo angry.

Finaly, hereined in the stalion, abruptly enough that the horse almost sank to the ground on its haunches,
then swung it about in circles, caling out with his power.

StarDrifter! BroadwWing! Now! Get here now!
He sent hisanger seething out with the message.
They’ d know well before they got here what they’ d face.

It took them just over aquarter of an hour to join him, both arriving together, both circling warily before
landing afew paces avay.

Axisjumped off the horse, not caring that it cantered off into the darkness.
He tackled BroadWing firgt.

“What the fuck did you think you were doing?’ he ydled, striding up to BroadwWing and shoving him hard
enough in the chest that the birdman staggered back a pace or two.

StarDrifter grabbed at Axis, but Axis snarled, flinging away StarDrifter’ sarm o that the Talon retreated
afew paces.

Axisturned back to BroadWing. “Y ou knew what you were doing to her! You didn’t even have the
graceto fit her out with an arm brace! What did you think when the blood started to run down her
forearm, BroadWing? That she was being weak?’

“Sherefused to wear—" BroadWing began, but Axis hit him so hard that BroadWing tumbled over in
thedirt.

“Axis” StarDrifter began.



“You wait your turn!” Axis snarled, and StarDrifter once again subsided.

Axisleaned down and hauled BroadWing up. “1 have liked and respected you,” he said, “but by the
gars, | never thought I’ d see you act thisway!”

Then heturned to hisfather. “Y ou knew about this. Y ou were there”

That was sheer intuition on Axis part. Hedidn't believe that BroadwWing would have let matters get so
out of hand without, at the least, some tacit support from his Taon.

“Shesaid shewasdl right, Axis,” StarDrifter said.

“For thestars sakes, StarDrifter, what do you have against her? Y ou accepted WolfStar’ s daughter in
my bed, why not Inardle? Or isit that you suspect her to be somehow more beautiful than the I carii?
Somehow more powerful ? Are you jedlous of her?’

“The Ledfast are arrogant and untrustworthy—" StarDrifter began.

“And the I carii are not? Y ou two pathetic examplesare not?’ Axistook a bregath, glaring between the
two men. His hot anger was over; now it was asicy asthe frost of pain that covered Inardle€’ s body.

“The Ledfast’ sarrogance exists to cover uncertainty,” Axissaid. “The Icarii arrogance existsto
cover...yet deeper and crueler arrogance.”

“How isshe, Axis?’ BroadWing said. He had picked himsalf up from the ground and was rubbing at his
jaw.

“Thank you for asking,” Axissaid. “ She'samost certainly permanently crippled. The damage doneto the
tendonsin her wing today will likely see her unableto fly again.”

He stepped forward and gave hisfather ashove in the chest thistime. “Y ou know what it isliketo be
flightless, StarDrifter. How can you justify visiting that horror on another merely through your petty
smdl-mindedness?’

“Don’t forget who it was beat Azhure dmost to death when he thought her atraitor!” StarDrifter
shouted, shoving Axisback. “Don’'t you dare to lecture me!”

“And as| remember,” Axissaid, “you stood there then, too, and encouraged me, StarDrifter. Y ou have
atdent, it seems, for provoking unmerited cruelty in others.”

“I think we have dl said enough,” BroadWing said, looking warily between Axis and StarDrifter, and
wondering if the entire future of the Icarii was about to self-destruct in a battle between these two
powerful Enchanters.

“If you resented my association with Inardle,” Axissaid quietly, “then you needed to approach me about
it, beat me senseless, damn it, not awoman who over the past few weeks has been beaten, raped, and
humiliated by haf of the known world, soit fedsto me. What the fuck has she done to deserve what you
both did to her today?’

Finaly BroadWing and StarDrifter dropped their eyes.

“When | first encountered the Strike Force,” Axis said to BroadwWing, “they were gaudy birdmen and
women fluttering uselesdy about the peaks of the Icescarp Alps. If they’ re something better than that
now, then that isdueto me.”



Then Axislooked at hisfather. “Whenfirst | encountered the Icarii, StarDrifter, they were cowering
within Talon Spike, full of hot words and arrogance but without asingle iota of courage between them,
without asingle wit between them, to wing their way down from the icefiddsinto the sun. If they’'ve
achieved something more than that, then that is due to me.

“I think thetime has arrived,” he continued, his voice even softer now, but till vibrating with anger, “to
give something back. Generosty will do asagart.”

Axis stared at the two birdmen before him, then he turned and walked away afew steps, whistling for his
horse. When the stdlion whinnied and trotted obediently out of the darkness, Axis gathered up thereins
and swung into the saddle.

“Hasit not struck you,” he said to BroadWing and StarDrifter, keeping the horse on atight rein asit
circled restlesdy, “that there was only one person on that archery field today who demonstrated
leadership and courage, and it most certainly wasn't either of you.”

Then heturned the stdlion’ s head for camp, and booted his hedsinto itsflanks.

Garth' s head gave afina nod and he dipped into deep, douching comfortably in hischair.
Ashedid so, Inardl€’ s eyes opened and she looked about the tent.

Yysell was nowhere to be seen, but there, toward the back wall....

Theair moved and Eleanon materiaized.

Inardl€' s eyesflew to Garth, and Eleanon gave alittle shake of hishead. “Hewill not wake,” he said,
walking over to the bed and crouching down besideit. “ Tell me what has happened,” he said. “Did Axis
dothis?’

“No!” Inardlesaid. “He...” Shesighed, then, speaking softly and rapidly, told Eleanon what had
happened, both in Armat’ s camp and since.

“Y ou have donewell,” Eleanon said softly as shefinished. “Y ou have done what | asked.”
“And look at the price | have paid for ‘doing well,”” Inardle said, waving ahand at her wing.

“Y ou know you are powerful enough to heal yourself with acrook of your finger. And you know aso
why you don’t do it—because it binds Axis ever more tightly to you. Heis such afoal.”

Inardle dropped her eyes away from Eleanon. She could hardly bear the guilt she fdlt.
“Youarein Axis confidence?’

Inardle gave asmdll nod. “I told Axiswe had little power.”

“Ah, Inardle, you are worth your weight in jewels. Y ou have done well. He suspects nothing?’

“No.” Inardlelifted her eyes back to her brother. “1 had to Sit in adamp pit for days, Eleanon, and suffer
rape, dl for you.”

“All for us, Inardle”



“All for us” she repeated dully. Shetook a bregth. * Eleanon, you went south after Axis dismissed you,
didn’'t you? What happened? Did you meet with Bingaled ? Y ou are different—I can senseit about you.
So different. The same difference | sense about Bingaled.”

“Yes. | an different. | have spoken with the One.”
“Ah...” Inardle said on a bregth.

“The One can give uswhat Maximilian istoo week to offer,” said Eleanon. “ The One can give us hope
and dignity and freedom from both the Skradlings and the I carii, Inardle. He can give usahomeand a
future. He can give us power. The Nation have accepted him, and we—"

Both their heads jerked toward the tent flap.
“Axisridesclosg,” Inardlesad.

“Yes. Ligen, Inardle, continue with what you do. Draw Axis ever closer. Y ou will prove more than
invauable. | will rgoin you, suitably humble, when Elcho Falling rises, and bring my fighterswith me.
Waich for me. Wewill talk morethen.”

Eleanon leaned over, kissed Inardle on the mouth, and was gone.

Inardle kept her eyes closed and her body till, pretending deep when Axisreturned. Shefelt him bend
down, kiss her forehead softly, then heard him settlein achair close by the bed.

She listened to his breathing. It did not dow or degpen: he was staying awake, watching over her.

Inardie didn’t know what to do. She felt trapped by aguilt that was growing deeper with every day, and
that guilt had only been exacerbated by Eleanon’svisit.

So much of what she had told Axis had been lies. The Led fast were much more skilled fighters than she
(and Eleanon) had led Axisto believe. They hadn’t merely practiced on snow rabhits, but had trained
extengvely over the centurieswith the Vilanderswho lived close to the frozen wastes.

That wasalie Axiswas sureto discover if ever he met any of the Vilander bowmen.

The Ledfast commanded much more power than what Inardle had told Axis. Their command of the Star
Dance was much stronger, plus they had developed the learning and power the Magi had taught them so

many millenniaago.

Many of the senior Ledfast were skilled in the power of the One. How in adl the gods names could she
ever confessthat to Axisnow?

Y et theworst sin, and that which gave Inardle the most anxiety, was how coldly she had maneuvered
hersdf into Axis bed.

She could so easily have escaped Risdon and Armat.

But she hadn’t. She allowed Armat to cripple her, and then Risdon to rape her, in order to make Axis
fed responsiblefor her and to tie him the more closdly to her.

Y es, Inardle had suffered in the doing, but she had chosen that suffering—and dl in order to entrap Axis.



What would he do when he found out? Inardle couldn’t bear the thought.
She would be the enemy. Not hislover. Hisenemy.
That made her fed cold indgde, and desperate.

But what € se was she how, save the enemy? If Eleanon and Bingalea had committed themselves and the
Ledfast Nation to the One, then she could be nothing else.

Inardle had the terrible feding that Eleanon and Bingaleal had chosen the wrong way. Axis had told her
that Maximilian was regaining the lost knowledge of the Twisted Tower. What if Maximilian Persmius
could be what the L ealfast needed?

What if the One was nothing but danger?

Inardle didn’t know what to do. She was not as committed to the way of the Onein any case, for the
One despised women for their ability to breed and thus to subdivide the One. No woman ever became a
full Magi. She might command some of the Magi power, but no woman was ever initiated into the full
mysteries.

But was there any purpose now to yearn for what might have been had she not committed herself to the
path of deception? She could not even confessto Axis, for he would not believe aword she said to him
once he discovered that everything she had told him was founded on lies.

She could not bear the thought that he would hate her.

Inardle began to cry, silently, and her weeping only grew stronger when Axis, concerned, cameto her
side and wrapped her in hisarms.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

T hey stood under the stars, a pace apart, wrapped in cloaks. They did not look at each other, but
instead both cast their eyes eastwards.

Toward Elcho Fdling.

“Thereistroubletonight about Inardle,” 1shbd said.

“| think today StarDrifter and BroadWing overreached themselves,” Maximilian said.
“Sheisastrange woman.”

“No stranger than you, when first we met.”

“Sheisvery beautiful,” Ishbel said. “Very etheredl. Very unknowable. | am not surprised Axis hastaken
her so close.”

“Hedidn’t win her any friends with the announcement that he was making her hislieutenant.”

“Axisisisolating her. Inardle will never beafull part of the Ledfast again, nor of any other people. She
has only one tribe now, and that tribeis Axis SunSoar.”

“Then heisgoing to agrest ded of trouble over her,” Maximilian said. “ She does not seem to be much



like Azhure. Axis hastalked to me of Azhure occasiondly.”

“I think the fact that sheisn’t anything like Azhureisthe attraction, Maxel.” 1shbel paused alittle. 1 will
be morefriendly to her. Perhaps ride with her during the day.”

“I think Axiswould like that, Ishbel. Thank you. | think you may find that you and Inardle are very much
dikein someways. Y ou' ve each had adifficult journey at times.”

“| was gppalled to hear how Lister turned his back on her.”
“Yes, | was, too.”

They remained ungpeaking for alittle while, till not looking at each other, avoiding the two topicsthey
needed to talk about: their marriage and Elcho Falling.

“How long,” said I1shbel eventudly, “before we arrive at the mountain?’

Maximilian turned his head to look at her directly. “Four or five days. We re moving faster than I’ d
hoped.”

“Areyou scared?’
Again he laughed softly. “Y es, but excited, too. Y ou?’

“You have no idea, Maxdl. It shall be so strangeto see Aziel again, asdl my old friends from the Caoil.
Maxd...do they know we re coming?’

“Yes. | sent two Icarii east aweek or more ago.”

Ishbel’smouth curved inasmall smile. “ Azie will have been surprised to meet them, and yet somehow
not. | think he knew, Maxel, that change was upon him. Would the Icarii have told him about Lister?’

“yes”
Ishbel sighed. “Then hewill be upset. What will he do, now that the Coil has no reason for its existence?’
“Moveforward, asyou have done. Y ou are doing well in the Twisted Tower.”

“Yes. | manage adifferent level each night now. Maxel, why did you want meto learn?’

“Because it doesn't hurt to have someone else know—"

“Maxd, please, why did you want meto learn?’

Heturned to face her. “Because | wanted to share it with you, not only the Twisted Tower, but
everything Elcho Fallingisand can be”

Ishbel looked at him, fegling certain that there was a deeper reason, but she did not push him. Instead she
smiled, and removed one hand from under her cloak.

Init shehdd asmal bunch of wildflowers. “My payment, my lord, for traverang your territory.”

He reached out his hand, enclosing herswithin it, and pulled her closer. He leaned forward, and they
kissed, very gently.

Then Ishbel pulled back, smiling alittle, and walked away into the night.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
On the Road to Serpent’s Nest

| nardle, you will need to useading.”

She sat on the edge of the bed, using her right arm to clutch her left to her chest, and ignoring Yysdll, who
was trying to offer her an early morning cup of tea. Axis had been arguing with her for close to an hour,
firstly about the fact that she wanted to ride a horse today and not rest in awagon, and secondly about
her refusal to wear the ding that Garth had |ft the previous night.

“Y ou will do more damage to your shoulder and wing tendonsif you let that damn arm dangle!”
Sheflashed Axisasharp look at that. “1 will not dlow it to ‘dangle.””

“Y ou don't have the strength to do anything else,” Axis snapped. He sat in achair and pulled on his
boots, angry and concerned. Inardle had hardly dept last night. She' d woken crying after Axis had
returned to the tent, and not gone back to deep despite the analgesic Axis had virtually forced her to
swallow. Her wing and upper left arm and shoulder were still swollen and thick with contusions, and her
|eft forearm was bruised and scabbed where the string of the bow had snapped and scraped the skin and
flesh. She looked exhausted, and her reluctance to stand meant she' d barely be ableto Sit ahorse.

“At least drink thetea Yysdll hasmade,” Axissaid. “Herose early to make that for you.”

“Thank you,” Inardle said to Yysdll, and managed asmilefor him as shefinally took the mug. Shewinced
as her left arm drooped, unsupported, and Axis managed to bite histongue only justintime.

Stars, hewas going to spend al day worrying about her.

“Inardle,” he began, then stopped as StarDrifter drew back the doorflap and entered the tent.
Everyoneingde—Axis, Inardle, and Yysdl—stared.

Then Axis caught Yysdll’ seye, and tipped his head toward the door.

Yysdll took the hint and |&ft, edging hisway about StarDrifter.

StarDrifter glanced at Axis, then picked up astool that was sitting againgt the tent wall, walked over to
Inardle, and sat down just before her.

Axistensad, sanding up from his chair, watchful.

“Inardle,” StarDrifter said, looking directly at her. She met his eyes, but Axis could seethat shewasvery,
very wary.

“Axistaked to melast night,” StarDrifter said, and now Inardle flashed alook of sheer anger at Axis.

“He said to methat on that archery field yesterday,” StarDrifter continued, “there was only one person
who demongtrated any courage and leadership, and that was you. Inardle, | am an arrogant man, a
powerful Enchanter, an Icarii prince, and | am Taon over the I carii nation—and what Axis said did not
st wdl with me. Hewas, however, right, and it was only my pride and arrogance which refused to allow
me to accept that.”

StarDrifter took a deep breath, then did off the stool to kneel on one knee before Inardle. He bowed his



head, then swept hiswings out behind him in the traditional | carii gesture of deference and respect.

Axis mouth dropped open. A Talon, and particularly one as proud as StarDrifter, never bowed before
anyone!

“Inardle,” StarDrifter said, now raising hisface to look directly at her, “what BroadWing and | did to you
yesterday cannot be condoned. We were angry at Axis, yet it was you who felt the sting of our ill temper.
That was inexcusable, and | have no right to ask you for forgiveness. Nothing | can say can ever take
away the horror of what we did, and what you may have to suffer for it. Inardle Ledfast, you are an
extraordinary woman, and one of great courage.” He gave alittle smile. “There are very few people who
can bring an Icarii Taon to his knees before them—and this was not something Axis asked meto do.”

He had to tdll her that, Axisthought with aninward smile. He had to let her know that thiswas hisidea

“Inardle,” StarDrifter continued, “you have an I carii Taon at your feet, and while | cannot undo the
damage | have doneto you, | can say that the starswill fall from the sky and crumbleinto dust beforel
alow any harm to cometo you again. | am your servant, Inardle Ledfast.”

And with that he rose, sent asingle glance toward his son, and left the tent.
Axisand Inardle looked at each other.

“I think I might wear the ding after al,” said Inardle, and Axislaughed, walked over, and kissed her
forehead.

“There are many thingsthat | love about you, Inardle,” he said, “but your magnificent diffidence rates
among the highest.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

The Salamaan Pass

H ereward and I saiah had been in the Salamaan Pass aweek. They weretired, hungry, dirty, and almost
out of water.

The Skradlings had remained in Isembaard, and they’ d needed to rely exclusvely on what they carried
with them. There were no leftoversfrom the creatures’ hunting.

Neither had spoken to the other for at least three days. Thiswas duein part to their fatigue, but aso due
to their mutual despondency. What they had seen at Hairekeep continued to eat away at their souls. Even
the horse seemed to wallow in dejection, and walked along with his head drooping.

It was midafternoon, and both were haf dozing atop the ambling horse. Hereward jerked awake as she
amost toppled off the horse, then shaded her eyes and |ooked ahead.

“Issiah?’ Hereward said.

He paid no attention.

“lsaah?’ shesaid again, alittle moreloudly, and gave him aprod in theribs.
Hejumped. “What?’

“Look ahead, Isaiah. Look ahead.”



Isaiah pulled the horse to ahat and shaded his eyes as Hereward had done.

His own mouth sagged.

Lamiah smply could not believe what he was seeing. One of his scouts had ridden up, gasping out the
news that the Tyrant wasriding awhite stalion toward them from out of Isembaard, awoman with him.

None of that made any senseto Lamiah. Isaiah wasfar behind him, somewhere in the northern Outlands.

So Lamiah had ridden forward, asmall unit to escort him, and then had pulled up hishorsein
agtonishment.

There sat |saiah atop a somewhat bedraggled but otherwise handsome white stdlion, adark-haired
woman stting behind him and clinging to his shoulders

Both were dirty—L amiah had not ever seen Isaiah in a tate anything close to this—and looked drained
and exhausted.

Very dowly Lamiah pushed his horse forward, waving at his escort to stay where they were.
“Isaiah?’ hesad, bringing hishorse to ahalt afew paces away from Isaiah’ sstdlion.

“Thevery same” Isaiah said. “Andwhy isit | find Genera Lamiah, having deserted his command,
leading a column of soldiers back into Isembaard?’

“Someone hasto save our people,” Lamiah said.

“Thereisno oneleft to save,” Isaiah said. “Hereward and mysdf and thishorse are dl thet is|eft,
Lamiah, and if you continue in the direction you are currently headed, then you will lead your meninto a
death o terrible that the thought of what | might do to you for your treachery will seem as naught.”

Lamiah stared at him, then laughed in genuine amusement. “Y ou look as though you need some food,
Isaiah, and adrink if your hoarseness of voiceis anything to go by. Wewill rest herefor the night, and |
will permit you to tell me your sory.”

Lamiah leaned back in his chair and stared at 1saiah. The story he' d just heard was. . .extraordinary.
And so infuriating that Lamiah did not think he could maintain his compaosure for much longer.

“Lamiah,” Isaiah said, looking better now that he' d had an opportunity to wash off some of hisgrime and
had esten amedl, “what | need you to do is—"

“How dare you tell mewhat you need meto do!” Lamiah said. “Y ou never once thought to mention to
anyone that 1sembaard was facing certain destruction? We could have evacuated the entire—"

“That isnonsense, Lamiah, and well you know it,” Isaiah said. “If | had come out with any of thiswhile
we were gill in Isembaard then we both know you and the other generals would have murdered me
within twelve hours. | saved what | could, and | am now pleading with you to save what isleft. You
cannot continue into |sembaard!”

Lamiah did not respond. He looked past | saiah to where the woman Hereward sat. She' d been quiet all



afternoon and evening asfirst they’ d shared amea and then Isaiah had told his story. Shewas dl that
was|eft?

“Whereare Kezial and Armat?’ Isaiah asked.

“Waging war on Maximilian,” Lamiah responded automaticaly, trying to think through what he should
do.

Isaiah muttered acurse, and Lamiah looked at him at that.

“Did you honestly think we would support Maximilian?’ Lamiah said.

“He sdl that can save you now.”

Lamiah grunted.

“Lamiah,” sad Isaiah, “you need to believe me. Maximilian isthe only one who can—"

“Save us againgt what you have described? Why should | believe that? Isthe One afraid of Maximilian?’
Lamiah sad.

“ YS”

Lamiah raised hiseyes and looked at 1saiah. “What in the name of al gods are we going to do, Isaiah?’
[ Part Five]
CHAPTER ONE

Serpent’s Nest

A zid drew the crimson hood of hisrobe over his head so that it shadowed hisface, then picked up the
reins and urged his horse forward.

The gelding managed to break into adow amble, but Aziel didn’t have the heart to push it to any grester
exertion,

Beddes, it would dlow him to savor hisremaining few minutes at Serpent’s Nest.

The horse strolled through the open gates and down the road that oped down to the plain. It was early
morning, only an hour or so after dawn, and the low light illuminated the surrounding countryside in a soft,

rosy glow.

It caught at the spears and shidlds and stirrup irons of the army spread out on the plains below Serpent’s
Nest. The army was arrayed in columns and units, each clearly defined and well ordered, everyone
horsed and weaponed. High above circled units of the Icarii Strike Force.

It was, Azid thought as the horse made its unhurried way down the road, a salutary lessonin the
unpredictability of life and the foolishness of mortals who thought to influenceit. It was dmost two years
now since he had farewelled Ishbel for her marriage to Maximilian, King of Escator. Now, here shewas
again, probably one of the asyet tiny figures atting their horsesin agroup just ahead of the first units of
the army. There was awinged man standing dightly to one sde of those three—hiswings glinting gold
now and again as he moved in the sunlight—and Aziel supposed he commanded the Icarii in the sky.



It wasironic, he thought. He d sent Ishbel to marry this man, Maximilian, in the hope that it would
prevent disaster befaling the Coil and Serpent’s Nest. He' d promised her she would return, and that dl
would bewell.

Ishbel had indeed returned, but Aziel doubted very much that al would be well. The Coil was disbanded,
fdleninto irrdevancy astheir Serpent god reveded histrue self and abandoned them, and Serpent’s
Nest was now to fal to Maximilian, no longer of Escator, but of Elcho Falling.

Ishbel had returned, but she' d brought the destruction of Aziel’ slifewith her.

But, oh, he could not wait to see her face again. Aziel had sent arepressed, uncertain woman away to
Maximilian, and he wondered now what he would find at her return.

The horse had by now ambled itsway to the foot of the mountain road and had picked up its pace
dightly asit saw the horsemen waiting afew minutes away.

Fool horse, thought Azid. Why rush away from the only home you have ever known?

He swiveled about in the saddle at that, |ooking one last time on the place he' d called home for over
thirty-five years. Tearsfilmed his eyes, and he blinked them away before he turned back and prepared to
facethe Lord of Elcho Fdling.

Maximilian watched the crimson-cloaked man ride dowly toward him. Serpent’ s Nest rose behind him, a
great blue-tinged granite massif that reached forever into the sky, and Maximilian found it difficult to keep
his eyes on the man despite the fact that he' d spent most of the night standing, silent, studying the
mountain.

But he needed to concentrate on Aziel a the moment. He was the last remnant of 1shbel’slifeas
Archpriestess of the Coil, and Maximilian wondered how Ishbel wasfeding. He glanced at her—shewas
pae, dl her attention on the man riding toward them.

Maximilian looked back to Azidl. He wasimpatient to kick his horse up that rising road and actudly enter
the mountain—he' d been unable to et thismorning for his combined excitement and nerves—but Azie
deserved the repect of hisattention, if only for the next few minutes.

Axis had eyes only for the mountain. HE d heard enough about Aziel to know that the man was not likely
to be harboring a concedled weapon or any ill-intent toward Maximilian, so he fdt free to study
Serpent’ s Nest itself.

Serpent’ sNest...Elcho Falling.

It was huge, eadily as big as Taon Spike had been, and unusua in that it rose precipitoudy out of
reaivdy flat plains. There were no foothills, no surrounding mountains.

Just this one great peak. Blue-hued and dab-faced, great granite cliffs and turrets projecting forever into
the Sky and backed, in the eadt, by avast gray ocean rolling away into infinity.

The Mountain at the Edge of the World.
It reeked of magic. Axiscould fed it firring the hairs at the back of hisneck and trailing soft fingers



down hisspine. It wasn't overt, but Axis had known magic much of hislife, and had wielded enough of it,
to be able to sense its presence.

Sars, hethought, what will this place be like when Maximilian awakes the Elcho Falling within?

He glanced above, and could see that the Icarii whedling overhead had their eyesfirmly fixed on the
mountain.

Hewondered if they thought the mountain would prove home for them.

Ishbel could scarcely contain her emotions. Aziel was close enough now that she could see every feature
of hisface. He' d aged, she thought, since last she’' d seen him. His face was more lined, his eyes more
pouched, and he wore an air of fatigue that generally only the very elderly shouldered.

His eyeswerelocked on her, and for thefirst time Ishbel redlized that Aziel had loved her, probably
since she’' d been agirl, and that sending her away to another man must have been anightmare for him.

What afool | wasthen, she thought, and tried to smile for Azidl, and failed, miserably.

Josiastood in the top chamber of the Twisted Tower at the window. From his vantage point he could see
Maximilian’s combined forces arrayed before him, the pitiful figure of Aziel on his horse gpproaching
them, and beyond that the rising bulk of Elcho Fdling.

But Josiahad no eyesfor Maximilian and hisforces, or for Azid, or even for the mountain.

Instead his eyes were fixed on therolling gray seas beyond.

Azid pulled hishorseto astop afew pacesfrom Maximilian's.
“Maximilian Peramius,” Azid said. “Wecome...| suppose”

That drew asmall amile from Maximilian. “We have disturbed you from your home,” hesad. “1 am
sorry, Azidl. 1t was not my intent. There was no reason for the members of your Coil to haveleft. | am
sure there would have been room within the mountain for al.”

“That iskind of you,” Azid said, “but none of us could stay. Our god is gone, our purpose destroyed,
and our lodgings are about to become the home of something much greater than we ever could have

“Azid,” 1shbd said, edging her horse alittle closer to Maximilian's. “ Stay, please. Don’t go.”

Azid looked a her. 1shbd was dmaost unrecognizable from the woman he' d sent away. That woman had
been repressed and unhappy, a complete naif in the ways of the world and of her own heart. Now she
looked very different. She affected clothes and a hairstyle that flattered and accentuated her natural
beauty, and she held hersdf with both confidence and dignity.

Ishbel had grown up.

He redlized he was staring, and he smiled for her, and inclined hishead. “1 can't stay, Ishbdl. | am sorry. |



do not think Maximilian can have his new home soiled by the remaining presence of members of the
Cail.”

“Hewill not mind!” 1shbd said.
Azid looked back a Maximilian. Y es, he would mind. Very much.
“I will bestaying,” said Ishbel, “and if | stay, then | cannot seewhy—"

“You are o far removed from what you once were,” said Aziel, “that no stain of the Coil remains about
you. Ishbel, | need to go. Besides, | fancy seeing my home again.”

“Azid, theworld isat war! Armies gather about us, and to the south—"
“Let himgo, Ishbd,” Maximilian sad quietly.

She stared a Maximilian, her face stricken, but shefdl silent, and eventually dropped her eyesto her
hands gripping the reins of her horse.

“There are servants within the mountain,” Azid said, addressng Maximilian once more. “ They are not
associated with the Coil. We have made as much as possible comfortable for you, but we had few hands
for the task, and there was no means possible to prepare chambers and beds for your entire force. | am
afraid that while there will be space and chambers enough for them, they may have to make their own
beds.”

“I am grateful for what you have done, Azid, thank you,” Maximilian said.
Azie looked at Axis. “You are Axis SunSoar, | believe?”
Maximilian gpologized for not introducing Axis and StarDrifter, and made good hiserror.

“Such legends,” Azid said, smiling and nodding his head a both men. Then he addressed Ishbel once
more.

“I'loved you, Ishbdl. | needed to say that. | love you still—all the more reason, | think, for Maximilian to
want megone.” His eyeswere twinkling merrily now. “Be happy, Ishbel, and don’t revert to the woman
you once were—too scared to take life in both hands. ..and too scared to love.”

He gathered the reins of hishorse. “Maximilian,” he said, “the mountain isyours. Raise its ghosts, people
its corridors with memory, and unwind itsterror into the sky. And respect it, for without that, the
mountain will murder you.”

Without waiting for aresponse, Aziel pushed the dozing horseinto awalk and turned its head for the
road westward.

“Azid!” 1shbe called, but she made no attempt to moveto hisside, and Azid rode on through the ranks
of slent armed horsemen, until eventualy he reached empty road.

CHAPTER TWO
Serpent’s Nest

A ssoon as Azid had gone, Maximilian gave the order to enter the mountain, and for the next haf an
hour Axis concerned himsalf with moving the army forward. Inardle ternatively rode at his side or out to




outlying unitsto relay hisorders. Axiskept an eye on her, but was not worried about either her fitness or
her reception. The Isembaardians and the Emerald Guard had never had a problem with her, and the
Icarii had accepted her in the five days since StarDrifter had made his dramatic apology. It was a
grudging acceptance, and overlaid with coolness, but at least Inardle and the I carii had managed to get
themsalves to a point where they were prepared to consider the possibility of mutud regard if not outright
friendship.

Inardle was adso much better physicaly. She' d recovered well from the bruising and swelling of her arm
and shoulder, dthough thewing gill gave her, and Garth, some concern. Garth said the tendons were
hedling better than expected, but he was noncommittal when Axis pressed him privately about whether or
not Inardle might fly again.

Maximilian and Ishbel rode ahead, and entered Serpent’ s Nest' sfirst. Axis was some fifty or Sixty paces
behind them, and he and Inardle rode into Serpent’ s Nest together.

It was extraordinary.

Axis hadn’t known quite what to expect. They’ d had the opportunity to study Serpent’s Nest for two
days before actually arriving—it had appeared as a purple smudge on the horizon two dawns ago—and
al he could make out of it wasits massveness...and the sense of magic that pervaded it. Today, as
they’ d ridden to their meeting with Azidl, Axis had seen the road doping itsway up the lower part of the
mountain to aset of two huge wooden gates, but not much else apart from the world of rock that
extended skyward.

But once through the gates. ..

AXxis firstimpresson was of adeeper sense of magic. The second was that he and Inardle had ridden
into aforecourt that was aready far too crowded. They pulled their horses over to afar side and sat
looking around.

The gates led into asemicircular forecourt, its straight back wall being formed by the mountain itsdlf.
There were three large arched openingsin thiswall, and Axis spotted Egalion walking out of one of them.
He cdlled the captain of the Emeradd Guard over.

“Egdion?Wheat is beyond those arches?’

“Another court, much larger than thisone,” said Egalion. “ And beyond that are gates and doors and
archways leading to stables, kitchens, corridors...| don't know what else. It'shuge. Ishbel isinthefar
court, trying to direct people and horses.” He grinned. “ She’ slosing her temper.”

Axischuckled. “I'll stay out of her way for the time being, then. Inardle, would you go and try to get
some sense of where she's sending people? Of where are stables and dormitories, where halls and
chambers? Of where people are actudly going? We'll meet up again...ah, find us a chamber, would you,
if you can dare Ishbd’ s temper? And send me word once you have one, and we can meet there once dl
thisfuss has died down.”

She nodded, riding her horse toward one of the archways leading to the court beyond. Axiswatched her
go, checking her wings and shoulder for any frost.

But there was none, and, satisfied that she wasin no immediate discomfort, Axis|ooked back to Egdion.

“Can you send a unit of your Guard to assess the defenses, Egalion? So far as| can see, thisisthe only
entrance to the mountain, but | need to be sure.”



Egalion nodded, and strode off.

Axiswent back to hissilent sudy of the mountain as men and horses moved about him, and I carii
dropped down from the sky to land on wall tops and ridges.

It looked like amountain at first glance. There appeared to be little above the structures of the forecourt
and archways save dabs of rock.

But if he narrowed his eyes, Axis could almost see the structure beneath. The “mountain,” the rock, was
afdsehood.

Elcho Fdling waited.

Axis jumped down from his horse, then led it through the confusion of the forecourt, under one of the
arches, and into the even greater confusion of the inner courtyard.

It took five or Six hoursto sort everyone out. Axis saw Inardle from time to time, either talking with

Ishbel or various commanders within the ranks of the Emerald Guard and the Isembaard contingent. She
stopped at one point to confer with Ezekid, and laughed at something he said, and Axiswas glad that she
was relaxed enough, and confident enough, to smile with the |sembaardian generd.

The chaos of the inner courtyard gradually abated as various units were assigned, and then directed to,
quarters within the mountain. Axis met Inardle briefly on the steps of the main staircase leading deeper
into the mountain, where she gave him directions to achamber she' d managed to obtain for them.

“What do you think?’ he said to her, nodding about them.

“Of the mountain?”

“yes”

She amiled again, transforming her face. “It' sexcited.”
“You'reexcited, | think,” he said, returning her smile.

“Yes | am, but the mountainisaswell. It knows Maximilianishere.”
“Perhaps. Has everyone found quarters?’

“Yes. Azid |eft servants here who have been scurrying about leading people to chambers and
dormitories. Ishbel has been ahelp, too. Axis, the mountain is huge. ..there are doorways and corridors
and vast chambers everywhere. What Maximilian brought with him today will take up only a hundredth of
the space available, if that.”

“I’'m going to find Egalion, and then Maxd. Get somerest, Inardie. Y ou are starting to ook tired.”
All her diffidencereturned. “I’m not sotired.”

“Get someres, Inardle” Axistouched her cheek, then ran lightly down the stairs, calling out to Egdlion,
who was crossing afar corner of the courtyard.



Axisfound Maximilian in the early evening in amassive space deegp in the mountain. The chamber was
floored in smooth buffed stone and had a great domed roof of roughly chiseled rock. When Axis entered,
closng the door quietly behind him, Maximilian was standing in the center of the space, looking a afar
wall where hung chains and ropes.

Thefloor just beneath the restraints was discol ored.

Maximilian turned very dightly as he heard Axiswalk up behind him. “I1t isvery quiet here,” he said.
“Very peaceful. Very ill.”

“What isthisplace?” Axisasked.

“It isthe Cail’ sReading Room,” said Maximilian. He nodded at the restraints hanging from the wall.
“That iswhere Ishbel caused her victimsto be chained, and where she disemboweled them, and where
they died in agony while Lister pretended grest wisdom and beneficence and spoke to her through the
windings of their bowels.”

Axislooked at Maximilian curioudy, not sure how to respond.

“Oh, | have made my peace with Ishbel’ s past, Axis,” Maximilian said. “1 sand hereand fed...dightly
saddened, | think, that thisiswhat Elcho Faling cameto for so many hundreds of years.”

“What will you dowithit?" Axissad.

“Beforel raise Elcho Fdling,” Maximilian said, “1shbel will need to unwind the taint of the Coil from the
mountain. Shewill cleanseit, so that Elcho Falling can rise anew. This chamber, and anything that has any
association with the Coil, will be destroyed.”

“Whereislshbe now?’
“Gonevigting her old haunts, | believe. Goneto St in empty chambers and reflect.”

Then Maximilian smiled, that sudden, unexpected expression which lit up hisface. “But enough of the
past. What has Egdion said?’

“ About the defenses?”’

Maximilian nodded. “ And stores, and whatever it iswe need to maintain apossble segeinthis
place—although unless Armat arrives within the next day or so | doubt Serpent’s Nest will need to
contend with asiege”

“Wadll, the newsis mostly good. The only entrance into the mountain is viathe gates we entered by,
unless Armat wants to set his men to weeks of mountain climbing. The gates themselves can be shut,
barred, and bolted, and each has a strong meta portcullis which can be lowered into position to reinforce
it. The gate access to the inner courtyard likewise. The mountain is easily defensble—Armat would lose
most of hismen just trying to get them in the gates.”

“So he'll need to talk us out with sweet words.”
“Very sweet words.”
“And stores?’

“Egalion says the mountain is extraordinary. The cellars and basements are packed with dry goods and
salted and smoked mests and preserves. There are aso wells deep under the mountain which will



provide fresh drinking water for many months, if not years. Even the horsesarewell provided with hay
and grain gores. | have no ideawhere Aziel would have—"

“The mountain provided them, Axis”

“Wall, if it could do this as Serpent’ s Ne<t, then | can only expect that as Elcho Fdling it will wrestle
Armét to the ground for us, aswell.”

Maximilian laughed, the sound ringing through the cavernous chamber. “Don’'t get your hopes up, Axis.”
“When will you raise Elcho Faling, Maxd?’

“Intwo or three days. I’'m not going to waste time.”

“BroadWing tellsmethat Armat is perhaps that distance behind us.”

“Then hewill get agood showing for hisarrival, eh? Have you heard anything of Georgdi?’

“Yes. One of the Icarii scouts reported him two days to the south. He has perhaps twenty thousand men
with him, Maxel, and, knowing the Outlanders, they’ Il be exceptiond fighters. Stars alone knows where
Georgdi found them—the man isextreordinary.”

“Then pray he gets here before Armat, because | doubt Armat will be kind enough to just wave
Georgdi’ s twenty thousand through the ranks of the besiegers.”

“Have you heard anything about Eleanon and the Ledfast?’ Axissaid.

Maximilian nodded. “ Eleanon contacted me briefly earlier today. He says heis bringing the Ledfast
fightersinthisevening.”

Axisgrunted.
“Be careful with Eleanon, Axis.”

“What? 1 shouldn’t hurt hisfeelings? | will be as careful as needed, Maxe, but | won't coddle him. He'll
have to accept BroadWing's command, and somehow, somehow, they’ re going to have to be ready to
fight within theweek if Armat doeswhat we expect. It isn't long enough to transform them into
usefulness. Oh, don't look at melikethat. | will be careful enough.”

“Have you heard from StarHeaven, Axis? It has been aweek, surely, since sheleft.”

“Just occasiona reports as she and her companions flew south. They should bein the area of the
Sdamaan Passnow.” Axis paused, shifting alittle uneasily on hisfeet. “1 should hear from her soon.”

“Let me know once you do, Axis. | do not like this silence from the south.”
Axis nodded. “Do you need me anymore tonight?’

Maximilian smiled. “No. Go back to your Lealfast lover. Her wing...?’
“Isheding, but we gtill do not know if she'll be ableto fly again.”
Maximilian nodded. “Good night then, Axis.”

CHAPTER THREE




Serpent’s Nest

| nardle stood at the bal ustrading on the balcony of the chamber she' d acquired for hersdf and Axis. It
was very high up the mountain, and she stared below her, mesmerized by the space, the fdl, thelift of the
wind asit roseinto the twilight. She shifted closer to therailing, Stting down onit, leaning out alittle,
spreading her wings, wondering if she dared heal hersdf for long enough so that she could snatch afew
moments flight into the—

Suddenly someone grabbed her arm and hauled her back to safety.

“Stars, Inardlel What were you doing?’

She pulled her arm from Axis' grasp. “1 was safe. | wouldn’t havefalen.”
Axiswas gill staring at her, and Inardle redlized how frightened he' d been. “I’'m sorry.”
“Y our wing isn't stable enough to support you, Inardle.”

“I know, Axis.” The guilt was biting even degper now. How could shetell Axisthat she would have been
fine, that it would have taken only afraction of her power to hed her wing then and there so she could
take to the skies? Inardle was very much afraid that she might have to allow herself to remain crippled,
just to keep Axis at her side.

“Stars,” he muttered, and turned away alittle.

Inardle didn’'t know what to say. She was sorry he was angry with her, but shewas aso alittle flattered
that he had been that frightened. “1’ll be more careful, Axis.”

Hetook a deep breath, letting go his fear-driven anger, and nodded. “ Has Garth seen your shoulder and
wing sncewe ve arived?’

“Y es. He was here about an hour ago. He gave me a massage.”
“Good for him. What did he say about the wing?’

“That neither he nor | would know for aweek or moreif it would heal enough for flight. How is
Maximilian?’

Axisgavealittle shrug. “Heiswel enough. He says he will raise Elcho Falling within two or thee days.”

Something in his face softened as he regarded her. “ Cometo bed,” he said, and Inardle smiled, relieved
they had moved past the subject of her wing.

“How well you have made your new bed, sster.”

Inardle gave a soft cry, waking from her light deep with ajerk, trying to disentangle herself froman
equally disoriented Axis.

“Shit!” she heard Axis muitter.
Eleanon, she said to her brother, keeping the communication blocked from Axis, you have returned.

We have apart to play here, sster, he said. Remember it.



Axis managed to Sit up, swing hislegs over the side of the bed, and draw the sheet over Inardi€'s
nakedness al in the one smooth movement.

“Eleanon,” he said, “do you take every open balcony door asan invitation?’

“I could sensemy sister in here,” Eleanon said. He was standing just inside the doorway, outlined in
moonlight, and now he made hisow way insgde as Axisrose and pulled on apair of trousers. “1 had no
ideain what company | would find her.” He paused. “Nor that | would find her so injured.”

Axis had found ataper and used it to light alamp, and he picked it up and moved closer to Eleanon.
“Haveyou seen Maximilian?’ hesad.

“Not yet,” said Eleanon. | thought to greet my sister firdt. Inardle, what has happened to your wing?
And your shoulder...it moves siffly...who has beaten you? Axis?’

Stopit, Eleanon, Inardle said to him. Don't toy with either me or him.
“Eleanon,” Inardlesaid. *Y ou need to see Maximilian—"

“Has Axis got you so firmly under his command that now you echo his every word, sster?” Eleanon said.
“Have you forgotten that you are L edfast, and not I carii, to fawn so at hisfeet?’

“That isenough, Eleanon,” Axis snapped. “What the hell do you think you' re doing? Y ou are under
Maximilian’ s ultimate command, and benegth that, under mine. And under me, had you thought to make
some enquiries before you started to make yet afurther fool of yourself, you would find yoursalf under
Inardle’ scommand as my lieutenant.”

“My, my,” Eleanon said softly, hiseyesdiding to Inardle. “ She has done well for hersdlf, has she not.”
Inardle met his eyeswithout aflinch.

Axis stopped himsdf from hitting Eleanon only by reminding himsdlf that Inardle was present. “ Get out of
here, Eleanon. Y ou need to see Maximilian. He is expecting you.”

“Asyou and my sster were not,” Eleanon said, now edging toward the bal cony door.
“In the morning, you can report back tome,” Axissaid. “Now get out!”

Eleanon paused in the doorway. “ Do you think the StarMan actudly caresfor you, Inardle? Do you think
you are anything but adight diversion before he reunites with hisonly lover, Azhure? He will break your

With that, he was gone.

Axisturned back to Inardle. “I’'m sorry.”

Inardle was not sure what he was apologizing for. She gave adight shrug. “It does't matter.”

Axis sat down on the bed, studying her carefully. “What he said at the end about Azhure, does matter.”

Inardlie did not look at him. She didn’t want to talk about Azhure. All she wanted to do now was think
about Eleanon, and what his arrival meant.

Choices.



“We ve become very good at making love,” Axis said softly, “but not so good at talking. Y ou asked me
once, that night you first cameto my bed, if you were anovelty to me. | meant it when | said no. Neither
areyou areplacement for alost love, nor are you someone with whom | am merely marking time until, as
Eleanon put it, | reunite with the only woman | have ever loved.”

He gave ashort laugh. “ Azhure hasn't ever been the only woman | have loved, Inardle, and | wasn't
awaystrueto her. And sheisdead, now, and | no longer so. Welivein different worlds. | do not yearn
for her, and—"

“Does sheyearn for you, do you think?’

“Perhgps,” Axissaid, “but | cannot live my life here wondering what Azhureisthinking or doing. Wheat |
do here makes no differenceto her, or to what sheisfeding.”

Inardle remembered dl the stories she had heard of Axis. How he' d justified hurting both Faraday and
Azhure by thinking he could have both. She thought of what 1shbel had told her about Salome afew days
ago, when they’ d broken their day’ sride to share amedl of bread and cheese at noon, how Salome's
grandmother had been aformer and discarded lover of Axis and StarDrifter’ swho had cometo a
terrible desth because of their lack of care.

Axis, Inardlefully redlized, could judtify anything to himself a any point, if he wanted it badly enough.
Ascanl.
“I don't care about Azhure,” she said, dill not looking a Axis.

He did over the bed to her, running soft fingers over her face, smoothing her touded hair back over her
forehead. “ Y es, you do,” hesaid. “And you shouldn’t, Inardle, you shouldn’t.”

He kissed her jaw, running his mouth down to her neck.
Inardle shuddered, wishing that, just sometimes, she could control her reaction to him.

“I love the taste of your frost,” he whispered, one of his hands now pushing the sheet away from her
breasts.

So much for talking about Azhure, Inardle thought, or about what we fedl for each other, or mean each
to the other.

“Axis...” shesad, trying to find the strength to push him away and the courage to findly speak some
truth to him, but suddenly he sprang back from her anyway, and stared into the night.

“My brother has decided he wants to be born,” he said.

There was no deeping after that, nor lovemaking, nor talk of how they felt for each other, nor any
revelations of truth. Axis pulled on his shirt and boots, and paced restlessy about the chamber before
findly dumping into achair.

Inardle sighed, as softly as she could, and rose, and washed and dressed aswell.

“Y ou don't want to go to StarDrifter?’ she asked Axisfinally asthey sat in their respective chairsin
oppaosite corners of the dimly lit chamber.



He shook hishead. “ StarDrifter iswith Sdlome. There sjust the two of them.”
“No midwife?”

Another shake of Axis head. “ Sdome needs no midwife. StarDrifter isal she needs, to Sing out my
brother.”

A shiver ran down Inardi€ sspine. *Y ou can sensewhat is happening?’

“yes”

“And thebirthisgoing well?’

“My brother isbeing born, yes. It isgoing well enough.”

He was very much on edge, and Inardle wondered about it. “Y ou’ ve had brothers before.”
He glanced at her then, very coal, and Inardle thought she might have gonetoo far.

“Two brothers” he said. “Borneheld and Gorgrael. Both of them brought their worlds, and mine, to
ruin.”

“I am sure this new brother will not—"
“Who knowswhat any of StarDrifter’ ssonswill bring.”
“Axis, what' swrong? Do you want meto leave?’

“No. | do not want you to leave, Inardle.” He sighed, stretching out hislegs. “1 have been StarDrifter’s
only son, only reputable son for so long that perhaps | now find it hard to accept he has another.”

It was a glib enough statement, and Inardle accepted it only because it was obviousthat Axis did not
want to elaborate on how heredly felt.

She settled back in her chair aswell.

Two or three hours passed.

It was close to dawn when Inardle woke with astart. She was stiff and sore from having dept in the
chair, and for amoment was disoriented and uncertain of her surroundings.

Then sheredized Axiswas standing in the middle of the chamber, looking toward the door which led to
theinternd corridor.

It opened, and StarDrifter and Salome entered.
StarDrifter was carrying a blanket-wrapped bundle.

Inardle sat up warily in the chair. She was certain that whatever scene wasto follow she should not be
here, and glanced at the bal cony door.

Don't, Axiswhispered in her mind. Stay. Don't fall.
“Very wdl,” Inardle murmured. She thought about standing, then decided that Sitting unobtrusively inthe



chair was probably the best she could manage under the circumstances.
StarDrifter and Salome, who by now had advanced to where Axis stood, ignored her completely.
“Look,” StarDrifter said softly, and held out the baby to Axis.

Axis hestated, then took the child, balancing StarDancer in his arms before singing him a snatch of
melody.

Inardie looked at Salome. She, like StarDrifter, was gazing at the child. Shelooked very weary, but aso
happy, and leaned in againgt StarDrifter asif he were the center of her world.

It brought sudden tearsto Inardl€’ s eyes, and she had to look down and brush them away.
“StarDancer,” Axissaid, then he turned around, held the baby out, and said, “Inardi€?’

Inardle stared, unable to believe he would do this. She rose, managed to wak over, and took the child
into her ams.

“You've not held ababy before,” StarDrifter said.

“Not one asimportant asthis,” said Inardle, dthough StarDrifter was correct enough. She wasterrified
shewas going to drop him and, worse, was unsettled by the knowing look in the boy’ s eyes. She
supposed he was pretty enough, for ababy, but those deep blue eyes, fixed on hers...

Inardle—what secretsyou hide!

It was StarDancer, and Inardle jerked, badly enough that Axis reached out and took the baby from her.
He caught her eyes as he did so, and she saw empathy there.

Gods, shethought, hehasnoideaat al.

“Heisabeautiful boy,” said Axis, handing him straight back to hisfather. “How joyous you must be.”

That might have sounded better, thought Inardle, if Axis voice had actually been somewhat happy
instead of wooden.

StarDrifter gave his son acryptic smile, then he and Salome said aquiet good night and |eft the chamber.
Nether Axisnor Inardle said anything for along minute.
“S0,” Inardle said findlly, desperate for something to say, “you have abrother.”

“S0,” said Axis, turning away from her and waking over to the chair where was draped his jacket, “I
have abrother.”

CHAPTER FOUR
Serpent’s Nest

| shbel sat in the room that had been hers as archpriestess. It was dawn outside now, the light filtering
through the shuttered windows, and Ishbel was cold and stiff from having sat virtually unmoving for eight
or nine hours.




She had not dept indl that time.

Instead she had been remembering—nher life as archpriestess, asanovice, and asthe girl before Azid

had rescued her and brought her to Serpent’ s Nest. She remembered how the Serpent god had exhorted
her to leave the mountain to marry an unknown and meaningless king on the other side of the continent,
and how she had railed againgt that fate.

She remembered how she had clung to the promise that one day she would return home.
And here shewas.

Thisroom had been everything to Ishbe for al her years as archpriestess. Within itswalls she had found
peace and security, and forgetfulness from the horrors of her childhood. When she had left to go to
Maximilian, 1shbel had visudized hersdf coming back to thisroom, over and over, flinging open the door
and sinking down to the bed to bury her facein her beloved old pillow, finding peace and security once
more.

To come home.
She had wanted to come home so much.

Ishbel had assumed that she would feel something when she reentered the room. Not the incandescent
joy she' d once thought, but perhaps some lingering sweetness.

But there had been nothing.

The room had been astranger to her. It was empty of everything—memories, emotion, meaning. Ishbel
had lived over twelve years within this room, but she could barely remember any of it.

Everything had changed.

She became aware that it wasanew day. Very dowly Ishbel rose from the chair, pausing now and again
as amuscle twinged or atendon creaked.

| am getting old, she thought, and was then consumed with sadness at that realization. Not so old, surely,
not yet.

She walked to the twin windows, folding back the shutters and closing her eyesfor along moment to
enjoy theflood of new-day sunlight on her face. Then, ill a the windows, she looked to the west.

There was nothing on the horizon, but surdly Armat couldn’t be far away.
Armat and Ravenna

Turning away from the window, Ishbel walked to amirror hung on the oppositewall. Her hair had been
neetly coiled about her head when she’ d sat down, but at some point during the night the pins had
loosened, and now hair hung in some disarray about her face. She smoothed the hair away, studying the
new lines around her eyes and mouth.

Lines of strain, and experience, and pain and love.

Tearsflooded her eyes, and she rubbed them away, then suddenly pulled al the pinsfrom her hair and
shook her head, the hair tumbling down around her shoulders and back.

Taking adeep breath, she leaned closer to the mirror, tilting her head so that the brightening sunlight



illumed the crown of her head, then carefully parted the hair.

When she' d been archpriestess, Ishbel had done this severa timesaweek a dawn. It had been a
comfort to her, and apride, and a reassurance.

It was not something she’ d done at al since she' d left Serpent’ s Nest to marry Maximilian, and most
certainly not whenever she'd been living with him ashiswife.

She' d dways been most careful about brushing her hair in Maximilian’ s presence.
Now she studied her scalp, frowning into the mirror, fingers parting the hair thisway and that.
It was gone.

When Ishbd had been inducted into the Coil as a priestess, she had been marked with the sign of the
Serpent: acoiled serpent rising to strike. But because the Great Serpent had told Aziel that one day
Ishbel would be required to leave Serpent’ s Nest and live among ordinary people, they had marked her
carefully so that the mark would not be observable.

When she wasfifteen, Aziel had shaved Ishbd’ s head, and marked her entire scalp with the sign of the
serpent.

Then her hair had gradualy grown back, hiding the mark, dthough Ishbel could dways seeit when she'd
parted her hair and |ooked.

But now it was gone. Faded away, just asthe mark of the Manteceros had faded from Maximilian's
biceps.
It was gone, and she was glad.

It wastime to move on. The mark had gone, her former life was gone, and everything it had ever meant
to her was gone.

There was only one place that was home now.

Rearranging her hair into aloose plait over one shoulder, Ishbel straightened her gown, then left the
room, closing the door behind her.

She did not once look back as she waked down the corridor.

Ishbel went to the chamber Madarin had found for her, washed, dressed carefully in afresh gown, and
combed out her hair, redressing it in the long plait.

Shewent first to see Sdlome.

“I knew you' d had the baby,” 1shbdl said, sitting in achair close by Sdome, who was nursing the child.
StarDrifter was leaning against the wall just to one side of Sdlome' s chair, watching both hiswife and the
baby, and Ishbel was not even sure that he was aware she had entered the room.

Sdome raised her eyesfrom her son and looked at 1shbd. “Y ou can ill have him, if you like”

Ishbel smiled, alittle sadly, remembering the jest Sdlome had made that day they’ d become friends.
Ishbel had Htill been grieving over theloss of her daughter (was still grieving over the loss of her daughter)



and Salome had pretended indifference to her own pregnancy and offered the baby to Ishbel.
“Maximilian might be suspicious” Ishbel said, carrying onthe jest.

“Y ou will have another baby, one day,” said Salome. “I had Ezra, and had thought that ended my
childbearing, but then my life ended and began anew, and with it came this baby.”

“Doyou think so?’ Ishbdl said softly, her eyes till on StarDancer, who had now finished his suckling and
had turned his head to regard Ishbel.

Salome wiped her son’smouth. “I am certain so, I1shbel. Why, it would take less than an hour to walk up
to Maximilian, ano—"

“Didn’t you give methis advice before?” Ishbd said.

“At least we are consstent,” StarDrifter said, finally acknowledging Ishbel’ s presence. He leaned over
Sdome and lifted the child gently from her arms. “Look at my son, Ishbdl. Is he not beautiful 7’

“Heisvery beautiful indeed,” said Ishbdl. “And so aware.”
“Would you liketo hold him?’ StarDrifter said.
“No,” sad Ishbd. “Do you mind?’

“| understand,” said StarDrifter.

Ishbel left Sdome and StarDrifter shortly after, and went in search of Maximilian. Shefound himina
large chamber that overlooked the inner courtyard and beyond, to the road that led west and up which
Armat would approach. Axis, Egaion, BroadwWing, and Ezekid were with him, sharing some breskfast
over charts spread on alarge centrd table.

The men looked up as she entered, but she waved them into silence, indicating she would wait until
they’ d finished, then helped hersdlf to teaand breskfast from aside table.

She sat hersalf down on abench by awindow, eating and drinking slently as the men continued their
discusson.

“Eleanon arrived last night,” Axissaid.

“I saw him,” Maximilian said. He paused, grinning alittlewryly. “Hewasin anill temper.”
“Wel,” said Axis. “He' d just seen me. I'd shouted a him.”

“Hewas upset about Inardle,” said Maximilian.

“Eleanon isstill upset about making an utter fool of himsalf with Armat,” said Axis.

“Has he reported to you, BroadWing?’ Maximilian asked, and BroadWing nodded.

“We have exchanged greetings, and afew cautiouswords,” BroadWing said. “We agreed to meet again
once | have done here.”

Maximilian talked briefly about reawakening Elcho Faling intwo days' time, then the meeting broke up,
leaving Maximilian donewith 1shbd.



“Youlook tired,” hesaid.
“I have been up dl night, thinking.”
“And?’ Maximiliansad.

“Thelshbel you married iswdll and truly dead, Maxel. The new one has decided she cannot wait for the
rebirth of Elcho Flling.”

CHAPTER FIVE
Serpent’s Nest

E leanon found BroadWing almost as soon asthe Icarii birdman had eft the meeting with Axis.
BroadWing nodded at Eleanon, then indicated a doorway through to a public balcony which was for the
moment empty of anyoneelse.

“It has been difficult, to return,” said Eleanon. “It isnot in my nature to ask for help, or accept that | might
not bedl that | could be.”

BroadWing said nothing, regarding Eleanon with sharp eyes.

“My fighters, the twelve thousand | haveleft, wait close,” said Eleanon, and BroadWing glanced out into
the sky, seeing the grayish haze of the dmost invisible Ledfast drifting through the sky &t the base of a
nearby cloud.

“They areyours,” Eleanon said.

BroadwWing brought his eyes back to the L edfast man. He was il very unsure of Eleanon...but he had
learned to respect Inardle, dmost to like her, and he supposed that he could manage that with this one,
too.

“I want them quartered with the Strike Force,” said BroadWing. “I do not want separate forces, just one
integra force. Do you see that bal cony thirty paces higher and to the left?”

Eleanon glanced, then nodded.

“That leads into the Strike Force' slodgings,” BroadWing said.

He pausad significantly.

Eleanon looked a him, hesitated, then nodded. He lifted a hand and gestured into the sky.

A moment later the Ledfast fighters began to materidize in the air, banking their wings on an gpproach to
the higher bacony.

“Good,” said BroadWing. “I will address them shortly. From now on, you answer to me. The Lealfast
fighters now are members of the Strike Force, and | am commander of the Strike Force. Y ou no longer
command the Ledfadt fighters”

“Of course,” said Eleanon.
“Y ou are being more cooperative than I’ d thought,” BroadWing said.
“Y ou have no idea how guilty | fed about what happened when | led the Ledfast into Armat’ strap,”



Eleanon said. “I havelain deeplessover it. | need to make amends—not to you or Axis, or even
Maximilian—but to the Ledfast who survived that nightmare. They have great potentid, BroadWing.
They will learn quickly and without murmur. Aswill |. BroadWing,” Eleanon hesitated, then went on, “it
has been along road to admit to mysalf just how skilled the Strike Forceis. | can learn from you, | want
to learn from you....everything you have to teach me. My loydty isto you, and then to Maximilian
Perasmius and Elcho Falling.”

BroadWing relaxed. There had not been afalse note in that speech. He rested a hand on Eleanon’s
shoulder. “Wewill gart this afternoon,” he said, “and | shal show you how the Strike Force will defend
Elcho Fdling against whatever that damned glass pyramid can throw againgt it.”

CHAPTER S X
Salamaan Pass, and Serpent’s Nest

StarHeaven, closely accompanied by her three Icarii companions, banked her wingsto prevent further
descent, and hovered in astonishment a hundred paces above the northern entrance to the Salamaan
Pass.

A largearmy waswinding itsway out of the Pass, moving north.

“They’'re Isembaardians,” said BrokenHlight, one of StarHeaven's companions.

“Yes” said StarHeaven, “and look whoisriding at their head! Isit Isaiah? | have not seen him before.”
“Itlookslikeit,” said BrokenFlight, “but it can’'t be. HE sdead.”

“Apparently not,” StarHeaven murmured. She thought for aminute, deciding what to do. “BrokenFlight,
you and the others stay here. | need someoneto report back to Axisif | don’t come back.”

“StarHeaven,” said SureSong, another of the Icarii, “that may not be Isaiah. It may be a phantasm.”

“I know,” StarHeaven said softly, then began her descent.

Isaiah pulled hisstdlion to ahalt, dmost unable to believe that an I carii woman was spirding down from
the sky.

Thank the gods!

“And pray to the gods that sheis an Enchanter,” Isaiah muttered. “Plesse, plesse, let her bean
Enchanter.”

And please, please, let it beintime.
“Whoisit?’ Lamiah sad, pulling hishorsein beside Isaiah’s.

“Oneof thelcarii,” said Isaiah. “ At last we'll get some news. ..and hope we can get some news out.
Take your hand off your sword, Lamiah. She means no harm.”

Lamiah hestated, then did as Isaiah asked. In the four days since he’ d met 1saiah coming out of
Isembaard, Lamiah had to al intents and purposes handed command of the
one-hundred-thousand-strong army back to Isaiah. There had been no overt discussion of this, but Isaiah



hed taken command upon himsdlf, and Lamiah had just dlowed it.

It had, in the end, been the easiest thing to do. The first time that 1 saiah had issued acommand to
Lamiah’smenin front of Lamiah, Lamiah had opened his mouth to protest...and then closed it asIsaiah
had sent him a hard look.

It had been the easiest thing to do, alowing Isaiah control, and no onein the chain of command had
questioned it.

Now Lamiah looked curioudy at the winged woman who had landed some distance away and was
approaching Isaiah and Lamiah cautioudy.

“Who are you?’ the woman asked |saiah as she stopped three or four paces away from his horse.
“Isaiah,” hesad, “Tyrant of awasteland.”

“You'redead,” thewoman said.

“Lessened,” said Isaiah, “but not dead. You are...?’

“StarHeaven,” shesad. “Isaiah—"

“StarHeaven,” Isaiah said, “thank the gods, an Enchanter. Listen to me, please. | have astory to tell you
and amessage | need to get to Maximilian assoon as| can. Are you ableto do that for me?’

“| can get amessage to Axis, and through him to Maximilian,” said StarHeaven. “1 can do that fairly
quickly.”

Isaiah dismounted from the horse. “Lamiah,” he said, “can you continue the march north?I’ll rgoinyouin
an hour or two. | need to tell StarHeaven what | know.”

Lamiah nodded and, as | saiah moved StarHeaven to one side, waved the column forward.

“StarHeaven,” Isaiah said as soon asthey were safely out of theway. “How long isit snce you have
been with Maximilian' s column?’

“A week, perhaps.”
“And when you left, had Maximilian and 1shbel renewed their marriage?’

“No,” shesad, “they are close, but something still makesthem hesitate.” She shrugged. “No Icarii would
act that way.”

Isaiah dmogt sagged in relief. “ StarHeaven, listen closdly, for | have atdeto tdl that you need to get
back to Maximilian’s ears as soon as you can.”

“I want to show you something,” Ishbel said to Maximilian, who now sat on the bench beside her, and
she unwound her plait and loosened her hair.

“I was marked,” she said, “and you ran your hands over it many times, but never saw it or intuited it.”
“Your scap,” hesad.
“You knew?’



Maximilian laughed. “Well, thefact that you are talking about your hidden mark while shaking your hair
loose gavemeahint.”

“Oh, wdll, yes. Look.”

Maximilian hesitated, then took Ishbel’ s bowed head in gentle hands, parting the hair. “I can’'t see
anything”

“No.” Ishbel lifted her head and Maximilian lowered his hands. “1 looked thismorning,” she continued,
“for thefirst timesncel left Serpent’'sNest, and it isgone.”

Maximilian sat glent, looking at her.

“I sat intheroom I'd had as archpriestess, Maxd. Sat there al night. | had yearned for that room so
much, yearned to come home.”

“I know,” he said softly.

“But...last night...there was nothing I eft there for me. It was empty.” She paused. “What | had once
been was gone. Empty.”

“I know you' d wanted to see how you felt when you came back here.”

“I was sure | would fed something. Sadness. Regret. Sweetness, perhaps. But there was nothing at all.
Just emptiness.” Another pause. “ And when | redlized that, Maxd, | grew fearful .”

Agan he sat dlent, regarding her.

“I thought that perhaps | had left it too long. That | had missed the bridge that would lead from thelife |
hed lost to—"

Maximilian leaned forward and kissed her, very gently. “Bemy wife, Ishbd.”
“I’ve been so angry at you, Maxel, and so scared of you. | am till scared.”
“Of what?’

“I am terrified of once more ruining amarriage with you. | don't think | can survive again the pain we
caused each other thelast time.”

“No one can guarantee anything, 1shbel. We can smply do our best.”

“No secrets?”’

“No. So confessto me whatever remaining secrets you have kept hidden, Ishbel.”

“| stole my mother’ s favorite brooch when | wasfive,” said Ishbel. “I hid it in theflour jar.”
Maximilian smiled. “1 can livewith that.”

“Thisisproving easier than | expected.”

“That is because we are making a more honest start thistime.”

Ishbel took a deep breath, and nodded. “1 have loved you for so long, Maxel.”



“And | you, and we both needed to say that, very badly.” Maximilian took her face between his hands,
and kissed her again, very gently.

“What now?’ Ishbel said, when he drew back.

StarHeaven had gone utterly white. She stared at Isaiah, unwilling to believe what he had told her.

“I don’'t need you to believeit,” Isaiah said. “1 just need you to passit on to Axisand from him to
Maximilian. Can you do that?’

She nodded, her eyes huge.
1] NW!
Again StarHeaven nodded. “1 need somewhere quiet. Somewhere...”

“Ohfor gods sakes,” said Isaiah. Hewaved hisarm at the three I carii he could see overhead, and they
dowly, and with obvious uncertainty, spirded down to him.

“Get her somewhere safe and quiet,” 1saiah said to them when they’ d landed. “ And when she’ s done, get
back to me.”

Axiswaswaking with Egalion and Clements by the front gates to Serpent’ s Net, checking the
portcullis.

“ Although why we bother,” Egdion said asthey stood back, watching agroup of five soldierslower the
metal gate up and down, “I don’t know. Maximilian says he will raise Elcho Faling the day after
tomorrow, and what will become of al this,” he waved ahand at the gates and the forecourt, “1 have no
idea”

“1 doubt it will be substantialy different,” said Axis. “Just.. .different.”

“Wadl,” said Clements, “that’ shelpful. But | would have thought that. .. Axis? What' swrong?’
Axis had gone very pae, and had literally swayed on hisfeet for amoment.

Egdion grabbed at hiselbow, seadying him. “Axis?’

“Itis StarHeaven,” Axissaid. “Reporting back...”

Egaion kept hishand on Axis arm, but he and Clements Stayed silent for five or Six long minutes as Axis
listened to what StarHeaven said in hismind.

“What isit, Axis?’ Egdion said as Axisfindly blinked and came out of hisfugue.

“Trouble,” Axissaid, and he pulled hisarm from Egdion’ s grip and sprinted for the inner courtyard.

He found them where he' d left them, in the chamber where Maximilian had held his morning conference.

Unfortunately, they were not quite as he d I eft them. A flush-cheeked Ishbel was Sittinginachair,



braiding her loosened hair. When she saw Axis she gave him apart secretive, part salf-satisfied smile,
then dropped her eyes.

Maximilian was standing by achair, lifting up hisjacket and diding an arm through one deeve.
Axis stared at thejacket. ..had Maximilian been wearing that earlier...or not?

Oh dars...

“Axis?’ Maximilian said. “1sthere something the matter?’

“I need to spesk with you,” Axissaid.

“What isit?” Maximilian said.

Axis hesitated, and Ishbel finished with her plait and rose. “I think he wants to speak with you aone,
Maxd.” Shewalked past Axisto the door, giving him another enigmatic smile.

“I'll seeyou tonight, Maxd,” she said, and | eft the room.
Axiswaited until the door closed.

“Maxd,” hesad, “Isaahisdive”

CHAPTER SEVEN
Serpent’s Nest

M aximilian paused in the middle of buttoning hisjacket. “Wha?’ “Isaiahisdive. I'vejust heard from
StarHeaven. Maxd, had you made love with Ishbel before | arrived?’

Thistime Maximilian just Sared & Axis.

“Maxd, | have reason to ask—the newsfrom Isaiah is gppalling, and it involves Ishbel. Do you
remember Ravenna svison?’

Maximilian findly pulled on hisjacket with an angry jerk. “Oh for al the gods sakes, don't tell melsaiah
has turned againgt 1shbel now! Has he started having visons aswell? | have had enough of peopleteling

meshewill bemy peril.”

Hepaused. “Isaiahisdive...how? Axis, St down, please, and tel me, in order, starting with the fact that

Isaiahisdive, what you know.”

Axis pulled out achair from the centra table. “Isaiah isdive. He met with what he believesto bethe
fleshly representation of DarkGlass Mountain—Isaiah said it was aman made of glass—who calls
himsdf the One. The One stripped Isaiah of his powers, which iswhat you and Ligter felt and you

interpreted as his degth. | believe thereis alengthy tale hereto betold, but StarHeaven only gave methe

absolute basics, because she, or Isaiah through her, wanted me to passto you asfast as possible the
On€ s message to you.”

Maximilian was gill ganding. “And that is?’
“The One has congtructed acurse. Isaiah stresses that it isnot a possibility, but aredity.”

“Very wel. What isthis curse?’



Axistook adeep bregth. “ This curseis powered by the fact that whatever form of flesh the One has
assumed thus far was accomplished through the death of your and Ishbel’ s daughter. Her blood—"

“Yes, yes, get onwithit.”

“If you, Maximilian Peramius, dide the Queen of Elcho Faling sring onto Ishbe’ sfinger, if you bear her
down to your bed, then so shdl sorrow and despair envelop Elcho Faling and dll it contains. The
moment you marry yourself to Ishbe again, by consummation of ring and body, then so shall the One
become Elcho Falling’ slord. And when he arrives a the gates of Elcho Faling, so shdl Ishbel crawl forth
and surrender to him dl the power and might of the citadd of Elcho Falling. It iswhat Ravennasaw in her
vison, Maxel. Y ou can do nothing to prevent this. The moment you wed Ishbel again, your fate, asthe
fate of al the lands and peoples above the FarReach Mountains, is sedled. Y ou and they shall be
wedded to the One, who controls the power of Infinity.”

Maximilian's face was expressionless ashe sared at Axis. “And thiscurseisaredity.”
“Yes Unless...”
“Unless...?

“To save Elcho Faling, theland and its peoples, you and Ishbel must present yourselvesto the One at
Sakkuth and deliver to him the Weeper—"

“Wdl, that' sasmdl impossibility now, isn't it?’
“—the crown of Elcho Falling and the Goblet of the Frogs. Y ou—"
“Thegoblet of thewhat?’

Now it was Axis turnto stare at Maximilian. Hadn't either Isaiah or Ishbe told him about the goblet?
“Maxd, you will need to ask Ishbel about the goblet. It is something that |saiah brought north with him
from Isembaard. It isjust agoblet, Maxel—"

“Just agoblet, yet the fate of Elcho Falling depends on its ddiverance to this One?’
“Maxd, thisishard enough for me asitis. Pleaselet mefinish.”
Maximilian continued to stare at Axiswith an expressionlessface.

“If you deliver yourselves, the Weeper, the crown, and the goblet to the One, then you and Ishbel will
die, but he will spare Elcho Faling and the lands above the FarReach Mountains. Maxd, isthis not what
Ravennawas trying to warn you about?’

Maximilian sent Axis such adark look that Axisfound it difficult to ask what he needed. “Maxd, have
you reconsummated your marriageto Ishbe?’

“No. Ishbel and | have not bedded for at least ayear.”
“Thank the stars!”

“Don’'t you dare say that to me!”

“Maxd—"

“Ishbel and | have made our peace, Axis. Theday | raise Elcho Falling isthe day we resume our vows.”



“Maxd, the One did everything to try and ensure I saiah did not get this messageto you intime. He
stripped Isaiah of his power, and Isaiah has had to walk across vast distances, dthough fortunately he
found ahorse left to run wild in the wilderness and managed to come faster than the One had intended.
That he then came across StarHeaven was sheer luck. Don't discard that luck! Maxd, thiscurseisa
redlity. If you liewith Ishbel then there is nothing you can do to avoid the destruction of thisentireland
save—"

“Taking ourselves down to Sakkuth with the Weeper, the crown, and this goblet of which you speak.
Yes. | heard you thefirg time. | assumethisiswhat the One wants, otherwise why tell me about this
curse? Why not just curse me and let me drift unknowing to my fate?’

“That is how Isaiah understandsiit. The One wantsyou and Ishbel in Sakkuth, with the items. Y ou may
not have the Weeper, Maxe, but perhaps you can hand to the One the keysto the Twisted Tower.”

Maximilian shot Axis yet another black look.

“TheOne,” Axis continued, “assumed that |saiah would not get the message to you intime. Maxel, you
can now avoid the curse. Very smply. Don't dide that ring onto Ishbel’ sfinger. Don't deep with her.”

Maximilian leaned forward alittle, sighed, and rubbed at hisforehead with one hand. “ Axis, if the One
has gone to these lengths, then heis vulnerable.”

“Perhaps he just wants to make sure.”

“So, what happensif, as you suggest and Ravennawants, | discard Ishbel completely, renege on any and
all promises| have madeto her, set her to one side, and refuse to attend the Onein Sakkuth?’

“Then Isaiah saysthe One will invade. He has a huge unnatural army—Isaiah has not gone into details but
| am assuming it iswhatever those millions of Skraglings have become—with which hewill swvamp this
land while you are distracted by Armat. Maxd, frankly | prefer the second option—dealing with an
invasion from the south—rather than—"

“Degtroying al my hopes by making Ishbel my wife. So, according to Isaiah, | face certain destruction via
acurse which the One assumed I saiah would not tell me about in time anyway, or | avoid the curse and
suffer probable defeat viaawar of attrition with the unnatura armies of the One.”

“| say again, Maxed, that | prefer the second option. We need to deal with Armat, and then we need to
prepare to face the armies of the One. Thereis better news which StarHeaven told me briefly. Isaiahis
moving north with Lamiah and one hundred and fifty thousand men. Heisbringing an army with him,
Maxd.”

“What for? To keep me from Ishbel’ s bed?’
“Maxd—"

“Go away and leave me, Axis. | want to think.”

The moment Axis had closed the door behind him, Maximilian stood and began pacing about the room.
Hewas furious. with Axis, with Isaiah, and with Ishbel, who had apparently kept secret an object
important enough that the One had tied it to his curse,

Was the entire world conspiring to keep him and 1shbel apart?



The curse made no sense to Maximilian. Why had the Onetold him about it? If Maximilian had the ability
to visit such acurse on his enemy, acurse which would ensure his enemy’ s defeet, then the very last thing
he would do would be to send him warning of its existence, perhgpsin timeto avoid it. Maximilian wasn't
sure that the One had assumed that 1saiah would not be in time. Everything seemed too...clumsy.

There had been too much “luck” on Isaiah’s part to get the news of the curseto Maximilian.
Intimeto prevent it.

“Shit,” Maximilian muttered, then he strode to the door.

“Ishbd?”

She turned from the window where she' d been looking for evidence of Armat’ simminent arrival.
“Maxe?1 hadn’t expected you before this afternoon. | thought you'’ d be spending the day with Josia”

“What isthe Goblet of the Frogs?’

The smile faded from her face. “Who told you—"

“Who told me doesn't matter. What isit?’

“I wasgoing to giveit to you at your crowning, Maximilian. It wasto beagift. A surprise”
“So surprise me now.”

She gave him a steady 100k, then walked over to her pack in the corner of the chamber, retrieved from it
apackage, and came back to stand before him.

“My ancestress Tirzah made thisfor Boaz, the man sheloved.” 1shbel dowly unwrapped the goblet, then
held it out to Maximilian. “And thus| giveit to you, Maxe, asagift of love.”

Hetook it in hishands, turning it about very dowly. “It isastounding.”

“Yes” Ishbd said, watching hisface carefully. “Itis. Tell me, Maxe, doesit speak to you?’
Heraised hiseyesto hers...and she knew what he must be hearing.

Hold her, soothe her, touch her, love her.

“Ittedlsme” hesad, “to commit mysdlf unto destruction.”

Ishbel blanched. “What has Axis said to you?’

Maximilian sghed. “Ishbel, will you give me the crown, too, please.”

Her face was stricken now. “I thought you wanted me to—"

“I need it only for tonight, Ishbel. Please give it to me, and then wait up for me. | will come and see you,
very late, and then | will bring both the goblet and the crown back to you. Ishbd, trust me for the next
twelve hours. Please”

“What did Axistdl you?’



“Ishbdl, | need you not to talk to Axisfor the moment. | want you to wait here until 1 come back.”

He gave her his marvelous smile then, and her eyesfilled with tears at itswarmth. “1 love you, 1shbel, but
| need to be very, very sure about something, and for that | need both the crown and the gobl et for the
day. Will you trust me?’

“Yes” shesad.

“Trust me, Ishbdl, just alittlelonger.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

Serpent’s Nest

M aximilian went back to his chamber, and told Serge and Doyle, who stood outside, that he did not
want to be disturbed.

“Not under any circumstance,” hesaid. “I don't careif Armat himself comes storming up those steps, |
must not be disturbed.”

Then hewent inside, placed the satchel with the crown in it, and the rewrapped goblet, on atable under a
window, and then sat down in achair, staring at both satchel and wrapped bundle, thinking.

After along while he closed his eyes, and hisbody relaxed.

Maximilian had gone to speak with Josain the Twisted Tower.

Maximilian roused at dusk. He came back to awareness dowly, blinking and rubbing at hisface, then
dretching out hisarms. He rose dowly, washed his face and hands, and wandered over to the window to
look out as he dried them.

Findly helooked down at the table. He unwrapped the goblet fird, setting it back on the table. He
wrapped his hand in the cloth Ishbel had used to wrap the goblet, then used his covered hand to draw
the crown out of the satchel.

Hedid not want to touch it until he used it to awaken Elcho Falling.

The crown was dmogt utterly enveloped in blackness now, with only an occasiond glint of the three
twisted golden bands.

Elcho Falling was very, very close, and for amoment Maximilian heard the pounding of the waves.
“Not yet,” he whispered.

He looked out the window again.

The sun was now halfway benesth the horizon.

He had only afew minutes.

Maximilian withdrew the queen’ sring from the inner pocket of hisjacket, placed it on thetable, then
took off hisown ring, placing that next to its mate.



He glanced out the window again.
Therewas now only the barest rim of light above the horizon.

The crown sat in the center of the table. Maximilian moved the other objects until the goblet sat behind
the crown, and the two ringsto either side.

Then, just asthe sun finaly sank below the horizon, Maximilian placed hisright hand flat on the table
before the crown and spoke a smilar incantation to the one Isaiah had used to pull Axisfrom the
Otherworld.

The chamber dimmed.
Maximilian stood straight, lifted his hand from the table, and turned to face the center of the chamber.

Instead of looking at the wall and door across the chamber, he looked into along, dim corridor that
seemed to dretch into infinity.

There weretwo figuresin its distance, and Maximilian waited as they gpproached. From timeto timethe
figuresfaded from view, asif obscured by time or difficulty, but they aways resppeared, waking steadily
forward.

Eventudly they were close enough for Maximilian to make out their festures.

The older man had dark brown hair and deep blue eyes. Maximilian’ s eyes. The younger man was much
darker, hislong black hair queued at the back of his neck, his hawkish face dominated by intense black

eyes.
Even 50, hisface held aresemblance to that of the older man.
Both of the men wore long robes of apae material, with outer robes of more colorful and heavier fabric.

They stopped just before they would have stepped from the corridor into the chamber, and then both
smultaneoudy bowed.

“My Lord of Elcho Falling,” said the older man.

Maximilian returned the bow. “ Avadamon,” he said to the older man, then helooked at the other.
13 Bw.”

“Threshold has awoken,” Boaz said.

“Yes” Maximilian sad.

“| should have destroyed it completely,” Boaz said.

“Indeed,” said Maximilian, “but what was not done was not done, and now | need your advice.”

He outlined briefly for the two men what he knew of the pyramid and its use of Kanubai. “Now aglass
man waksforth, cdling himsdf the One—"

Boaz made a soft expostulation at that.
“—and threatens me with destruction. Boaz, what is the One?’

“The One was what the Magi worshipped, my lord,” Boaz said. “We were addicted to numbers and



caculaions, and took heart in their predictability. The One—the number one—is both birth and death
withinitsdf, for it isthe number from which al other numbers and forms are born and into which they all
eventudly collapse and die. The Oneis both Crestion and Doom in single expression and form.”

“And thisiswhat now gtrides forth to confront me?’
“No,” said Avadamon, “wedon’t bdieve s0.”
“What, then?’ said Maximilian.

“We used the pyramid to touch Infinity,” said Boaz. He glanced at his father, then looked back at
Maximilian. “My lord, | think that the OneisInfinity, or a the least draws dmost completely onits
power. Heisafearful foe.”

Maximilian nodded, thinking for amoment. “Y ou know of Ishbel?’

Both men smiled. “Yes,” said Boaz, “sheisour direct descendant, born of theline of Tirzah’sand my
€ldest daughter.”

“Everyonefearsher,” Maximilian said.

“Saveyou,” said Boaz, “and for that | thank you.”
“Everyonewarnsme againg her,” said Maximilian.
“Including the One,” said Avadamon.

Maximilian nodded.

“We cannot stay much longer,” said Avadamon. “ Already we fed the tug on our souls of the
Otherworld. What do you need to know from us, Maximilian, Lord of Elcho Falling?’

“I do not know the question,” said Maximilian, “esel would ask it.”

The three men looked at each other along moment, then Avadamon and Boaz s multaneoudy looked
over their shoulders and took a step back.

“Y ou and Tirzah had three children,” Maximilian said to Boaz, holding out ahand asif he had the power
to hold them back indefinitdy. “Why isit that only your eldest daughter’ sline carried power? Why did
only that line carry theweight of Elcho Faling withinit?’

Boaz frowned, then the frown cleared and he gave asmall amile. “Maximilian, Tirzah was pregnant with
our eldest daughter when we did our battle with Threshold.”

Maximilian's shoulders visibly relaxed. “Thank you,” he said. “That waswhat | needed to know.”

Boaz ssmilewidened alittle. “Maximilian, let me say one other thing to you. When dl looks at its
bleakest, and you think there is nothing left, and no action worth taking, ask Josain what manner he
died. There shdl lie your salvation.” Boaz' s smile faded, but his eyes remained warm. “The Persmiusdo
not forget their own.”

Then, quite suddenly, Boaz and Avadamon were gone.

CHAPTER NINE




Serpent’s Nest

S he heard his step at the door, heard him pass a quiet word with Madarin, then dowly rose from her
chair asthe door opened.

She' d spent the past ten or so hoursin the state of fear and anger she' d thought to have left behind her.
Why could nothing ever run smoothly for her and Maximilian?

And why, oh why, hadn’t she thought to give Maximilian the Goblet of the Frogs earlier?

“Ishbd?”’

“Over here, Maxdl.”

“| can afford lampsto light the chambers, you know.”

“I'msorry. | didn’'t think.” Ishbel fumbled for theflint and lit alamp on aside table.

He stood just inside the door, looking very tired, the satchel under one arm and the wrapped goblet in
the other hand.

She amost couldn’t believe he' d brought them back.
“Canwetdk alittle?” hesad.

Ishbel nodded. Shedidn’t know if she should offer him a seet, Sit herself, or take the crown and gobl et
fromhim.

Maximilian decided for her by setting the objects on atable and walking over to her. Taking one of her
hands, heinterlaced their fingers.

“Issiahisdive” hesaid, then smiled alittle at the shock on Ishbe’ sface.
“But...” shesad.

“He met with the fleshly embodiment of DarkGlass Mountain, a somewhat flashy glass man who cals
himsdf the One. In order to either impress me or Isaiah, the One stripped Isaiah of his power, whichis
what Ligter and | felt. We' d assumed that meant he was dead. But no. Isaiah is at this moment marching
at the head of an army well over one hundred thousand strong—some weeks to the south of us,
unfortunately, but nonetheless on hisway. What say you to that, Ishbe ?’

Everything about Maximilian radiated serenity and warmth, and that reassured Ishbel asnothing else
might have done.

“| say that | am glad heisalive, but that | dso find it very hard to think on Isaiah when you stand here so
cloe”

“Isaiah brings some grim news, which iswhat Axis had to tel me today, and which iswhy | needed the
crown and the goblet tonight.”

“What did you use them for? What grim news?’

“To contact the dead. 1shbel, there are some things from the news that |saiah sent, and some things that |
did tonight, that for the moment | don’t want to tell you. But | need you to trust me. | will tell you, but not



right now.”
“Why not?’
“Because | amterrified that you will panic and run out the door.”

Hewas pulling her closer now, holding her hand so that the back of his hand rested againgt her sternum,
and their conjoined hands were the only things separating their bodies. “Will you trust me, Ishbel 7’
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“Axis may not be very friendly toward you for afew days. Ignore him. Trust me.”

Peace radiated out from him, enveloping her in tranquility. 1shbel wondered if thiswasjust hisown
magnetism, or if he were usng some sorcery he' d learned within the higher levels of the Twisted Tower.

“It does't matter,” she said.
He leaned forward and kissed her, very softly.
“Will you stay with me?” she murmured.

“Not tonight,” he said. “The day after tomorrow you and | will do what is needed to waken Elcho
Fdling, and | will put the crown of Elcho Falling to my brow, and that night...well, that will be anight of
great power, Ishbel, and afitting night to make a marriage between you and me that will, thistime, stand
the test of discord.”

“But Axiswill not be pleased.”

“No. And you may hear | saiah scream even from hisvast distance. Trust me, 1shbel.”
“I trust you, Maxd.”

“There will be astorm about us, for sometime. Can you accept that?’

“yes”

He amiled, holding her eyeswith his own, and pressed the back of hishand alittle more firmly against her
gernum. “1 find al my strength,” he said, “in the beet of your heart.”

Then he kissed her again, and was gone.

CHAPTER TEN

Serpent’s Nest

T omorrow, Elcho Falling,” Eleanon said softly, leaning againgt the rock wall of Serpent’ sNest. They
were high in the mountain, having followed stairwells and corridors that lay under centuries of dust.
Eleanon was sure that not even Ishbel could find them here tonight.

“Tomorrow, Elcho Faling,” Inardle said. She had her eyes focused far out into the Infinity Sea.
Eleanon reached out ahand and touched her cheek softly. “Do you mind being with Axis?’

“No,” shesaid.



“Doyoulovehim?’
Inardle did not answer.

“Do not love him, Inardie. Surely you could not have falen for his corrupt charms. He yearnsfor Azhure,
and—"

“Do not lecture me, Eleanon!”

Eleanon remained silent, studying Inardle. “Y ou are Ledfast first and foremost, my love,” hesaid
eventudly.

“I have asmuch Icarii blood in me as Axis”
“You are Ledfadt, Inardle, not Icarii! | can see now it was amistake to send you to Axis.”

“What?’ she sad, turning her faceto him. “Y ou think it amistake to have me so close to Axis, and thus
to Maximilian? Do you think it amistake that | now st in ontheir close counsd, and if | am not there,
then | hear it from Axis mouth later? Do you think it a mistake that Ishbel now thinksto befriend me, and
that—"

Eleanon held up his handsin surrender. “Peace, Inardle! Ah, you had meworried there. | had thought
you so besotted with Axisthat you preferred him to me.”

“It has been along time since we have been lovers, Eleanon.”
“But we can be again, yes, when thisisdl done?’
She shrugged.

“And when dl isdone, Elcho Faling will be ours, and we shall control our own destiny. We shdl be
whole, Inardie. Not half and haf. Whole. The One has promised this.”

“You bdieve him?’

“Yes. | had my doubts, but yes, now | believe him.”

“And what price does the One demand for this, Eleanon?’
“Elcho Faling. Itsmagter.”

“Everyone wants Elcho Fdling,” she said quietly, then sighed. “ And so, shal you commit your grand
treachery againg Maximilian tomorrow, Eleanon?’

“No. —we—shdl wait. We both learn dl we can about Elcho Faling and its magics. We learn how
Maximilian and Axis plan to defend it.” Eleanon gave ashort laugh. “ Already BroadWing istaking me
into his confidence, and Axiswill tell you whatever you ask him. Areyou with us, Inardle?’

“Of course, Eleanon.”
He nodded. “ Have you heard about the curse the One placed on Maximilian? Has Axistold you?’
“Yes. It seems...cumbersome.”

“Asitismeant to be. It isto keep Maximilian occupied only, like giving achild a puzzle to keep him quiet
while the adults play games e sewhere.”



“And we areto play the games.”

Eleanon laughed. “ Of course! We shdl be the onesto deliver Elcho Faling, and Maximilian, and Axis
and al the cursed I carii to the One, earning for oursalves, in the doing, ahome and afuture.”

Inardle stayed for along time after Eleanon had |eft, staring out over the ocean, wondering where she
could go from here.

There didn't seem asingle safe place | eft for her.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Serpent’s Nest

| severyone out?’ Maximilian asked Axis asthey stood in the inner courtyard.

“Y es, the last horseman left an hour ago.”

“Everyone has taken possessons? Everything they need?’
“Y es, but we could not take much in the way of stores.”
“No maiter. Elcho Fdling will provide.”

Axis shifted on hisfeat. He hdd the reins of his horse, and his unease communicated itsaf to the gdlion,
which began to tossits head and pull onthereins.

“Armat isnot far distant,” Axissad. “Perhaps Six hours. Eight a the most. Maximilian, we are vulnerable
outside the mountain. We—"

“Cannot say ingdeit, Axis. Where are the mounted men positioned?’
“About amile back down the road.”
“Thelcarii, the Strike Force, and the Ledfast?”’

“On the ground, dightly to the north of the mounted men. Maxel, they do not like to be kept to the
ground. | would like at least afew scoutsin the air with Armat thisclose”

“Theair will betoo dangerousfor them. They stay on the ground. Make sure they understand this, Axis.”

Axisnodded. “Georgdi ismoving in with histwenty thousand, Maxd. Thelast | heard he was an hour
a,vw.”

Maximilian smiled. “Then he will be here for the entertainment. Twenty thousand, en? Themanisa
mirade”

Axislet his shouldersloosen alittle. Maximilian was obvioudy relaxed—in fact, thiswas the most
unconcerned Axisthought he'd ever seen him.

“How do you fed?” Axisasked. “Therise of Elcho Falling was something you tried to deny for along
time, and it will be aterrible burden, yet you seem s0...”



“At peace with mysdlf, Axis, findly. When | first redlized that | would be the oneto raise Elcho
Fdling...it wasablesk moment. | did not think | could manageit, or be able to wear the crown without
faling”

“But now?’
“But now...now with Josa sad | have virtudly rebuilt the Twisted Tower, and together with 1shbe—"
“Ishbel? Maxd, you know you can’t—"

“Axis, ligtentome. | will dowhat | need to in order to ensurethe surviva of Elcho Faling and of the
land. Y ou can adviseme, but intheend it is| who will wear the crown of Elcho Faling, and you will
need to abide by my decisons.” He gave asmall smile to take some of the sting out of histone and
words. “| spent seventeen years crawling about in the blackness, Axis. | have learned some devious
meansto achieve theend | want.”

Axisregarded him along moment, then he finaly gave anod. “Have you told Ishbd what Isaiah has
sad?

“No, and | ask that you don’t, either. Ever since she wasfirst named as my bride, she has had, at various
times, the entire world set against her. She needs what friends and friendship she can, Axis. | don’t want
her to know Isaiah’ swords. Not just yet. She deserves alittle peace herself. Don't upset it for her.”

That was aclear warning, Axisthought, and some of his unease returned. What was Maximilian planning
to do?

“We cannot spend the day chatting,” Maximilian said, hissmilewidening just alittle, “however pleasant
that may be. Ride out to my army, Axis, and station yourself at itshead. Ishbel and | will be with you
within the hour.”

He opened the door to the Reading Room and walked inside. Ishbel was standing in its center, and she
gave himasmdl smile as he entered.

Shelooked lovely, dressed in agown of soft, clinging fabric that shimmered turquoise and ivory and
slver. Her hair had been loosdly dressed with aweb of pearls and diamonds wound through its waves.

Maximilian walked over, took her hand, and kissed it. “| asked you to dressasaqueen,” he said softly,
“and you have given me instead the moon and stars.”

Shelaughed. “ Al this courtly speak, Maxd! Isthiswhat | must listen to henceforth?’

“I can assureyou, my lady,” Maximilian said very softly, hiseyesholding hers, “that | will find much
better usesfor my mouth later tonight.”

Sheflushed, and he grinned and et her hand go. “Arewe ready to raise Elcho Faling, my lady?’
“Aye” shesad. “Shall | sart the cleanang?’

He nodded, and Ishbel 1ooked about, taking a deep breath. “I1t seems so strange, this mountain so empty
of everything but you and me. | canfed its sadness, and yet...”

“You canfed it waiting.”



She nodded, then bent down and picked up abundle of dried sage-bush twigs. “Wait by the door,” she
sad, and Maximilian moved out of her way.

Ishbd lit one end of the bundle of twigs. Onceit was smoking well, she began adow, complex dance
that started in the center of the Reading Room and gradually wound its way through the entire space. As
she danced—very dow, very e egant—she moved the bundle of smoking twigsout at arm’s length,
raised it up to shoulder height, then dowly downward in an arc until she dmost swept the floor with its
burning embers, and then up again.

Maximilian leaned againgt the door frame, watching her. 1shbe was unwinding the memory and influence
of the Coil from the mountain, and when she was done here, she would do the same dance a the main
doorsthat led into the mountain, and then again at the front gatesin order to remove the memory and
presence of anyone who had entered the mountain since the last time a L ord of Elcho Faling had set foot
within.

Maximilian thought he could stand here and watch Ishbel forever. She was so absorbed in what she did
that shelooked asif she had entirely forgotten his presence.

Y ou have a somewhat unexpected offer of abride, Vorstus had said to him so long ago, but thereisa
complication. Sheis offered to you by the Coil within Serpent’s Nest.

Ishbel was now dancing in the far quadrant of the room, the smoke drifting up from the smoldering twigs
to writhe about the domed ceiling. Now and again she scraped the burning ends of the twigs against both
floor and wall, leaving curious scorch marks where they had trailed.

The Lady Ishbd isnot as virtuous as you had hoped, Maxd, Garth had said to him.
Shewill bring you nothing but sorrow, Maxd, Ravenna had said.
And, so recently, both Isaiah and Axiswarning him againg her.

What isit, Maximilian thought, watching Ishbel as she drew closer to him, that makes people fear you
s0?

Hewas going to start something today that might well see the destruction of hisworld. And, once started,
he could not walk away fromit. It would be astormy path indeed for the next year, but Maximilian
hoped that he and | shbel would weether it.

If not...

Hewas her only dly, Maximilian redlized. He needed to be her rock, or €l se she could not endure what
awaited them.

Ishbel cameto ahdt infront of him. Her eyes were downcast to the bundle of twigs she held in her hand,
and for amoment she stayed entirdly ill.

Then with her free hand she plucked one twig from the bundle and cast it into the center of the Reading
Room.

Instantly the walls and floor began to smolder.
Maximilian straightened hadtily asthe door frame grew warm.

“Weneed to leave, Maxd,” I1shbd said.



Ishbel repeated the same dance by the main doors and then by the front gates. At the doors, as she
finished her dance, she tossed in asingle smoldering twig, and instantly al the corridors and passages
leading back into the mountain began to burn.

As shefinished the dance at the front gates, 1shbel tossed the remaining bundle of twigs forward and high
into the air, throwing them through the gates so that they scattered far and wide asthey fell.

Smoke and tongues of flame began to rise and flicker from every crevice in the mountain.

“Come build me abed for our marriage tonight,” Ishbel said, looking at Maximilian with such directness
and intensity that he would, a her word, have utterly abandoned any attempt to raise Elcho Falling to
take her therein the dust before the burning mountain.

“Theflamesarereflected in your eyes,” hesad.

“Asthey areinyours.”

“Do you have the crown and the goblet?”’

“Do you doubt me? Come, my lord, build me achamber for our marriage.”

He gaveasmall amile, and held out his hand, and together they walked down the road, the burning
mountain at their backs, to where Axis and Maximilian’ sarmy waited.

Far distant, many hours' ride away, Ravenna pulled her horseto a hat and stared a the mountain on the
horizon.

Smoke wasrising from its peak and, as she looked, flickering lights, flames, began to work their way up
the rocky face of the mountain toward its pesk.

“What is happening?’ she asked Ligter ashereined in his horse beside hers.
“Itisbeginning,” hesaid. “Maximilianisraisng Elcho Faling.”
CHAPTER TWELVE

Elcho Falling

A xissat hishorse, staring beyond Maximilian and Ishbel to the mountain. It was burning asfiercely asif
it had been made of wood.

“What awonderful beacon for Armat.”

Axisglanced to hisleft to where Georgdi sat his horse. He' d arrived at the head of his twenty thousand
only haf an hour before, just asthe first wisps of smoke had started to appear about Serpent’s Nest. He
looked tired, but otherwise well, and his eyes gleamed mischievoudy. He said he’ d seen the smoke from
Arma’ s campfiresthe previous night and had marched through the night himself to ensure he got herein
time

There had been barely enough time to get Georgdi’ s men into position, and to tell him what newsthere



was, before Maximilian and 1shbel had started on their way down the road.

Axis glanced about him to make sure that everyone else wasin position. Maximilian had asked that Axis,
Inardle, StarDrifter, Georgdi, Egdion, and Ezekid dl be positioned at the front of the ranks.

“What'she going to do?’ said Georgdi as Maximilian and Ishbel drew close.

“I havenoideaat dl,” Axissaid, hiseyesfixed on Maximilian’sand Ishbel’ s conjoined hands.

Maximilian saw Georgdi Sitting just behind Axis, and gave him anod. Words could come later. He and
Ishbel cameto ahat some ten paces before Axis, who was at the head of the group of commanders.
Behind the commanders ranged Maximilian' sarmy: Escatorians, Issmbaardians, I carii, and Ledfadt, all
standing in ordered rank and dightly distanced each from the other.

“Ishbel,” Maximilian murmured, and she nodded, stepping away from him to one side.
“Axis” Maximilian said, walking closer to him. “Y our sword, if you will.”

Axis unsheethed it and handed it to Maximilian hilt first. Maximilian nodded his thanks, walked back ten
paces to where he had originaly halted, looked briefly at the burning mountain, then used the sword to
draw three intersecting circles, large enough that he could stand in their center without touching any of the
circles. He dug them deep into the ground, so that each circle became amost a mini-trench haf afinger

deep.

Then he walked back up the road three or four paces, and drew a straight, deep line back down to the
intersecting circles.

“Your sword,” he said, handing it back to Axis, who took and shesathed it wordlessly.
Maximilian walked toward Ishbel.

“My lady,” he said softly.

Ishbel took a deep breath.

“Firg,” shesad, “agift from the past that we may together weld afuture.”

Axisfrowned at her phraseology, and hoped it was merely metgphorical.

Ishbel went down on one knee on the dusty road as she spoke, holding out her cupped hands.
Axis gasped, as did everyone else who could see.

Aslshbel bowed her head before Maximilian, the Goblet of the Frogs had appeared within her cupped
hands.

“I had avision of presenting you thisgoblet, my lord,” 1shbel murmured, only for Maximilian' sears, “that
night wefirst lay together.”

Hetook the goblet from her, running hisfingers over her hands as he did so, then held it up so that it
caught theflickering light of the flames.

It flashed emerald and amber, and the frogs about its sides capered and |eaped.



“Itisan object of greast magic,” Maximilian said, then turned back to the waiting commanders.
Hewent to StarDrifter first. “Talon,” he said, “may | have afeather from your wing?’

StarDrifter’ seyeswidened alittle, but he gave anod. “Y ou may have afeather from my wing, my lord,”
hesad.

Maxe reached out one hand and ran hisfingers gently over the curve of one of StarDrifter’ sfolded
wings. When he withdrew it, he held awhite and gold feather between two of hisfingers.

Maximilian dropped it into the goblet, resting his hand over the mouth of the goblet for amoment, head
bowed.

Then he moved to Ezekid, sitting hishorse just to one side of StarDrifter. “ Generd,” Maximilian said, “I
see you wear achain-mail tunic made of thefinest rings of stedl. May | have one of thoserings?’

Ezekiel bowed hishead. “ Of course, my lord,” and Maximilian reached out and ran hisfingers over the
skirt of thetunic asit lay over Ezekid’ sthigh, and, as he withdrew the hand, a stedl ring glinted between
two of hisfingers.

Maximilian dropped that into the goblet aswell, resting his hand atop it amoment as he concentrated,
then moved on.

From Egdion, Maximilian took athread of hisemerad tunic, and from Georgdi, ahair from hishorse's
mane. Each of these went, in turn, into the Goblet of the Frogs.

Then Maximilian cameto where Inardle sat her horse, to Axis right.
“I want nothing from you, Inardle,” Maximilian said, “ save your passon.”

And with that he ran hisfingerslightly down the wrist of Inardl€ sleft hand whereit rested on her leg, and
then over the back of her hand and down her fingers.

Shedrew in asharp breath, and frost rose where Maximilian had run hisfingers.

Maximilian sent Axis an amused glance, then scooped up the frost on thetip of afinger and flicked it into
the goblet.

“Thank you, my lady,” Maximilian murmured to the now somewhat flushed Inardle once he had pressed
his hand over the mouth of the goblet.

Then heturned to Axis. “From you, StarMan,” he said, “I require something alittle different. A snatch of
Song, if you please. Something that rel ates specificdly to the Star Dance.”

Axisfrowned, then afragment of music filled thear. Maxd raised ahand, sweeping it through the air
between them, clenching the music in hisfist, and depositing it into the goblet.

“What was that song, Axis?’ he asked.

“The Song of the Star Gate,” Axissaid. “Wewould sing it to teach Icarii children the wonders of the Star
Gate and of the Star Dance which filtered through the gate.”

“Thank you,” Maximilian said, then turned away before aclearly perplexed Axis could ask anything of
him.



He walked back to the three intertwined circles and stood in their center, placing the goblet carefully in
front of hisfeet. He raised hishead and looked for along moment at the burning mountain rearing high
above them, then turned his head and addressed the assembled mass behind him. His voice was low, but
very clear, and it carried to every last soldier or birdman and woman.

“What happens next,” Maximilian said, “may appear to be catastrophic, but it will not harm you. Nothing
that happens will harm you. Be till, and assured. Ishbel,” he said, now looking to where she stood to one
sdeandin front of him, “the crown of Elcho Faling, if you please”

She took a deep breath, then crossed her hands over her chest, bowing her head and closing her eyes.
When she lifted her head, and lifted her hands outward, they held a great writhing mass of darkness.
The crown of Elcho Faling, the three entwined bands of gold amost utterly hidden.

Maximilian reached out his hands, hesitated, then gripped the crown.

Instantly, cracks fissured up the mountain from its base, alowing great gouts of smoke and flame to spurt
intotheair.

“Stard” Axis muttered, wishing that Maximilian had asked him to position the army even further back.
Helooked a those around him. Most people were staring at the mountain, their faces reflecting varying
degrees of concern or fear.

Axislooked back to Maximilian.

Maximilian now held the crown before him, just in front of hisface. He took a deep breath, then blew,
and dl the darkness about the crown was carried away, disspating into the air asit went.

Now Maximilian held the crown in dl itsglorious Smplicity. Heraised it above hishead...then let it drop.

The movement was so unexpected that Axis jumped. He expected the crown to hit Maximilian’s head
and bounce off into the dust, but instead it fell onto the top of Maximilian’s head. ..then appeared to
expand so that it did down over his head, then expanded more to dide over his shoulders, then down his
body, hislegs, and expanded just enough that it fell into the three circles of intertwined trenches at his
feet, filling them completely.

Now Maximilian stood in the center of three entwined circles of gold. He reached down for the goblet,
lifted it up to chest height, and tipped it over the straight line that connected to the gold circles.

Emerad water poured forth, then fizzled into the dirt trench.

For amoment, nothing, then something in the distance made Axis look up, and he gave acry of fear,
echoing the cries about him.

Behind the burning mountain, the Infinity Sea had risen in atowering wave, higher even than the mountain,
and was crashing down toward them with aroar that became deafening asit neared.

Behind him, Axis heard men and horses panic.

Before him, he saw Maximilian put an arm about Ishbel as she stepped into the circle.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Elcho Falling

T he next ingant Axisfet himsdf enveloped in agreat wash of water. Hefelt asif he were tumbling over
and over, and asif huge boul ders—the remnants of Serpent’ s Nest—tumbled beside him, and yet he
was a so aware that he was not actually moving. He could feel his horse tight and tense beneath him,
panicked but too terrified to move, and if he turned his head he could see the water so far above his head
that the light was only atiny emerdd circle far above, and he could fed the mass of rock and debris
grinding through thewater...and yet. ..

Thereisno danger, Maximilian said in hismind, and Axis could fed hisvoice echo through everyone
enclosed in this sorcery. Thereisno danger.

Then...Axis blinked, and the enveloping seawas gone.

He blinked again, hisvison clearing, and saw that while he still sat hishorse, and that Inardle fill sat hers
beside him, and everyone €l se gppeared as they should be, they sat those horsesin an entirely different

landscape.

The mountain was gone. There was not asingle rock remaining.

Inits place shimmered avast expanse of turquoise water, rippling dightly asif it had just settled after a
great turbulence.

Axis gazed around in wonder. The water extended asfar as he could see—hishorse, asal the other
horses, and al those on foot, stood in the shallow water which reached partway up hoof and boot.

Ahead, Maximilian and Ishbel stood, armsloosdly about each other’ swals.
Maximilian turned dightly, enough to see the group of commanders.
“Wait,” hesad.

Axislooked about, more carefully thistime, making sure that everyonewasal right. Inardle looked
shaken, but she nodded as she met his eyes. StarDrifter |ooked both shaken and very, very wary, an
expression Axis supposed mirrored hisown.

“What—" StarDrifter began, and stopped, staring ahead, his mouth open.
Axisturned back to the front.
“Oh dars...” hemurmured.

In the distance, over the area of water where Serpent’ s Nest had once stood, three colossal twists of
emerald water were winding up into the sky. They wound up and up, enclosing a space the height and
breadth of Serpent’sNe<t, until, far, far into the sky, their three heads met.

For amoment, nothing.

Then Axis heard a heavy rhythmic whisper, asif somewhere agod swung hisax through the air again and
again, or asif amassve windmill spunits sails over and over inthewind.

Thrum.

Thrum.



Thrum.

Axis could fed it through his entire bodly.

There was amovement a his side. Inardle, nudging her horse closer, and reaching out her hand.
Axistook it, squeezed it gently, and looked back to the twists of water rearing into the sky.

Therewas aglint of gold where the three twists met just below the few white clouds that dotted the sky.
The sun caught the gold now and again, and Axis narrowed his eyes, knowing he had seen that same
effect very recently...

The crown of Elcho Faling had glinted gold through the darkness that wreethed it when Ishbel had
handed it to Maximilian!

“Inardle,” Axis murmured, dmost not believing what he was seeing as, very, very gently, the crown of
Elcho Faling appeared in the sky at the very summiit of the three twists of water, its three golden bands
spinning about each other dowly, dowly, dowly, thrumming asthey cut through the air. The crown had
now grown to avast size, and asthe sun caught at it, it sent shimmering shafts of golden light scattering
about the entire country.

Axis had never seen anything likeit. Not the Star Gate, not Talon Spike, not the Temple of the Stars.

He wanted to check what was happening behind him in the army, but couldn’t tear his eyes away from
the spinning crown so high in the sky.

No wonder Maximilian had asked that al the bird peoples remain on the ground. Up close, those
massive twisting rings would be deadly, and Axis had no doubt that they radiated sorcery.

“Axid” Inardlesad. “ Axid”
He couldn’t reply. He was stunned I nardle had even managed to get those two words out.

Very suddenly, amountain—no, no, not amountain, a citade!—started to fall from the spinning crown.
The great twists of water merged, and from their very peak, where it passed through the spinning crown,
spires and turrets and arches and windows started to appear, asif they were being poured out of a
heavenly vessdl. It happened in lessthan six heartbeats, so fast that Axis could barely comprehend what
he was seeing.

Slence.
It felt to Axisasif the entire world was staring, unable to move or make a sound, at the wonder that rose

from the shdlow, shimmering lake of weter.

For al he knew the entire world could seeit, for Elcho Faling would surely be visble eight to ten days
ride awvay.

It was acitadd of enormous size and of extraordinary construction. It rose from the surface of the lake as
emerad and turquoise and slver water, forming walls and arches and columns. About athird of the way
into the sky the water dowly turned to crystd, and then alittle higher to stone of abright turquoise set off
with traceries of gleaming ivory. At the very pesk of the citadd, far, far into the sky, the three bands of
the crown of Elcho Faling continued their dow sweep through the air.

It was s0 big, and so beautiful, that Axis could barely comprehend it. He d thought Serpent’s Nest a



massive mountain, but it was as nothing compared to this. This...this could swallow nations, if it wanted.

“Elcho Faling,” said Maximilian, now turned dightly so he could ook behind him, “isnot acastle, nor isit
amountain. Elcho Fdlingisaworld withinitsdf.”

Hegaveavery dight smile, asif waiting for something.

Axistore hiseyes away from Elcho Faling to frown dightly at Maximilian, wondering why he had
paused, then Axisjerked and groaned, along with every other Icarii and Lealfast present, as abruptly the
Star Dance thundered out over the land.

“Elcho Fdling,” saild Maximilian, hisquiet voice carrying into every mind, “isdso agateway, whichis
why we have armies and ambitions converging upon it.”

And soon it will be ours, sster, Eleanon said in Inardl€ smind, and shelet Axis hand drop away.

Six or seven hours awvay Armat, together with Ravennaand Lister and his entire army, sat their horses
and stared.

From their distance Elcho Falling was clearly visible.
“Itis...” Armat began. “Itis...”

Ravennawas crying, silent tears that streamed down her cheeks. “It isextraordinary,” she said, “and the
most magicd thing that any of uswill seg, inthislifetimeor in any to come.”

“I want it,” said Armat. Indeed he wanted it. He wanted it so badly that it took al of his strength not to
dig hisspursinto his horse and gallop headlong toward it. He d ways held his doubts about what
Ravennaand Ligter had told him about Elcho Faling...but, if anything, they had considerably understated

itsbeauty...and power.

Armat was not amagical man, but he knew that Elcho Falling was of such power that the man who
commanded the citadel could command the world.

“| want it,” hesaid again.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Elcho Falling

E verything was hagppening a once. Axiswasliterally stunned by the intengity of the Star Dance flooding
his existence—had he ever felt it this deeply before, or was Elcho Faling agateway of such power that
no one, perhaps not even WolfStar, had felt the Dance to this extent?

StarDrifter had ssumbled the distance between them, putting ahand on Axis thigh and then turning as
someone landed beside them. It was Eleanon—Axis supposed that the Ledfast, who had only ever
before felt the barest of glimmers of the Star Dance, must now be overwhelmed—and StarDrifter
reached out to him, placing ahand on his shoulder, and the two birdmen leaned close for abrief word,
their shared amazement making them momentary friends.

Axislooked a Inardle. She was staring at Elcho Falling, her face white, her eyes brilliant.



There were stars dancing in them.
“Maximilian...” StarDrifter said, and there was such hunger in hisvoice that Axisamost cried out.

“Yes,” said Maximilian, and Axis wondered what had been asked, and what authorized, and was about
to ask when suddenly there was agreat sound and wind, and thistime Axisdid cry out, for every one of
the Icarii and the Ledlfast had lifted into the Sky and for amoment there was nothing but the besting of
wings and the rush of air.

Axisdragged his eyes away from the spectacle and looked again at Inardle. Thistime therewas agony in
her face as she stared desperately at the Icarii and Lealfast now circling high overhead.

Axislooked at Maximilian. “1 had noidea,” hesaid. “Why didn’t you say something?’

“Would you have believed me?’ said Maximilian. “Besides, | had no ideamyself how intact Elcho Faling
remained. It has been buried so long.”

“Maxd, why were there no myths of this? Stars, news of this should have entered the folklore of the
entireworld!”

“Everything was buried when Elcho Falling closed down,” Maximilian said, “ even the memory of it.”

Then he amiled. “Come. Shdl we enter?”’

There weretwo horses held in reserve for Maximilian and I shbe, and once they had mounted they led
the nonflighted army across the shallow waters toward the citadd.

“Thereisactudly deep water to either Sde of the causaway,” Maximilian said to Axis, pointing asthey
rode. “The causeway is only some ten paces wide. Anyone who stepped beyond it would be lost.”

“How can we make our way to and fro,” said Axis, “if you are not with us as guide?’

“Once Elcho Faling recognizes you as a friend—and that happens the moment you enter the citadel with
my permisson—you will awaysfind your way without effort.”

“Armat? Will thiskeep him a adisance?’

Maximilian shook hishead. “ Armat has Ravennawith him, and she well knows the ways and paths of
mystery. She can guide him, and hisarmy, across these waters.”

“And onceingde Elcho Fdling?’
Maximilian gaveasmal amile. “Ah, onceinsde Elcho Fdling it would be a different matter.”

They rodein silence after that, Axis dternatdly studying the citadd rising before them and looking up to
seethelcarii and Ledfast circling overhead (some, he was aghast to see, actudly flying between the
massve moving bands of gold) or basking in the Star Dance asit radiated out of Elcho Falling. He
thought about what Maximilian had taken from each of the commanders present—the song he had
requested from Axiswas clearly designed to dign Elcho Faling with the Star Dance, but the other
objects?

“Think back,” Maximilian said softly astheir horses stepped onto the incline that led to amassive arch
which appeared to be made of solid water and which formed the entry into Elcho Faling, “to that



moment when you first felt the Star Dance. StarDrifter was besde you, and then...”

“Then Eleanon landed,” Axis said, thinking back. The moment when he d first heard the Star Dance had
been so overwhel ming that everything about it was ajumble of images, and he had to sort through them
to make any sense of what had happened in those first, remarkable moments. * Eleanon
landed...and...oh stars, he and my father...”

Eleanon and StarDrifter had leaned close, amiling, sharing aword.
Previoudy, they’ d been barely able to maintain any civility toward each other.

“Even Elcho Falling cannot hed dl therifts between them,” said Maximilian, “ but it can make abeginning.
Therestisup to them.”

Then Maximilian nodded at the archway.

“Elcho Fdling,” he said, and then they were through.

Axis could not spesk for some time. From the road that rose from the water up to the great arch, they
rode into avast chamber of hundreds of columns supporting a high fan-vaulted ceiling. Everything, from
the floor to the columnsto the fan vaulting itself, gppeared to be made of luminescent turquoise water.
Therewerelights glowing gold through the chamber, hanging within the columns a the point a which the
columns curved out into the vaulting.

Light shimmered everywhere, glistening through and off water, striking sarsinto the vaulted ceiling and
ripplesinto theflooring.

Despite the appearance of walking on water, his horse' s hooves sounded asif they struck solid ground
with each hoof-fall, and asthey passed one of the columns Axis reached out ahand to touch it.

It looked like flowing water, but it felt solid and cool to the touch.
He swiveed in the saddle, looking about and behind him.

All the horsemen were spread throughout the chamber as they continued to ride deeper into it. There was
Egdion, and Garth, and there Inardle, there a score of men that Axis recognized, and every last one of
them had alook of stupefied wonder on their faces. Even Ishbel, who Axis thought may have had some
idea of what to expect, looked very much as though she might not be able to speak for sometime.

“Maxd...” Axis murmured, turning forward once again in the saddle.

Maximilian nodded. “1 can dmost understand,” he said, “why thelast of the Lords of Elcho Falingtolive
here decided to close it down. All this beauty must have been heartbreaking.”

“ And Escator was better?’ Axissaid.

Maximilian gave asoft laugh. “No. Escator was not * better.” But it was, | think, sometimes alittle more
comforting.”

They continued to ride deeper and deeper into the chamber.

“If someone entered Elcho Falling without my permission, whether tacit or spoken,” said Maximilian,
“they would find it very hard to ever leavethisinitid chamber. They would lose themselvesinit, and



eventualy sink into despair in their effortsto battle free. Thisisthefirst of Elcho Faling’ s defenses.”
“Itisbig enoughto takedl of our army,” said Axis.
“It isaways big enough to take whatever is needed,” Maximilian said. Then he nodded ahead. “Look.”

A wide staircase had come into view. It curved upward and upward in aspiral that reminded Axis of the
spirals of water that had initialy risen from the water after the destruction of Serpent’ s Nest.

Light glimmered under each stair rise—not enough to distract, but just enough to light the way.
Maxe reined in hishorse and dismounted, then moved to help Ishbel to dismount.

“Where do we go?’ said Axis. “Where shdl we stable the horses? What—"

He stopped.

From each column stepped forth men—at least that was Axis' first impression, athough his second
thought was that he was not sure what they were. They looked liketall, dim men clad in smple breeches
and jerkins, but on closer ingpection they were somehow. .. not.

“They are Elcho Falling’ s servants,” Maximilian said, “and they will show al, men and beadts, to their
quarters. Spend tonight exploring Elcho Faling, Axis, and discovering its wonders. Speak with me
tomorrow.”

Axisturned to say something to Maximilian.

But he and Ishbel were gone.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Elcho Falling

T hey rose higher and higher into Elcho Faling, first viathe main staircase, then viadternate secondary
gairwells. Maximilian led theway, holding Ishbel’ shand. They did not spesk, but occasiondly
Maximilian would turn his head and give Ishbe such alook that she began to wish, fairly desperately, that
they would arrive at their destination shortly.

“Maxe?" sheeventudly said, pulling his hand so that they stopped hafway up one sairwell that had asits
outer barrier avirtualy tranducent wal of sone. Beyond was the sky, and the occasiona flash of awing
asether an I carii or Ledfast tumbled by.

The sound of the dowly turning crown was far louder here, and Ishbel could hear it thrumming through
her entire body.

“Itisn't far,” Maximilian said. “Come, Ishbel, see what kind of marriage chamber | have created for you.
Itismy gift. | asked Josianot to show you thistrick during your lessons.”

“Arewe going to climb al theway to thetop?’ Ishbd said, and Maximilian smiled at the tone of her
voice.

“Inamanner of spesking,” he said. “Come now, itisn't far.”

Hetugged at her hand, and they ascended another three or four twists of the stairwell until, quite



suddenly, they cameto ablank wall of apparently solid, cream-colored stone.

Maximilian pulled Ishbel closeto him, their linked hands raised to chest height so that they were the only
thingsthat separated their bodies. Once again he pressed the back of hishand against 1shbel’ s sternum.
“All of my strength,” he said softly, “in the beat of your heart.”

Then he moved their hands against the stone of thewall.

“My nameisMaximilian Persmius” hesaid, “Lord of Elcho Fdling. Thisismy lady, Ishbel Brundle
Peramius. Allow usentry, if youwill.”

And suddenly the wall was no more, and there was another staircase risng before them.

“Thisonewill not takelong,” said Maximilian, pulling 1shbel close enough that he could kiss her briefly
but with some considerable passion. He led her toward the stairs, and as soon as they were past the
space where the wall had been, Ishbel heard a soft sound and she looked back.

Thewal had once more returned into place.

“It will dways movefor us” Maximilian said, “but for no one dse. Wherethis stairwell leads, Ishbd, is
for youand meonly.”

Heled her up the gairs, till holding her hand, and within moments they emerged into acircular chamber
that brought I1shbel to acomplete halt.

“Don't fear,” Maximilian said, then he gave a soft laugh. “It is spectacular, though, isn't it?”

They were at the very top of Elcho Faling in acircular chamber that appeared to have no roof or wals at
al. It wasasif they sood on aplatform high in the sky. It was dusk now—how long had they been
climbing? Ishbel wondered—and outside, amid the early starsin the violet sky, she could see Ledfast
and I carii continuing their tumble of joy through the air and between the great bands of the crown, till in
their dow, sweeping dance through the sky.

Thrum.
Thrum.
Thrum.

Ishbel could not hear the movement so much asfed it. The bands were very close, just beyond the edge
of thelarge platform, and she thought their movement and vibration might have been disturbing....but, no.
That deep, gentle thrumming was as comforting as a heartbest.

She looked up again. Anlcarii had tumbled very closeto their chamber.

“They cannot seeus,” said Maximilian, “and | can, if you wish, close off our view of them.” He paused,
stroking the back of her hand with histhumb. “I’m sure they’ll get tired, or hungry, and go to roost soon.”

He gave agentle tug on her hand, and Ishbel waked alittle further into the chamber. It was smply but
elegantly furnished—Iluxurioudy upholstered daybeds and chairs, low tables and gleaming sdeboards and
chests, and a bed, modestly made with cream linensin the very heart of the chamber.

He saw her eyeslight on the bed and pulled her very close. “Do you want meto close off the view of the
night sky?" he murmured.



“No. Leaveit.”

They kissed, moving dowly againg each other in theinitid steps of along, loving dance. Maximilian did
his handsinto her hair, and shook out al the pins of pearls and diamonds, alowing the waves of her fair
hair to cascade over her shoulders and back.

She pulled back alittle from him. “Y ou have aring of mine, | believe.”

“Areyou sure you want it back? | remember how terrified you were of it that first time | did it on your
finger”

“| want it back, Maxd.”

“Shdl | make you beg?’

She laughed, diding her handsingde hisjacket, unbuttoning his shirt. “Shdl | look for it myself?’
“That could be amusing.”

They kissed again, far more fervently, moving ever closer to the bed.

Then Maximilian took astep back, laughing alittle shakily. “Thering, 1shbel.” He removed the ruby and
emerad ring from theinner pocket of hisjacket, then, completely sober, he took I1shbel’ sright hand,
interlacing their fingers, the ring sandwiched between their pdms,

Héllo, Ishbe, thering said. Thereisadecison that needs to be made.
“Maxed?’ Ishbel said.

“Ishbd, | need to tell you now what Isaiah hastold me.”

“Y ou choose your moments very carefully, don't you, Maxd?’

“When Isaiah was with the One, in his presence the One made a curse. Before the One stripped I saiah of
his power, he dlowed Isaiah to see that the curse was aredity—not athreat, not amaybe, but aredity.
It exigts, and needs only two sSimple actions to become unbreakable. Because of the blood link from our
daughter to the One, heisclosdly linked to us, and that iswhat gave him the power to cregte this—"

“What curse, Maxd 7’

Maximilian squeezed his hand dightly, pressing the ring deeper into Ishbe’spalm. “ The One has cursed
thisring, 1shbe, and you and | and Elcho Falling with it. If | dip thisring on your finger, wedding you to
me, if we deep together, thus consummating the marriage, then so also | marry the Oneto Elcho Faling.
Itsfateishisfate. Destroy him, and | destroy Elcho Falling. It aso means that should the One come
marching up to the front arch of Elcho Falling, then Elcho Faling will surrender itsdf to him.”

Ishbd’ s eyeswidened. “It isthe vison that Ravenna saw!”

Shetried to lean away and pull her hand from Maximilian's; but he held her tight against him, and gripped
her hand with his.

“Don't,” hesad. “Please, please, hear me out. Trust me.”

“This curse cannot be undone?’



“No.”

“AndIsaiahiscetanitisaredity? It has been made?’
“yYes”

“Maxd, we can't marry if—"

“Listento me, Ishbd. Do you think we stand a chance with all that confronts usif we stay apart?’ He
took a deep breath. “Ishbel, | think the One fearsus—"

“Thus he has so neetly cursed us.” She gave ashort, humorlesslaugh. “How can he fear us now? We can
do nothing againg him—at least not if you dip that ring on my finger, Maxd.”

“The One congtructed the cursein Isaiah’ s presence to torment him and, eventually, us. He wanted to
crow hisvictory. He wanted us to weep, knowing he had won. He stripped Isaiah of his power so that
Isaiah had to crawl through Isembaard and then through the Salamaan Pass in a desperate attempt to
reach usbefore—" again Maximilian pressed the ring into Ishbel’ sflesh “—I dipped thisring on your
finger and bore you down to my bed. Isaiah was always sure he would betoo late....but by amiracle he
found a horse to speed his journey, and then by another miracle he discovered Lamiah, and then, another
miracle, the Enchanter StarHeaven, who got amessageto Axis...just intime.”

“Then we must take the chance that has been given us, Maxd.”
“Indeed we mugt, 1shbdl. I will dip thisring on your finger as soon asyou say | might.”
“Maxe? But that would mean—"

He laughed, kissing her mouth to stop her words. “Ishbd, think about it. Think about how carefully
staged dl thiswas. The One waits until he falls over Isaiah to create this curse, alows Isaiah to recognize
itsredity while Isaiah ill has power to understand it, then strips Isaiah of his power and sendshimona
long wander into despair in afutile attempt to get amessage to me before | put thisring on your finger.
But, lo! A miracle! Isaiah finds ahorse that the Skraelings had somehow managed not to edt, then he
ridesit dl theway through Skrading-infested territory, still without it being eaten, and, |o, Isaiah manages
to get the message to mejust intime!”

|shbd’ smouth curved in asmdl amile. “Ah.”

“Ah, indeed, my beautiful love. | think that the Oneis desperate that | do not dip thisring on your finger.
| think that the very last thing he wantsisyou and |, united, and bound to him...what if that does not
curse us, but gives us power? Heis giving us areason not to marry, because that iswhat he fears more
than anything dse. Yes, the curse exigts...but what if it isacurse against the One, not us? He made sure
we were warned, 1shbel. He made absolutely certain that we learned of the messageintime.”

“Y ou think that the curse can work for us, not againgt us?’

“Yes. The Oneisterrified of us united, because somehow—I do not know the full intricacies of this
yet—we are d| threetightly bound.”

“You are asking me, us, to take ahugerisk.”
“Yes. | know.”

“The On€ s curse corresponds to Ravenna svison, Maxed.”



“And where did that vison come from, en?’

“What if it was true?’

“The One has been doing al he can to make me set you aside, Ishbel.”

She was quiet amoment, thinking. “ Could we unwind this curse?’

“I don’t know. It's probabl e that we can’'t. W€ || know more when Isaiah arrives.”
“Butinthe meantime...”

“We can do what we want more than anything, and which the One desperately hopeswe don't. | dip this
ring on your finger, and we marry.”

“ Axis knows about this curse?

“yYes”

“Hell befurious”

“He snot in this chamber, right here and now. Ishbel, | don’t want to talk about Axis.”
“I'mtrying to hedgefor timewhile| think.”

“Ishbdl, the Onefearsus. | think he fears you far more than me, but more than that he fears us united. He
doesn’'t want usto marry.”

“ S0 you keep saying, but that could be just desperate hope. Why would the One fear me?’

“Because of your heritage. Because of your direct blood link back to the time when Boaz and Tirzah
defeated the pyramid but failed to destroy it. Tirzah was pregnant with your ancestress during that battle.
| think that there is something, some lesson or some power, that the growing baby imbibed about the
pyramid, or from it, that has been passed down through her lineto you.”

He paused. “Besides, 1shbel, do you honestly think we' re stronger apart than together?”
She smiled, and he knew he had her. “No.”

He held her close, again pressing their hands together around thering. “ Do you trust me?’
“Yes Utterly.”

“Do you want to be my wife, the Lady of Elcho Faling?’

Sheamiled again. “ Absolutely.”

“Will you wear thisring? Ishbd, in asking you this, | am asking you to jump off adiff blindly. Asyou
sad, itisahugerisk, and | have no ideahow to play this curse. | do not know how to keep the One out
of Elcho Fdling if he appears at our gates. | do not know how—"

Ishbel put the fingers of her free hand over hismouth. “Yes,” she said, “1 will wear your ring.”
Then sheleaned back, taking her hand from his mouth and held it out, spearing her fingers, for thering.

Hegrinned. “Not just yet.”



He removed his hand from hers, taking thering, and placed it on the bed. Then he came back to Ishbel
and gently tipped her face up. “Look.”

It was full night now, and the night was blanketed in stars. All the Icarii and Ledfast had gone.

The vast rings of the crown rotated dowly, appearing amost asif they caught some of the starsin their
golden orhits.

“Tonight isanight of great power,” Maximilian murmured, kissing Ishbel’ s neck and dowly unfastening
her gown. “It isagood night to make amarriage.”

“And agood night to make acurse,” I1shbel sad.

Maximilian did the gown from her shoulders, running his hands over her breasts. “It isagood night to
make an dliance,” he said, “and to make love.”

“Itisagood night,” Ishbel said, stepping out of her gown and moving into Maximilian’sarms, “to come
home.”

They lay naked on the bed, touching, kissng, not talking.

The Queen’sring lay to one sde of them, its gems glinting gold from time to time as, outside, the bands of
the crown drifted lazily by.

Thrum.
Thrum.
Thrum.

They kissed, moving more urgently against each other now, and finally Maximilian reached over and
picked up thering.

He ran his hand down her outstretched arm, using the ring to caress her skin, his other hand in her hair,
holding her head still so that he could kiss her once more.

“I prefer thisnight to that when first you put thisring to my finger,” she said, finally moving her mouth
away from his.

He smiled, moving his body againgt hers, running the ring down over her hand. Their eyes met, hisagain
asking the quegtion.

“Yes” shesaid, “I will wear your ring. Let us make thismarriage, Maxel, here and now, in this chamber
that you have made for me, and on thisnight of power. Let us makethis curse, and let it give us power.”

Maximilian shifted the ring so that it sat poised at the end of her finger. He took adeep breath, hesitant in
thisfina moment, and she smiled for him, and moved her hand so that the ring did down to the base of
her finger.

“See” shesad, “itisdone”
“Itisdone” Maximilian whispered, and raised himsdlf up and did insgde her body.



The One looked up from where he stood just outside Hairekeep. Behind and stretching far to the west
ranged the Skragling army.

They were crouched low, ready, awaiting asingle command.
Their eyes stared north, unblinking.

“So,” the One said, “it isdone.” Hetook adeep breath. “If that isthe way you want it, my Lord of Elcho
Fdling, then that isthe way it shdl be. It is of no matter to me.”

To one side the red tabby cat rose from the ground, stretched, then wound about the One' s legs.
The One sghed, concentrated, then spoke asingle word.

Eleanon.

He waited, and nodded in satisfaction as Eleanon responded in his mind.

We begin soon, the One said. Beready.

He glanced up into the night sky.

Bingded?the One said. Areyou ready?

Ready to kill, Bingaled said, and the One smiled, and nodded.

“Soon,” he whispered. “ Soon.”

They spent that night in the bed under the stars and the dow sweep of the crown of Elcho Faling, talking,
touching, and making love. They spoke of their separate liveswith each other: Ishbel’ stime doneinthe
house of her parents with their corpses, her life at Serpent’s Nest, the men she had sent to the grave
when she' d dit open their bellies; Maximilian talked of his childhood and training and hisfather’ stutelage,
of the black despair of the seventeen yearsin the Veins, and of hisyears as aresurrected king, marking
time until he met Ishbdl.

They talked of their daughter eventudly, 1shbel weeping alittle, Maximilian kissng the faint marks|eft by
her pregnancy on her belly.

“ Sdome wanted me to hold her newborn son,” Ishbd said to Maximilian, cuddling as closeto him asshe
could. “1 couldn’'t do it. She knew why.”

“Perhaps we should have another child.”

“Should we? After, perhaps, dl thisisdone.”

“And wein our dotage? Why don't we leave it to fate, Ishbel, and accept whatever happens?’
“| fear having another baby, Maxd.”

“Because of what we have done tonight? Married each other and the One to Elcho Falling?’

“Only partly. | fear losing another child. | don’t think | could surviveit.”



He moved her hand so that its back lay againgt his sternum. “In the beat of my heart,” he said.

Her mouth curved inasmdl amile. “1 shdl find my strength.”

In the morning, when they rose, it wasto see adark stain of men and horses across the western horizon.
They stood together a the edge of the platform, watching silently.
“Armat,” Maximilian murmured.

“Within that army,” Ishbel said, “Armat isnot your true enemy.”
[ Part Six ]
CHAPTER ONE

Elcho Falling

A xis stood on alarge balcony that faced west. It jutted out from Elcho Falling' s outer walls about athird
of theway up the citaddl: high enough to give him agood view, but not so high that he lost detail. He was
tired and irritable. He d barely dept last night, staying up late to ensure that everyone was settled (and
making sure he knew where everyone was), talking with Georgdi, Egaion, and BroadwWing, and then
gpending time with Inardle until dawn. That time with Inardle had not been al talk, but had dso included
an hourlong soak in the huge hot pool they’ d found in one of the chambers of their suite.

Suite—not chamber. Elcho Falling’s servants had led Axis and Inardle to a seven-chambered suite which
catered to their every whim. Every one of the chambers was massive—ten to fifteen paces high with
domed cellings, and with vast glossy stone floors which reminded Axis of the beautiful floor of Isaiah’s
Sun Chamber at the palace of Aghat. Both he and Inardle had stood and stared at the final chamber
which contained alarge circular sseaming pool. They smply looked at it, then at each other, then stripped
off their clothes and sank beneath the water. It had done wondersfor Inardl€’ swing, although she il
appeared tense. Axis had asked her what was wrong, but she’ d just smiled and kissed him and said
everything about Elcho Faling was so overwhelming.

She was with him now, dong with BroadWing, Eleanon, Georgdi, Ezekid, and Egalion. Behind them was
alarge commodious chamber that would serve well as acommand center for the citadd. It had
everything that Axisor any of the other commanders could need, including maps and chartsin drawers
St either under the tables or in chests stacked against the walls. There were even bedchambers opening
off the main chamber, for when an officer could not bear to be too far away from his command.

So far as Axis could work out, Elcho Falling somehow provided whatever was needed.

“They arrived some two or three hours after midnight,” BroadWing said. “ Since then they have been
busy establishing camp, with afew smal scouting parties circling the land around the edge of Elcho
Fdling slake”

“Looking for abridge, no doubt,” said Eleanon.

Axisglanced a him. The Ledfast man had lost agreat ded of his edginess snce Maximilian had raised
Elcho Falling, and he and BroadWing were standing together in amanner that was amost
companionable. When Axis and Inardle had arrived in the chamber this morning they’ d been perched on



the bal cony baustrading, discussing some of the Strike Force stactics with only aminimum of tension.

It was not just Eleanon and BroadWing. Everyone appeared much more at ease with the others. Even
Ezekid, who had kept his distance from the other commanders previoudy, was clearly amember of the
group rather than an orbiting and distant moon.

Whatever Maximilian had done with the Goblet of the Frogs besides raise Elcho Falling, it had been one
of the more remarkabl e pieces of sorcery that Axis had ever seen worked.

Hetdked with BroadWing for afew more minutes, then looked up when there was amovement above
him.

StarDrifter.
“How ismy brother?” Axis said once StarDrifter had landed and greeted everyone.

StarDrifter grinned. “Axis, | swear | do not know how | can bear to wait until heisgrown. Heisgoing to
be amagnificent son.”

Axis managed asmile, just, then everyone turned as Maximilian and Ishbel entered the room behind
them.

Axislooked ingtantly to Ishbd’ sleft hand, but she had it hidden in the drapery of her skirts, and he
couldn’'t seeif sheworethe ring or not. He tried to catch her eye, but she avoided it as sheand
Maximilian walked over to the bal ustrade.

“What do you know?” Maximilian said to Axis.

AXis sent one more glance Ishbel’ sway, but her |eft hand was il out of sight. “ Asyou can see, Armat
has established camp. He has supply lines stretching south and east. Georgdi told me last night that Kezid
isafew daysaway, moving north from Margdit with between eighty to one hundred thousand men—he
left some thirty thousand guarding Margdlit. BroadWing reports this morning that they are even closer
than Georgdi thought, perhaps thirty-six hours away.”

“And Armat’ sarmy?’ Maximilian said.

Axis hesitated, wondering what Maximilian wanted to know. “The camp iswell established and ordered.
Thereisno sign of interna insubordination.”

“Do you know where Insharah has his quarters?” Maximilian said.
Axislooked at BroadWing, who stepped forward.

“Insharah has his encampment in that quarter,” BroadwWing said, pointing. “'Y ou might just be ableto see
his pennant, the blue one there, with thered tip.”

“I can seeit,” Maximilian said. He smiled asIshbel came close, pointing out the tent to her. “It isdistant
from Armat’ stent.”

“Don't read too much into it,” said Axis. “If Insharah was going to make amove, | would have expected
it by now.”

“Perhaps,” said Maximilian.

Axisleaned againg the balustrading, folded hisarms, and looked at Maximilian. “What now? What do



you want meto do about Armat?’

Maximilian looked out over Armat’ s encampment, thinking. “We have the advantage,” he said after a
moment or two. “Armat cannot enter Elcho Faling, and his Siege engines can do little damageto the
citadd. We have the advantage of aflighted army aswell asahorsed one. Elcho Faling will never run
short of food, or supplies. A siegewill do little to damage us, saveforce usto rely on our own skillsfor
entertainment.”

“Andthe One?’ said Axis.
“I want towalit for Isaiah,” said Maximilian. “How long before he can join us?’

“He Il never get through Armat,” said Axis. “He has a quarter of the men of Kezid and Armat
combined.”

“If Kezid and Armat combing” Maximilian said.

“You arerelying agreat deal on the hope that the |sembaardianswill shatter due to their internal
rivalries” Axissaid quietly.

“I anrelying on higory,” Maximilian said, alittle sharply. “ Axis, can you contact |saiah through
StarHeaven again? Find out where heis, how long it will take him to reach Elcho Falling. Also station
members of the Strike Force aswell as Ledfast down south. | want to know if, when, something follows
| saiah through the Sdlamaan Pass.”

At that moment the wind caught at Ishbel’ s hair, and she lifted her hand to brush it out of her eyes.
Axiswent cold at the Sght of the ring on her finger, and he looked back at Maximilian.

“I pray to the stars you know what you are doing,” Axis said, then turned on his hedl and walked away.
“Axid” Maximilian sad.

Axiscameto ahdlt, but did not turn around.

“A word, if you please,” Maximilian said, catching the eye of the others present and tilting his head.
A moment later the bal cony was deserted save for Maximilian, Ishbel, and Axis.

“I know whet | do,” Maximilian said, and Axisturned round.

“What isworth risking—" he began.

“Itisworth everything,” Maximilian said, “but yes, | agreeitisarisk.”

“And you agreed?’ Axissaid to Ishbel.

Shegaveasmdl smile. “Not at first, but Maxe was very persuasve.”

“This” Maximilian said, lifting Ishbel’ s hand so that the ring glinted in the sun, “iswhat the One did not
want meto do. Yes, it binds him to Elcho Faling. | believe what | saiah says about the curse. | believein
itsredity. The Oneisbound to Elcho Faling. Elcho Faling will grant him entry the moment he walks up
to itsfront archway. But...somewherein dl of thisis something that the Onefears grestly: Ishbd and |,
united in marriage.”



Maximilian told Axiswhat he'd told Ishbel the night before: that he believed the One had carefully staged
Isaiah’ s miraculous achievement in getting the message to Maximilian in time to prevent thering going on
Ishbel’ sfinger.

“And yet you have no ideahow to prevent the One becoming Lord of Elcho Falling,” Axissaid. “If he
takesthiscitadd, if he takesyou, then—"

“Then| needtododl | canto prevent it,” Maximilian said. “Axis, | think the answer to al thislies back
in lsembaard. It lies somewhere close to DarkGlass Mountain itself. | need to talk to Isaiah, very badly,
because | think he hasthekey. | need, like Ishbd, to finish my training within the Twisted Tower. [—"

“Ishbel islearning the Twisted Tower?” Axissaid.

“Sheisnot who we need to fear,” Maximilian said, “no matter what you have been told.”

Axis shook his head, looking away for afew minutes as he thought.

“I'll say it again, Maxdl,” he said eventudly, “| pray to the stars you know what you are doing.”
“Areyou dill with me, Axis?’

Axisagain gave asmdl shake of hishead. “Y ou don't makeit easy for me.”

Maximilian amiled. “But...”

“But | suppose someone hasto look after you.”

“Thank you, Axis,” Ishbdl said softly.

CHAPTER TWO
Elcho Falling

A xis spent the day with his commanders, organizing the defenses of Elcho Falling as best he could, and
gathering as much information as possible about Armat’ sforce.

“But Maximilian said that Armat’ s forces could not enter Elcho Falling,” Inardle said to him at one point
after he' d spent an hour with her, BroadWing and Eleanon discussing flighted tactics againgt the
Isembaardian army.

“Perhaps,” Axissaid, “and perhaps not. | need to plan for the eventudity.”

They were gtting in their gpartments egting alight lunch. Inardle poured a glass of wesk aleand did it
acrossthe table toward Axis. “None of your winged command will prove useful if the |sembaardians get
ingde Elcho Fdling.”

Axissghed, turning theglassinidle circles on the tabletop. “1 know. | want to talk to Georgdi, Egdion,
and Ezekid this afternoon about stationing men on the lower reaches of Elcho Faling. If Armat’smen did
get ingde, we d ill have the advantage.”

He stopped, hiseyes till on the glass as he kept turning it.
“But...” sad Inardle.

“But,” said Axis, “ Armat has so many men. He' d lose thousands, but Armat can afford to do that.” Again



he paused, ill watching the glass. “ And he has Lister. Maximilian hasn't considered him. Lister knows
Elcho Faling, and knowstoo many of its secrets.”

Heraised hiseyes, looking at Inardle. “What do you think of him, Inardle? How much does he know?’
“Too much, Axis. Too much.”
“Thereisawaysatraitor somewhere, Inardle. It isawaysthe way.”

Shefroze, but Axis appeared to have made the remark without any underlying meaning, and so she
nodded and changed the subject.

Eleanon moved deep within Elcho Faling. The citadel extended far underground, and he spiraded down
gairwellsfor what seemed like hours until he could go no further.

The levels above had mainly been storerooms, but here, at the very core of the citaddl, was nothing but a
bare and somewhat dusty space with a smooth rock floor that extended so deep into shadows that
Eleanon could not seeany end toit.

He stood, turning every so often so he could stare into a different part of this cold, lonely chamber,
scrying out with his power to seeif there was anyone elsein the area.

He did not use the power of the Star Dance, but that of the Magi, which Eleanon thought only Maximilian
might recognize, and likely not even he.

He was safe enough for the moment.
There was no one else here.

Eleanon’ s chest rose in along, deep breath, then he held out his hands before him and muttered an
incantation.

The air shifted above his hands, and then appeared the dark corkscrewed spire that Eleanon, Bingaled,
and Inardle had originaly used to contact the One many weeks previoudy.

It was adark, twisted thing of great power—the most powerful of the spiresthat the ancient Ledfast had
created with the aid of the Magi.

Eleanon held it for along moment, then he set it down in the center of the rock floor, turned his back, and
|eft.

“Axid Axid”

Hewoke grudgingly, tired after along day spent organizing and worrying.
“Axid”

Herolled over, unwilling to wake up.

Then hefdt Inardle put her mouth right againgt hisear. “ Someoneisinsde Elcho Faling,” she hissed, and
Axis amost knocked her over as he sprang upright.



“How do you know?’ he said.

“I have fdlt the movement in the Star Dance,” she said, “and in the eddying of theair asit flowsup
through Elcho Fdling. Thereisan intruson in the vaulted chambersthat lead from the entrance arch,
moving toward the great Stairwell.”

Axiswas by now half dressed and pulling on his boots. “Wake Egdion, and BroadWing, and—"

Shewas aready gone, and Axisdidn’t bother with his shirt, grabbing his sword belt and buckling it about
hiships.

“Shit,” he muttered as heran for the door.

Axisdmost did down one of thefind curves of the staircase asit wound to an end in the series of vaulted
chambersthat ran back from the entrance arch. He took severa more steps down, then dowed,
uncertain.

Everything appeared asit should. Therewas apair of the Emerald Guard, standing sentry at one of the
curves where Egalion had stationed them. Axis glanced up, seeing sentries further up the Saircase and
standing on internd ba coniesthat overlooked the greet stairwell.

They were watchful, but relaxed, and not alittle curious asto why a half-unclothed Axiswas diding
down the staircase in astate close to panic.

“StarMan?’ one of the sentries near him said.
“Thereissomething wrong,” Axissaid. “You can't fed it?’

The two sentries just down from him exchanged a glance, then shook their heads. “All isquiet, StarMan,”
oneof them said.

“Thereis something wrong,” Axis said, walking down the stairs more carefully now. He passed the two
sentries, then glanced behind him as he heard more steps.

Egdlion, and forty or fifty of the Emerald Guard, dressed and weaponed asif they’ d been standing ready.

Axislooked back down the airs. The hairs on the back of his neck were risng. Something was wrong,
but he couldn’t see anything, or otherwise recognize what it might be.

He stepped down alittle further.

And, suddenly, there was adisturbancein the air before him.

Ravenna stepped out of the air, and behind her too many |sembaardian soldiersto count.

Stars! Axisthought, taking severa steps back up the staircase as he turned to shout ordersto Egalion.
“Wait,” said Ravenna, “we have not cometo fight or to harm.”

Axisturned around. He didn’t say anything, just looked at the soldiers that kept materializing out of the
ar. Ravennd strick.

But how had she got them inside the entrance arch?



“IsMaximilian about?’ Ravennasaid.

“Yes” said avoice, “Maximilian isabout.”

Axis glanced over hisshoulder. Maximilian was stepping past Egdion.
“What do you here, Ravenna?’ he said as he came to stand beside Axis.

“Cometotalk to you,” said Ravenna, “and to demondtrate this.” She turned alittle, just enough to
indicate the mass of soldiers behind her.

Axis glanced between Maximilian and Ravenna. Both gppeared very cam, but he thought he could see
traces of tension about Maximilian' s eyes.

So much for Elcho Faling not dlowing Armat’ sarmy entrance, Axisthought. If thiswasthe point
Ravenna had come to make, then she had madeit very well indeed. He caught Egdlion’ seye, and the
man gave adight nod and began to make hisway up the stairwell to get reinforcements.

“How areyou, Maxd?’' Ravennasaid, folding her handsin front of her somach. She looked very calm
and very certain of hersdlf, and the way she' d folded her hands before her tightened the fabric of her
gown over her belly, emphasizing her pregnancy.

“Y ou have not come thisway and in this manner,” Maximilian said, “to exchange bandities. What do you
want, Ravenna?’

“Y ou have seen how easly | gained entry,” said Ravenna. “ Thistime| brought a thousand men. Next
time I might bring one hundred thousand. Have | made my point sufficiently?”

“Very dficiently,” sad Maximilian. “What have you cometo say to me, Ravenna?’

“We need to talk, Maxdl. We need to parley. Armat and | are prepared to offer you...acompromise, if
you like”

“Say it here”
“No. | want to speak to you alone. Just you and me, Maxel, as onceit was.”
“It was never just you and me” Maximilian said.

“Then it should have been,” she said, very quietly. “Come speak with me privately, Maxd. Please. Hear
what | haveto say.” She paused. “Maxd, we need to talk about our child, and | will not do that with al
these swords surrounding us.”

“Y ou were the one to bring the swords, Ravenna.”

“Maxe, please.” She hesitated. “Do not cast me off discourteoudy. Do not make me beg.”
Something in Maximilian’sface atered at that last. “Where do you want to meet, Ravenna?’
“Maxel—" Axissad, but Maximilian put ahand on his shoulder.

“Itisdl right, Axis” he murmured. Then, in alouder voice, “ Ravenna?’

“Meet meinthe Land of Dreams,” Ravennasaid. “Y ou are skilled enough to find the way, and you know
it will be safe therefor both of us. Meet mein the Land of Dreams, tomorrow night.”



Then, before Maximilian could answer, sheturned around, and al the soldierswith her, and waked
down the stairwel | and back into the vaulted chamber.

“Follow them, and make sure they depart,” Axissaid to the sentries.
Then helooked to Maximilian. “How did they get in, Maxel?’
“Thebaby,” Maximilian said. “Elcho Falling recognized the baby.”
“Asyour child?”

“Asthe heir to Elcho Falling,” Maximilian said.

“Youcan'tdoit.”

Axiswaswith Maximilian, Ishbdl, Egdion, and Garth in achamber high in Elcho Falling.
“Maxd,” Axissad, “you can't doit. It istoo dangerous.”

“Shewon't hurt me” Maximilian said.

Axislooked at Garth.

“I don't think shewill, either,” Garth said. “Ravenna has done many things | can't condone, but she
would never stoop to harming Maxel.”

“For dl the tars sakes” Axissaid, “shedlied herself with Armat! She was prepared to threaten you
tonight with invasion! She killed her own mother! What won't she stoop to?”

“I agreewith Axis,” Ishbd said. “Y ou can't trust her, Maxel. She wants Elcho Faling for hersalf and her
child”

“If Ravennawanted Elcho Fdling for hersdlf and her child,” Maximilian said, “then shewouldn’t be
parleying. She would have smply led Armat and his two-hundred-thousand-odd men ingde the arch this
night and most of uswould be dead by now. Axis, did you have defensesin place to repel that kind of
intruson?’

Axis shook hishead. “ Defenses would have been in place by tomorrow night, but even then...”

Maximilian grunted. “ She could have had usdl,” he said, “but she didn’t take the opportunity. She wants
totak, and | think | should hear what she hasto say. For al | know she wants to negotiate with me
agang Armat.”

“Maxd,” Axis, Ishbd, and Egdion said asone.

Maximilian waved a hand, dismissing their objections.

“Y ou should have known Elcho Faling would recognize the child,” Axissaid quietly.
“I had not thought,” Maximilian said.

“Don't go,” Ishbel said.

“ must,” hesaid.



CHAPTER THREE

L and of Dreams and Elcho Falling

R avenna?’

Maximilian moved through the Land of Dreams carefully. He walked down adamp gravel path. To either
side of him were mist-shrouded marshes, studded with gray-green trees draped in moss that reached
twiggy fingersthrough the tendrils of mist to tweak at Maximilian’shair as he passed.

“Ravennd?’

Hewondered if the Lord of Dreams was about, but he couldn’t sense him. No doubt he’ d want to avoid
Ravenna.

“Ravenna”

She appeared ten or so paces before him on the path, emerging dowly from the mist asif she glided on
ice

“Maxd.” She hdted, and Maximilian thought she looked weary and low of spirit.
“What do you want of me, Ravenna?’

“Y ou must know. | want you to acknowledge this baby asyour heir. No, wait, please. Let mefinish. This
isyour son, Maxd. Y our heir. Elcho Faling knowsit, why can't you acknowledge it?’

Hedidn't answer her.

She sghed, moving her shouldersasif trying to loosen them from tension. “Maxel, the only dispute
between usis|shbel. | have said enough to you that you know how | fed. 1shbel will murder you and this
land. And know you know why. Isaiah has sent word to you that—"

“Y ou know that?’

“Yes. Lister could overhear the communication between Axis and StarHeaven.”

Maximilian' sface tightened, and he looked away from her.

Ravennatook ahaf step toward him. “Ishbel will murder thisland if you put that ring on her—"
“Ishbel won't, you fool! It isthe Onewho carries destruction at his heels!”

“I' know you love her, Maxel, but you need to rid yourself of Ishbel in order to save Elcho Faling, and to
savethe land. Y ou can dlow neither to fal to the bleakness that approaches.”

“Ravenna, dl you want is power, and you use any argument you canto seizeit.”

“It isnot power, my love, but you that | want. | love you, | am here, ready at your hand, for whatever
you want. | have waged war for you, Maxel. All for you. Do not cast me off again.”

“I amtired of this, Ravenna. Too tired. If there is nothing else you want save but to dander Ishbel, then
go.”

“Do not put thering to her finger, Maxd. Y our very life depends on that.”



“Itistoo late, Ravenna. | did that ring to her finger the night before last.”
Ravennawent white, her gray eyes glistening madly. “No! Tell meyou did not—"

“I have made my choice, my lady. Ishbel ismy choice, and my wife. | choose her beforeyou, and in
defiance of the One.”

“NO!”

“Too late,” said anew voice, and Armat stepped out of the mist at the side of the path, and, as
Maximilian started back in darm, brought down his sword in amurderous arc, dicing Maximilian open
from chest to groin.

There was asudden, horrifying spurt of blood, and then Maximilian vanished from the Land of Dreams.
Armat rested the sword on the ground, staring at the pool of blood on the pathway.
“I needed a second stroke,” he said.

“1t does not matter,” Ravennasaid, her voice and face wooden. “ That was a death blow. If not in the first
ingtant, within the next ten minutes.”

Then she turned and walked back down the path, leaving Armat leaning on his sword, staring at the
blood soaking into the gravel.

Axiswas ditting in achair in one of the bedchambersthat ran off the main command chamber. He
watched Maximilian insensiblein his own chair partway across the room. Ishbel sat closeto him; Egdion
and Garth stood further back in the chamber.

Everyone s eyeswere on Maximilian.

He d been largely Hill ashetraveled the Land of Dreams, dthough Axis had seen the musclesin
Maximilian' s face tighten and clench asif he spoke, or reacted to something said to him.

Everyone was tense, no one wanting Maximilian exposed to this danger.

Then, in an instant so horrific that Axisknew he' d never forget it, Maximilian's body exploded. Blood
and tissue erupted in agreat arc from the front of his body, and he jerked out of the chair and did to the
floor.

For an instant everyone looked, then, as Garth, Axis, and Egdion al made for Maximilian, 1shbel turned
on them.

“Garth stays,” she snapped. “ Everyone else out. Now!”

They obeyed her.
There was nothing € se to be done.

Both Axis and Egalion had enough experience to know a death blow when they saw one.



CHAPTER FOUR

Elcho Falling
Shit,” Axissad. Then again. “ Shit!”

Helooked at Egalion. The man was ashen.
“WEell need to movefast,” Axissaid, speaking in alow but urgent voice.

They needed to movefadt, yes, but giving Egdion something to do would break him out of hisfugue
fagter than anything e se,

“Ravennaand Armat will know Maximilianisdead,” Axis continued. “Itisjust past midnight...Egdion,
we can expect an attack before dawn. There will be nothing to prevent them now. Get Georgdi and
Ezekiel, and get every damned soldier you can find and station them either in the vaulted chamber
entrance or in the balconieslining the great stairwell. Remember how Ravenna got those thousand menin
previoudy. Damnit, she likely has enough power to shroud Armat’ s entire army. Egadlion?’

1] YS’” he gd. {3 YS‘”
“Move!” Axissaid, and Egalion stared a him a heartbeat longer before running for the door.
StarDrifter, Axis called. BroadwWing.

In the ten minutes or so it took for them to reach him, Axis paced the chamber, looking every now and
again at the closed door to the chamber holding Maximilian, Ishbel, and Garth.

Maximilian would be dead by now. Stars, he’ d been eviscerated. That had not been just blood erupting
from his belly wound.

Axis closed hiseyesfor amoment, fighting to forget what he’ d just witnessed.
Shit! If only he had the power to turn back time and prevent Maximilian walking into Ravenna strap.

“Axis?’ StarDrifter and BroadWing arrived together, folding their wings as they walked in the bal cony
door.

“Maximilian hasbeen killed,” Axissaid.
StarDrifter and BroadWing just stared at Axis, utterly shocked.

“Ravennatrapped him. Shelikely had Armat lying in wait in the Land of Dreams,” Axissaid. “Wecan
expect an attack from Armat within hours. BroadwWing, | will need you to get both the Strike Force and
the Ledlfast into the air. Report any movement you seein Armat’s camp.”

BroadWing nodded, turning for the bal cony.

“BroadWing?' Axissaid, and the Strike Force commander turned back.

“Becareful,” Axissad. “I disirust Ravenna s sorceries.”

BroadWing nodded, saluted Axiswith a clenched hand across his chest, then was gone.
“Ishbd?” StarDrifter said.



“Still in with what remains of Maxd. | have no ideawhat she can do apart from grieve. Stars, StarDrifter,
hewasvirtualy diced intwo.”

StarDrifter put ahand on his son’s shoulder. “What can | do, Axis?’

Axistook adeep breath. “ At the moment the only thing we have in our favor isthat we have the Star
Dance back in full messure” He gave asmdl, humorless smile. “ At least we are Enchanters again,
StarDrifter. | suspect Ravennawill usethat trick she used last night to gain entry for her hordes. They'l
come disguised with sorceries, and we' Il need somehow to ether negate those sorceries, or somehow
combet them.”

For some minutes they conferred quietly, discussing waysin which they could use the Star Dance and
their own powersto protect Elcho Faling.

“It might be possble—" StarDrifter said, and both men looked up as Inardle, Egdlion, and Georgdi
strode in the door. Inardle came straight to Axis, and he gave her aquick hug, using it to comfort himsalf
asmuch asher.

“Maximilianisdead?’ Georgdi said, and Axis noted the pain in the man’seyes.
“I'm sorry,” hesaid.

Georgdi’ s face tightened, but he gave anod. “My men have taken up position within the vaulted
chamber,” he said. “ Egdion has sationed the Emerdd Guard up the main stairwell.”

“Good,” Axissaid. “The Strike Force and Ledfast arein the air. We should get somewarning of an
attack, evenif Armat’ s entire army vanish into a sorcerous gloom. I’ m taking command for the moment.
We can discuss later an orderly succession. | can't have—"

“Therewill be no need for such action,” 1shbel said, closing the door to Maximilian’s death chamber
behind her.

Everyone was so shocked by her gppearance they could not answer immediately. Ishbe wasliteraly
covered in blood. It had soaked and dried into so much of her skirtsthat they were as stiff aswooden
boards, and made walking difficult. Her hands and arms up to her elbows were covered in thick, dried
blood, and Axistried very hard not to imagine where she' d had those hands and arms. Blood had also
gpattered over her face and through her hair, and soaked in great patches through the material over her
breasts.

Thuswalksthe Archpriestess of the Coil after one of her daughters, Axisthought, then felt ashamed at
the ungenerosity of histhoughts.

Ishbel moved alittle closer, and Axisfelt everyone el setense, asif they wanted to take afew steps back.
Stars, she stank of Maximilian's blood—and worse.

She raised both her hands before her, and everyone looked at them.

“See” she said Softly, “1 wear both rings of Persmius now. My marriage ring and that which Maximilian
oncewore. Thereisno need for you to assume command, Axis SunSoar. | am Peramius,” her tone
hardened dightly, “and | am the Lady of Elcho Falling, and can travel the Twisted Tower aswel asonce
could my husband. What was once Maximilian’sisnow mine.” She paused. “ That includes your loyaty.”

There was absolute silence as everyone stared at I1shbel.



She moved her hand, just alittle, just enough so that the lamplight caught at the few unbloodied jewels of
the rings on her hands. “I am Peramius. | am the Lady of Elcho Faling, and | do command your loyalty.”

Axis dared at her, fixated by the frightful sght of her sanding there, commanding hisloyalty.
“And you haveit, my lady,” Georgdi said, faling to one knee before Ishbel.

Shelowered her right hand to him, which carried on itsfourth finger Maximilian’ sring, and Georgdi
kissed it.

Aningant later, Egaion was dso on his knee before her, kissing thering.
Axisfdt nauseated at the thought of the taste of Maximilian’sblood in his mouth.
Georgdi and Egdion stepped back, and Ishbel moved alittle closer to Axisand StarDrifter.

At thisclose digtance, Axis ssomach turned at the stench of Maximilian’ s death, and he had to swallow
to prevent himsdlf gagging.

“Y ou gave your loyaty to Maximilian,” Ishbd said, holding Axis gaze. “Will you now giveit to me?’
“Ishbel—" Axis began.
“I command everything that Maximilian once commanded,” said Ishbd, “and that includes you.”

Her gaze was absolutely relentless, and Axis had the sudden thought that she' d prove afar better
commander than Maximilian might have done. She had the strength and the stomach for it, he redized,
and she might hold Elcho Falling together, where without her it would fall gpart.

“You haveit,” Axissad.

“Youdon't wishto kissthering?’ I1shbd said, and her mouth twitched, just dightly. Axisredized it
was't humor so much as recognition of her current Sate.

“Perhapslater,” Axissaid, and Ishbel gave anod.

“That isgood enough for me,” shesad. “ StarDrifter?’

“You have my loydty,” he said, “and that of the Strike Force.”
“Inardle?” 1shbd said.

“And mine, and that of the Ledfast,” Inardle said, and she had no hesitation in stepping forward and
kissng thering.

“Y ou think Armat will attack now Maximilian isdead?’ Ishbd said to Axis.

“Withinafew hours,” Axissad. “If | were him | would not waste this opportunity. He must think Elcho
Fdlingindisaray.”

“Well,” said Ishbd, “bloodied, if not in disarray,” and Axisonce again marveled at how cam and
sdlf-controlled shewas.

“Y ou have plansfor adefense?’ she asked.

“Yes” Axissad, but as he began to explain them to Ishbel sheinterrupted him.



“No need,” shesad. “I shdl defend Elcho Fdling.”

Before anyone could ask aquestion, Ishbel turned and walked toward the door that led deeper into
Elcho Faling.

She vanished from sight before she reached it.
CHAPTER FIVE
Armat’s Encampment

A rmat finished his discussion with hisleading commander, then dismissed the man.

As soon as the commander had |eft the tent, Armat looked between Lister and Ravenna. “I will need the
cover of your sorceriesto get the meningde Elcho Falling,” he said. “ Axiswill certainly expect meto
attack, and he has the defensive advantage. Y ou can do it?’

Both Lister and Ravenna nodded, although Ravennalooked less certain of it.

“Y ou have not the ssomach for thefight?” Armat asked her. “Has your lover’ s death distressed you so
gregtly tha—"

“I loved him!” Ravennasaid. “ Allow mealittie room for grief, if you please.”

“Thereisno time nor room for grief if you want your son to have that for which you daughtered his
father,” Armat sad.

“Then| amready,” Ravennasaid. “1 will not quail, Armat.”

Armat grunted, exchanging ameaningful look with Ligter.

Insharah sat in histent, staring at the sword lying on the bed before him. The entire camp was alive with
movement as men readied themselves for an attack upon the citadd of Elcho Falling.

But Insharah could barely breathe, let done equip himself for the action.

Ravennaand Armat had trapped Maximilian, and murdered him. Armat had called his senior
commanders, including Insharah, into histent the ingtant he! d returned from the murder, informing them
that Maximilian was dead and that Elcho Falling wasthersfor the taking. Then he’ d sent them away to
rousethe army.

Insharah had, instead, come back to his tent, where he had sunk down on his bunk, unableto stir his
command for anything. Rimmert had come in, asking questions about what had to be done, and Insharah
had sent him on hisway with some vague assurancesthat he’ d be out shortly.

But Insharah did not think he' d be able to walk out of thistent, shortly or even lately, and take part in an
attack on Elcho Fdling.

Insharah thought he could have borne Maximilian’ s death if it had come accidentally, or nobly. But to be
murdered by your lover, who carried your child? And in such ahateful and duplicitous way? For aman
who had only ever done good, and that nobly?



All the doubts that had been growing inside Insharah for weeks now coa esced into a sudden, shining
determination.

He picked up the sword and tossed it degp into the tent.
“l can'tdoit,” hesaid.

“Good,” said avoice from the dark depths of the tent, and Insharah started up in fear—then fell to his
kneesin terror asanightmarish vison walked out of the depths of the tent carrying his sword.

“| seem to be spending tonight collecting loyaties,” said Ishbdl. “Do | have yours, Insharah?’

“How many can you conceal within your sorcery?’” Armat asked Ravenna. He was fully armored and
weaponed, and shifted from foot to foot inill-concealed eagerness. Armat had been blooded that night,
and now he wanted more.

“Enough,” shesaid. “I don't have a precise number for you, Armat. Enough. That will haveto do.”

“No need to snap, my lady,” Armat said. “Am | not about to ddliver to you that for which you have
lusted?”

“Am | not about to deliver to you that for which you have lusted?’ Ravenna snapped. “Don’'t
condescend to me, Armat.”

“Oh, for dl thegods sakes,” Ligter said, “stop fighting like children. Another few hours and we will dl
have what we want. Power, and a chance to secure thisland against that which approaches from—"

He stopped, suddenly very aert, and looked about the interior of the tent.
“What isit?” Armat said, drawing his sword.

“Someone—" Ligter began, then drew in a deep breath of shock as power envel oped everyonein the
tent. “ Someone,” he said again, his voice now hoarse with acombination of anger, fear, and surprise, “is
using the Persmiusgloom.”

Before any among Armat, Ravenna, or Lister could move, or summon any sorcery of their own, the
blood-soaked Ishbdl appeared in their very midst. She spun on her hed as she materidized, flinging one
hand out from the goblet she held in her other, scattering blood over the other three.

“I invoke theright of the dark-shrouded widow,” she hissed, “given to me by Elcho Faling, to spesk
uninterrupted againgt the murderers of the Lord of Elcho Fdling.”

Armat and Lister both tried to speak, but found themselves unable to so much as open their mouths,
while Ravenna struggled usdlessly to summon any of her own power.

“You are dl bound for the moment,” said Ishbel. Shelooked a each of them, circling dowly, staring
coldly at them. “If you had not planned or participated in Maxe’s murder, then you would still be ableto
speak and move. What | have just spoken isasorcery of justice.” She gave a soft, harsh laugh. “Y our
immohility condemnsyou, dl three.”

She indicated a spot toward the door of the tent, and al three of her captivesfound their eyes drawn to
it.



Insharah stood there, holding his sword.
“Behold,” Ishbd said. “My witness”

Then she stepped closeto Armat. “Y ours was the sword,” she said, and gave his chest adight push,
sending him toppling askew into the chair just behind him.

“I curseyou,” 1shbel continued, her voice low and powerful, “to live out what remains of your lifeasa
puppet. Y ou shal not move of your own accord, nor shal you ever speak, save to move to the wishes
and to mouth the words of your puppetmaster. Hisnameis Insharah.”

“Youwill tell the Lady of Elcho Faling,” said Insharah, “how grateful you are that your life has been
Spared.”

Armat’ seyesralled franticaly, but he could not hat the words issuing from his mouth. “1 am most grateful
to the Lady of Elcho Falling that my life has been spared.”

Ishbdl gave acold smile, and looked at Insharah. “My lord, can you hold thisfor mefor the moment?’
She held out the goblet she carried in one of her hands, and Insharah took it in his.

Then Ishbel turned to Ligter. “What can | say to you, Lister? For twenty years, more, | adored you and
thought you omnipotent and blessed. | murdered men at your pleasure, and married aman at your whim.
But your whimiscapricious, isit not? Y ou withdrew your love from me, as aso from my husband, whom
| had cometo love. Thus| withdraw my love from you, Lister, and condemn you to the fate of the
hundreds you sent to my knife.”

Lister’ seyes bulged, but he could not move, nor use any of his power against her.

Ishbel lifted her right hand, and every eyein the tent was drawn to the glinting blade that curved out from
her first and second fingers.

“Dieinthe manner of my husband,” Ishbel said, and the blade arced through the air, and in the next
instant Lister’ s belly exploded, sending blood and organs cascading down hislegsto the floor.

Fresh blood besmirched Ishbel’ sface, but she did not blink. She brought the blade down once more,
and then yet again, as Ligter tried to clutch his bowels back into hisbody, separating every sngleorganin
his abdomina and pelvic cavity from their supports and sending them diding through hisfrantic fingersto
thefloor.

Ligter lifted hisface, just enough to stare one long moment into Ishbel’ simplacable eyes, then he toppled
over, the sound of hisbody hitting the pile of hisentrailsafrightful, sickening wet thud.

Ishbel ignored him. She looked to Insharah, and he handed back to her the goblet.

Then Ishbel turned to Ravenna. “Y ou tried once to murder me, and then you murdered your mother, and
you murdered my husband, who was your lover, and whom you professed to love. Y ou carry hischild.
Shal you murder that one day, too, when the whim strikes you? Is no one safe from your ambition?’

She sighed, and held up the goblet. “ See here, Ravenna. Thisisthe Goblet of the Frogs. Isit not
beauteous? It was made by my ancestress, and isathing of great power. But on thisvile night, its power
isof no usetome. It isbut agoblet, and it iswhat it containswhich is of interest.”

Ishbel dipped her free hand into the goblet, and when she withdrew it, her fingers were dick with blood.



“It contains the blood of my murdered husband, Ravenna,” 1shbel said. *Imagine this blood’ s power,
when presented to its murderer.”

Ishbd flicked her hand suddenly, and even despite the enchantment that bound Ravenna, the woman
managed to flinch.

Blood flew through the air to apoint just above Ravenna s head. Thereit coalesced into onelarge
globule and then, horribly, into atravesty of the twisting rings of the crown of Elcho Faling, the dowly
turning bands now made of clotted blood rather than gold.

“Thisbloodied crown ismy revenge on you, Ravenna,” I1shbd said quietly, “and | useit not aslshbe,
Lady of Elcho Faling, but as the midwife of sorrow which you have dways believed meto be.”

She paused, taking a deep breath. “ Thefirgt ring | use to curse you and to cut you off from the Land of
Dreams”

One of the bloodied bands dipped free from its two companions, diding down over Ravenna s body as
once the true crown had dipped over Maximilian’s body.

“Never more shall youwalk the Land of Dreams,” said Ishbel, “and never more shall you use its power
for any means, fair or foul.”

Tearsdid down Ravenna sface. Her body twitched asif she fought to struggle free, but 1shbdl’s
enchantment kept her bound.

“Thesecond ring,” said Ishbd, “1 useto cut your child free from Elcho Falling. No longer Maximilian's
heir, no longer hisblood, he shal never be able to enter Elcho Falling again without the citadel
recognizing him only asthe murderer of the Lord of Elcho Faling.”

The second ring did down over Ravenna s body, and her mouth opened in asilent scream.

“Thethirdring,” 1shbd said asthefind ring began its descent over Ravenna, “| useto cut you completely
from any society or land. No man, no people, and no country shal ever love or offer you safe harbor
again, Ravenna. Go now. | free you from the enchantment that | used to bind you. Go now from thistent
and from thisland. Go and bear your child in agony and sorrow, and weep that you have so thoughtlessy
murdered those who loved you.”

Ravenna collapsed to her knees as Ishbel’ s power set her free, then managed to get back to her feset.

“Y ou have made yoursdf abad enemy—" she hissed, but Ishbel cut her off with alaugh of genuine
amusement.

“A worse enemy than what | have in you aready? Go now, Ravenna. | am not interested in what useless
words you think to fling my way. If it was not for that child you, too, would be dead. Go. Go!”

Ravenna sent |shbd one last, hate-filled ook, then she stcumbled from the tent.

Insharah waited a moment until he heard her footsteps fade, then he walked over to Ishbel and took her
elbow as she sagged in exhaustion.

“My lady,” he murmured.
“Takeyour puppet,” said Ishbd, “and use him to establish your control over thisarmy.”
“And then?’



“Then do with it what you think best.”

Insharah gave her asteady look. “My lady, you forget how well | know you.” He glanced at Armat, and
when he spoke again he kept hisvoice very low. “1 am assuming, Ishbel, that you heded Maximilian as
well as once you hedled Madarin.”

CHAPTER S X
Elcho Falling

A xis, StarDrifter, and Inardle were still within the command room when Ishbel returned. She came
through the door, and gave them a cool |ook.

“Therewill beno attack,” she said.

Then, without waiting for aresponse, 1shbe entered Maximilian’ s death chamber and closed the door
behind her.

Garth sat five or Six paces away from the daybed that held Maximilian’s body. He could not look away
fromit. In the past few hoursit had cooled and mottled into the terrible gray and blue of death, itsflesh
cold and dightly clammy. Maximilian lay on hisback, a bloodied sheet pulled up to hischest.

Hisfacewas dack, dl expression wiped from it when hislife had expired.

The door opened and Ishbel entered, startling Garth.

“Did Madarin bring water?’ she asked, and Garth nodded at the large urn and basin set on aside table.
“|shbe?’ hesaid.

“Later,” Ishbel said, and walked over to the table. She stripped off her blood-stiffened clothes, dropping
them to the floor before kicking them to one side.

Garth stared, unable to look away. The blood which had soaked through her clothes had dried in crusty
driftsal down Ishbd’ s body, and she wrung out awashcloth and scrubbed her flesh until it glowed. Then
she shook out her hair, and poured water through it, sogping it thoroughly before rinaing and toweling it

dry.

Then, asif obliviousto Garth’s presence, she waked over to Maximilian on his day bed, lifted the sheet,
anddidinbesdehim.

“Heisso cold,” she murmured.
Garth opened his mouth to say something, then realized Ishbdl did not expect areply.

She snuggled in close to Maximilian's corpse, her body againg his, one arm diding under hisbody so that
her arms enclosed him.

Shelay her face on his shoulder and clasped her hands about his chest.
Then, rhythmically, Ishbel’ s hands began to beet gently against Maximilian’ s stlernum.
“I shal find dl my strength,” she said, “in the beet of your heart.”



Ishbel walked into the Twisted Tower. Josia stood just inside the door, hisface lined with desperation.
“You havelittletime,” hesaid.
“I havetime enough,” Ishbe replied, turning for the Sairs.

She waked up them unhurriedly, her naked body gleaming in the warm light, and Josa s eyesfollowed
her until she disappeared from view.

For the next few minutes he listened to the soft footfalls of her steps asthey climbed upward.

“Hurry!” he whispered.

Maximilian stood naked before the open window on the very top level. One foot rested on the
windowsll, and hisbody leaned very dightly toward the opening.

His eyes werefixated on what lay beyond, hisface awash with a soft green light that pulsated through the
window.

Ishbel stepped into the chamber, pausing for amoment as she caught sight of Maximilian. Then she
walked over to him, keeping her eyes averted from the view through the window, and stood behind him,
pressing her body the length of his, her face resting between his shoulder blades, her eyes closed.

She did her arms under his and clasped her hands gently together againgt his chest.
Then they began to beat dowly, rhythmicaly, againgt his sternum.

“Maxd?’ shesad. “Come home, please.”

Hedidn't respond.

She kissed the cold skin between his shoulder blades. “ Come home, Maxel.”

She pressed hersalf even more strongly against his back. “Can you fed the beat of my heart, Maxel? Do
you remember what you said?’

Hedidn’'t move, but 1shbe sensed something deep within him shift.

“Every beat of my heart, Maxd, isyour strength. Come home, Maxd, come home.”

He shivered, and Ishbd felt a sudden jerk beneath her hands as they pressed against his chest.
Her eyesfilled with tears. “Maxd, come home, please.”

He relaxed againgt her, and she had to take a deep breath and hold it to control her emotion.
Then she unclasped her hands, and began to run them very gently over hisbody.

Wherever they passed, so the scarsleft by histime in the Veins vanished.

“Let them fly through the window, Maxel,” she murmured. “Let both the scars and nightmares go into
death. Y ou don’t need them anymore.”



“Am | dead?’ Maximilian said.
“No,” she said, kissing the skin between his shoulder blades more strongly now. “No.”
Maximilian took adeep breath, hisfirst, and lifted hisfoot from the windowsill and placed it on the floor.

“Come home, Maxéd,” Ishbd said, and he sighed and turned into her arms.

Garth gtarted in amazement. Maximilian' s body, mottled with death, suddenly flushed arosy pink.
All the scarsthat had marked his body faded, then vanished.

Maximilian's eyesflew open. They stared at the celling of the chamber, then he turned his head and saw
Garth.

Garth saw recognition in Maximilian' sgaze, but Maximilian did not say anything. Instead he stretched his
body very gently, then smiled suddenly as he redlized Ishbel’ s presence beside him.

Herolled over, wrapping her in hisarms.

Garth’ seyes gleamed with tears. He rose and | eft the chamber, quietly closing the door behind him.

Epilogue

G o! whispered the One, and dl aong the southern foothills of the FarReach Mountains, from Hairekeep
to the River Lhyl, millions of Skradlings darted forth, rushing into the gullies and crevices of the
mountains,

By morning they would be through the mountain range and into the realm of the Lord of Elcho Faling.

Atop the peaks of the mountains danced the Lealfast Nation, dmost aquarter million of them, holding
torches gleefully into the night so that the Skraelings had both light and guidance, and sSinging with glee as
below them silver-orbed horror seethed through the mountain passes.

Sdamaan Pass was 0 thick with Skradlings they hid the ground completely.

Go! whispered the One, and in Elcho Faling Eleanon and his twelve thousand fighters picked up their
wegpons and dissolved into invisibility.

A moment later they were dispersing throughout the citadel, seeking out the units of the Strike Force and
the Emerad Guard and the Outlander fighters, an unseen cloud of slent degth.

Go! whispered the One, and in the Twisted Tower Josiafrowned at the scratching at the door.

He opened it, and stared bemused at the red tabby cat that entered and began to wind its way about his
ankles.

And now I! whispered the One, and deep in the heart of Elcho Falling Eleanon’ s dark spire glowed



once, twice, then flared violently.
When the glaring light died, it wasto reved the green form of the One standing in the heart of the citaddl.

The Onelooked about, flexed his shoulders asif he were working out adight stiffness, then walked
toward the staircase that led upward.

Infinity had come to claim Elcho Falling, and death itsinhabitants.

The Book of the Soulenai lay in the center of the Infinity Chamber in the heart of DarkGlass Mountain,
where the One had | eft it. Asthe One set foot on the first rise of the staircase in Elcho Faling, so the
cover of the book opened Sowly.

Therat, who had hidden in the book for so long, dowly emerged and moved away severd paces.
It sat down, staring intently at the Book of the Soulena.

The book burst into flames, very suddenly, and asit did so, therat began to scream.
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Insharah: captain of aband of |sembaardian soldiers. Friend of Axis SunSoar.

Isaiah: Tyrant of sembaard.

Isembaard, Tyranny of: amassive empire below the FarReach Mountains, currently ruled by Isaiah.
Jequid: aservant within the kitchens of the palace of Aghat.
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