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THE WEAVER’S LAMENT

Time, it is a tapestry

Threads that weave it number three

These be known, from first to last,

Future, Present, and the Past

Present, Future, weft-thread be

Fleeting in inconstancy

Yet the colors they do add

Serve to make the heart be glad

Past, the warp-thread that it be

Sets the path of history

Every moment ’neath the sun

Every battle, lost or won

Finds its place within the lee

Of Time’s enduring memory

Fate, the weaver of the bands

Holds these threads within Her hands

Plaits a rope that in its use

Can be a lifeline, net—or noose.


Overture Dolore

IN THE REALM BETWEEN LIFE AND THE AFTERLIFE

In a quiet glade, where green leaves were painted in streaks of light, deep in the silence of a place out of Time, the heavy mist of morning burned off in the gentle glare of the rising sun.

Standing in that diminishing mist was a tall figure, a man clad in a green robe the color of the forest leaves, with eyes of bottomless darkness and brows that matched. A mythic figure, met or heard of only by those who came to this realm, the sleepy wooded place known as the Veil of Hoen, where only the dying were welcome.

The doorstep between Life and the Afterlife.

The Lord Rowan. Yl Angaulor.

The bringer of Peaceful Death.

The lord, himself a manifestation of an epic concept, was staring at another such manifestation.

Before him in the glen was an enormous vertical loom on which the tapestry of Time was being woven. Behind that warp-weighted loom sat the figure of a woman, an entity known as the Weaver, the being that embodied the concept of Time in history. Her face was serene, though any living being that had seen it in this drowsy place could never remember what her features looked like afterward.

The Lord Rowan had stood before the Weaver’s loom on an all-but-infinite number of occasions before, observing the cataloguing of Time’s story in the tapestry she was weaving. Every era, every battle, every great feat or terrible loss was reflected in the warp and the weft of the tapestry, recorded in colored threads that told the tale of the ages of the world.

But there was something different this time.

And disturbing.

The ends of the long colorful strands of time-thread hanging loosely in the Weaver’s hands were more ragged than he had ever seen them before. Each time he had beheld the Weaver at work, the weft-threads were neat and regular and replenished themselves as she wove them through the stationary warp-threads, so they maintained the same length. Now it seemed as if they had been burnt somehow.

So their ends were approaching the tapestry with each movement of the Weaver’s hands.

In addition, the warp-threads, usually strung tight within the loom, were hanging loose at the bottom, their ends charred and ratted with smoke as well.

The Lord Rowan was not certain, but it occurred to him that he might be witnessing the end of Time approaching. Though he himself was a manifestation of Time, he was a thinking and feeling entity enough to contemplate the terror and the sadness that was portended.

Not just for the end of Life itself, but for the Afterlife as well.

In the distance he could hear the sound of horses’ hooves dancing in preparation. The Lord Rowan knew this sound from long and terrible memory. It was the foretelling of the Ride, the gathering of his three brothers, the other, less peaceful, manifestations of Death, making ready to dispense it in the chaotic, thundering horror for which they were known, answering the call.

This time, however, for the first time, he had not heard that call himself.

Meaning that the wave of death, when it came, would have no peace associated with it.

He crouched down beside the Weaver and studied the tapestry.

Though he and his wife, the Lady Rowan, who was known as the Guardian of Sleep, had little awareness of the world beyond their realm, the Veil of Hoen, they did occasionally venture forth when summoned by fate.

He examined the area that seemed to contain an imperfection.

In the warp of that place, two weft-threads had been woven together in two separate places in the tapestry. One was gold, shining, the color of the sun at its peak on a midsummer day. The other was a copper color, a red-gold that gleamed almost metallically.

The Lord Rowan was fairly certain he had seen those colors before, in the hair of two living beings that had visited his realm.

A young man with the blood of dragons in his veins, torn asunder in a battle with an ancient demon. A man with hair the color of copper.

And a golden-haired woman who had come with a group of demonic children needing salvation of body and soul. Children of the same demon the man had fought.

Apparently these two people had met twice in history, not once as was the law of Time.

And in the second meeting, Time had been altered to allow for it to happen.

The Lord Rowan was not certain if the altering of Time had been undertaken to prevent the burning at the ends of the threads in the Weaver’s hands.

Or if it had caused it.

The sound of hoofbeats in the distance grew louder.

The Lord Rowan closed his eyes.

*   *   *

Far away, in the deepest depths of the material world, another being felt, rather than heard, the hoofbeats as well.

That being was as old as the world was old, though in all the millennia of its life it had never woken, even for a moment.

Which was the salvation of that world.

For when it finally did wake, the being, a beast of unimaginable size and even more unnatural appetite, would consume the Earth of which its body comprised one-sixth.

The oldest entity ever to be called by the name.

The Sleeping Child.

The ancient wyrm, a child born of one of the first clutch of eggs of the race of dragons at the birth of the world, stolen by demons that would use it against that world and who had hidden it away within its frozen depths, where it would remain asleep, growing, gaining strength.

Until at last it was awakened.

And while that had always been a terrible possibility, the reality had never occurred.

Yet.

The beast stretched lazily in the cold depths of its lair, sending tremors through the Earth’s mantle, earthquakes that split the ground in inexplicable tremors, or shook the teacups off the shelves in the larders of farm women. Volcanoes spilled forth lava, and tall, destructive waves lashed the coasts of the seas.

No one who felt the results of its movement knew what was happening.

For the moment, it didn’t matter.

The unconscious beast settled back into slumber again.

Biding its time.

Which, given the sound of approaching hoofbeats, might be coming sooner than anyone realized.


 

PART ONE

A Hesitant Return to Spring

 

ODE

WE are the music-makers,

And we are the dreamers of dreams,

Wandering by lone sea-breakers,

And sitting by desolate streams;

World-losers and world-forsakers,

On whom the pale moon gleams:

Yet we are the movers and shakers

Of the world for ever, it seems.

With wonderful deathless ditties

We build up the world’s great cities,

And out of a fabulous story

We fashion an empire’s glory:

One man with a dream, at pleasure,

Shall go forth and conquer a crown;

And three with a new song’s measure

Can trample an empire down.

We, in the ages lying

In the buried past of the earth,

Built Nineveh with our sighing,

And Babel itself with our mirth;

And o’erthrew them with prophesying

To the old of the new world’s worth;

For each age is a dream that is dying,

Or one that is coming to birth.

—Arthur O’Shaughnessy
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GWYNWOOD, NORTH OF THE TAR’AFEL RIVER

The first sign that something terrible was wrong with the world was birdsong.

The white forest of Gwynwood was a virgin wood, thick with old stands of pale-barked trees that had been growing undisturbed for so many centuries that their upper branches had become entwined, interlacing in a thick canopy through which the sun struggled to warm the ground in the height of summer. Now, in the dying days of winter’s Second Thaw, the warmth promised by a coming spring had caused trees of all heights to bud with new leaves, casting ever-changing patterns of shadow on the mossy ground below.

Melisande Navarne, mere days from her tenth birthday, reined her horse to a stop beneath those entwined branches, watching the patterns of light and shadow dance all around her.

And listened.

The air of the forest, rich and heavy with life and the lingering scent of old magic, was both sweet and spicy to her nose. The dazzling dance of the sun on the leaves filled her eyes, making her yearn for more innocent times, when she could have taken off her boots and run through the greenwood, playing chase with her brother and the father she had loved to adoration. The sweet singing of birds in the trees delighted her ears, completing the picture of tranquillity of an ancient forest in the advent of spring.

Except that in this place, if things were as they should be, no birds should sing.

All around them the woods were alive with natural music, the rustling of trees’ boughs, skittering and snapping in the undergrowth, and everywhere birdsong, a wild, almost nervous cacophony. The clear water of the stream she had been following joined in the forest song, splashing noisily as it hurried ahead of her. Melisande glanced repeatedly over her shoulder for Gavin the Invoker, feeling less than comforted, even at the sight of him following her, as he had promised to do. There was something looming in the distance, something she had been warned about from the beginning, but was still unprepared for, no matter how good a face she was able to put on.

She clicked to her mount and continued into the greenwood.

Finally, when the noise was all but deafening, she heard a soft birdcall behind her, one she had come to recognize as the Invoker’s signal. Melisande reined her horse to a halt and looked over her shoulder again.

Gavin had halted as well.

“This is where we part company for the moment, Lady Melisande Navarne,” he said seriously, gentling his own mount. “Your instructions from the Lady Cymrian forbid me from going on past this place.”

The little girl nodded, trying to appear brave, but her stomach turned to water at his words. Gavin had found her, lost and wandering aimlessly in the forest after her carriage had been attacked. In spite of his gruffness and his sparse use of words, Gavin had been a comforting presence, a staunch protector and capable guide to this place of unwelcome birdsong and the errant wind in the trees. She had grown to depend on him to keep her safe not only from the dangers that lurked in the greenwood, but from her own doubts and fears.

It appeared both of those protections were about to come to an end.

She glanced into the sky above her. The silver branches of the tall trees reached, twisting, into a sky racing with clouds of almost the same color. Melisande shivered, then dismounted.

“Are you certain, Gavin?” she asked, hating the nervousness that made her voice sound younger than she was. “You are sure this is the place? You said you have never been here before.”

The Invoker smiled. It was something Melisande had rarely seen him do in their brief time together, but she knew immediately that he had seen through her attempt to keep him with her a little longer.

“The instructions you conveyed to me were to bring you to follow the sweetwater creek to Mirror Lake.”

“Yes.”

Gavin nodded at the opening in the thicket before them. Melisande followed his gaze with hers, then tremulously ventured into the copse of trees. Beyond it, the splashing stream emptied out into an oval body of water, glistening in the morning light, its surface flat and smooth as a pane of glass. Mist clung to the clear water, hovering above it like clouds reflecting the sky.

Don’t be frightened.

Melisande froze. The words were spoken in her ear, quiet and distinct, as if the speaker had been standing a hairsbreadth away, in the unmistakable voice of Rhapsody, the Lady Cymrian.

I have a mission for you.

The little girl spun around, looking anxiously for a glimpse of the Lady’s golden hair, a shadow of her small, slender form, but there was nothing in the greenwood but the wind in the trees and the song of birds. The words could have come directly from her memory, spoken to her as they had been on a dark night, not really that long ago and a whole lifetime away. But they were not a function of memory; she could hear them as plainly as she could hear the rustling of the underbrush around her.

She thought back to that dark night, to the room in her family’s keep, in the fading glow of the evening’s candles. Melisande could feel the warmth and tingling of excitement now that she had felt then when Rhapsody had taken her hands and had begun to chant softly in the words of an ancient language, taught to her more than a thousand years before by her mentor in the art of Singing, a science known to her mother’s people, the Liringlas, called Skysingers in the common language, and Namers, when they were especially advanced in it.

Melisande closed her eyes, reveling for a moment in the memory.

The air in the room had gone dry as the water within it was stripped, and a thin circle of mist formed around the two of them, glittering like sunlight on morning dew. A moment later, the words Rhapsody was speaking had began to echo outside of the mist in staggered intervals, building one upon the other until the room beyond was filled with a quiet cacophony. Melisande had witnessed this phenomenon before; the Lady Cymrian, the closest thing to a mother she had known, often called such a circle of masking noise into being to protect their words from imaginary eavesdroppers whenever the two of them were whispering, giggling, and sharing secret thoughts. The corners of Melisande’s eyes stung with sharp tears, bitter for the loss of those innocent times.

I need you to do something for me that I can entrust to no one in this world other than you, Melly.

The voice was even closer now, clearer in her ears. At the time they had first been spoken, the words had rung with a clarity that Melisande recognized as the Naming ability of True-Speaking. Now she wondered if, besides magically ensuring their veracity, the Lady Cymrian had been planting them in her head for this very moment, to remind her of her quest, or to indicate that she had arrived on its doorstep, in this sacred place, this untouched ground where only a handful of people had ever trod in all of history.

This night I will send a messenger bird to Gavin asking him to do as you direct him when you arrive. I can only entrust this request to you in spoken word, because if something should happen to the message, it would be disastrous.

Melisande, orphaned by such disasters, had understood the full implication of the Lady Cymrian’s words.

Once you arrive at the Circle, ask Gavin to take you, along with a full contingent of his top foresters and his most accomplished healer, to the greenwood north-northeast of the Tar’afel River, where the holly grows thickest.

Melisande turned slowly, scanning the distant edges of the forest, burgeoning black with that holly, and willed herself to be calm.

These are sacred lands, and I can give you no map, for fear of what might become of it. Gavin will know where this is. Tell him to have his foresters fan out at that point, keeping to a distance of half a league each, and form a barrier that extends northwest all the way to the sea, setting whatever snares and traps they need to protect that barrier. They are to remain there, allowing no living soul to enter. They should comb the woods for a lost Firbolg midwife named Krinsel, and should they come upon her, they are to accord her both respect and safe passage back to the guarded caravan, which will accompany her to Ylorc.

In spite of being alone, Melisande nodded at the words. All had been done according to these commands; even now, many leagues behind them, the elite of Gavin’s corps of foresters guarded the holy forest lands, unseen in the greenwood. She began to tremble, recalling how Gavin had recently come upon the body of a woman being devoured by coyotes, and wondering if the first part of her mission had already ended in failure.

Gavin himself is to take you from this point onward, the voice continued. It switched ears, making her start, and she turned quickly in the new direction of the voice to find herself facing the sparkling stream. A sweetwater creek flows south into the Tar’afel; follow it northward until you come to Mirror Lake—you will know this body of water because its name describes it perfectly.

Yes, it does, Melisande acknowledged. This is the place. Her stomach turned as she remembered the words that were to come a heartbeat later.

At the lake you are to leave Gavin and travel on alone. He is to wait for you there for no more than three days. If you have not returned by then, direct him to return to the Circle.

She stared, lost in thought, down into the glassy water of the lake, still partly frozen in winter’s grip of ice, though the spring melt had begun, leaving large pools of shimmering liquid pocketing the surface, reflecting the sky. Melisande bent over and looked into the water.

A stranger’s face returned her gaze.

The last time she had beheld her own aspect, it had been in her bedroom in her family’s keep, and a young child of nine summers with black, inquisitive eyes ringed by golden curls had looked back at her, mischievous and smart beyond her years. The face that stared at her now was much older, though it had been but a few weeks in time since then, harder, browner.

More determined.

A face that had survived the attack of her carriage on the way to fulfill the quest Rhapsody had given her, the slaughter of most of her guards, and her awkward introduction to Gavin, who now seemed about to send her on her way, alone.

How long Melisande stood, absorbing the words of the voice, contemplating the change in her face, she did not know. When a quiet coughing sound behind her startled her, she looked up to see that the sun had climbed a little higher in the sky, though the mist still clung to the water of the lake, unmoved by its ascent. She turned to see the Invoker, still atop his horse, watching her intently.

“Well, Lady Melisande Navarne?”

Melisande inhaled deeply, the cold air of spring making the bottom of her lungs cramp. Then she walked back to Gavin and his mount.

“This is the place, you are right,” she said, her young voice crisp with confidence she did not feel. “I am to go on from here alone.”

The Invoker nodded, then alighted from his horse in a movement so swift she almost didn’t see it. The golden oak leaf atop his wooden staff, the symbol of his office, caught the light as he dismounted, making it flash. It was the only thing that served to remind Melisande that she was traveling with the leader of the most numerous religious sect on the continent rather than a scruffy forester.

“You will be all right, then.”

“I will.”

The Invoker smiled again. “I know,” he said, humor in his husky voice. “It wasn’t a question.” He opened the saddlebag and pulled forth a leather pack. “If I recall, I am to wait here for three days.”

“Yes.”

He tossed her the pack. “Well, this should keep you that long without getting too hungry. There is a waterskin in there as well—best not to drink anything found in these lands unless you know it to be safe and permissible for you to do so.”

Melisande put her arms through the straps. “Thank you.”

“The spores you will find in a sack inside there are luminescent—they glow in the dark when gently crushed. They should provide you light enough to see in the dark, as long as you are not too deep under the canopy.”

“Again, thank you.”

The Invoker came and stood in front of her.

“With your permission, m’lady, I would offer you a blessing, even though you are an adherent of the Patrician faith, rather than that of the Filidic order,” he said. His voice took on a more gentle tone, and Melisande looked up to find his eyes fixed on her.

“By all means,” she said, trying to sound older than her years.

The corners of the Invoker’s mouth crinkled, but his eyes remained serious.

“Kneel then, if you will, Lady Melisande Navarne,” he said.

The little girl sank quickly to the mossy ground.

Gavin pulled off his lambskin glove and rested his weathered hand on her head. He began to chant quietly in a language Melisande had not heard before, even in snippets of conversation she had caught in passing at the Circle, the central gathering place and holy lands of the Filidic religion. The dance of unintelligible words seemed after a moment to entwine with the gusts of wind around her, buffeting her with a breeze that felt warmer than it had a moment before.

The ground, cold and wet beneath her knees, hummed with a sudden warmth, blending with the song of the wind and that of the Invoker, lulling her. I’m so tired, she thought hazily, so tired. I don’t know if I can take another step. Let me sleep, then, let me curl up and sleep just a little longer.

The newborn leaves rustled in the branches above, jarring her awake.

Her knees, no longer cold and stinging, tingled with warmth that seemed to seep up from the ground beneath her. The warmth spread quickly through her, filling her with energy she had not felt since she left home. It shot all the way to the top of her head, where the Invoker’s hand rested.

She blinked, awake and alert.

Gavin removed his hand and helped her rise. He leaned on his staff, his eyes still trained on her thoughtfully.

“May the stars guide you, Lady Melisande Navarne,” he said finally. “May the winds cleanse all ills and remain at your back. May the earth protect you and give you strength. May fire guard you, and rain refresh you, may all nature be your friend until we meet again in this place.”

“Thank you,” Melisande said. She shifted the pack on her shoulders to a more comfortable position, and patted her horse in farewell. “Remember, only wait three days. After that, Rhapsody said you should return to the Circle.”

“So you have conveyed,” Gavin replied. His eyes, dark in a face weathered brown from the sun, twinkled like starlight on dark water. “But, as I told you when I agreed to guide you here, take heed and remember this well—no matter what comes to pass, I will come for you.”

Melisande tried to smile, but instead just turned to follow the stream.

“Three days hence, you will return, and with you, the spring,” Gavin said from behind her. “And then you will be ten—life is much better when there are two digits in your age. It is even more so when there are three, but you shall have to wait awhile to see that.” His hand came to rest on her shoulder. “Having the first day of spring as your birthday is auspicious, Lady Melisande Navarne. It means you are one who can bring about profound change in the world, returning warmth and light where cold and darkness once held sway.” His hand returned to his side. “I hope if I’m ever lost, you are the one who comes for me.”

This time the smile came, unbidden. The young Lady Navarne took her own walking stick from the horse’s stores and started off into the depths of the greenwood, following the stream.

She did not look back.

*   *   *

The glassy lake was still shrouded in mist when she stepped through the trees to the water’s edge. Vegetation floated quietly at the shoreline, unmoving. Birds called to one another from the trees, but no insects hummed above the still surface. Well, that’s a good sign, at least, thought Melisande. Perhaps here the wildlife is silent, as it should be. Perhaps the insects sense the world is aright. She discarded the thought a moment later, realizing that the grip of winter had not eased enough to have brought them from their sleep anyway.

She stood on the shore, surveying the view beyond. Rhapsody’s voice returned, clear and soft, as if it were hovering in the air in front of her.

Walk around the lake to the far side. There you will see a small hillside, and in it, hidden from all other vantage points, is a cave.

Melisande exhaled. Beyond the mist she thought she could make out a hummock or hillside, too far away to gauge its size. The crystal water of the lake appeared to originate from its mouth. Other than the twittering of the birds, and the occasional gust of wind, there was silence.

When she had waited as long as she dared, she made her way back across the marshy floodplain of the lake down to where the ground was dry enough to walk more easily, and began the trek around the lake to the hillside.

She found quickly that the lake was bigger than it appeared, and the walking more arduous than she had expected. Many steps led her only a very little way, and soon she was tired from pulling her feet from the sucking mud. The view had not changed much; the hummock appeared as far away as it had when she began. She paused a moment, and leaned over to catch her breath. She was just straightening up when she heard the voice again.

You must walk respectfully as you approach her lair.

The words shattered not only the silence, but Melisande’s fragile sense of safety.

In all of the turbulence and violence, in the confusion of everything that had happened to her since she had left the safety of Haguefort, her ancestral home at the great forest’s edge, she had almost come to forget the reason for her journey.

In the cave beyond the water’s edge was a dragon, or at least Melisande hoped there was. The Lady Cymrian had sent her forth from the relative safety of her home into the forest to find the beast, Elynsynos, one of the five daughters of the Progenitor Wyrm, the very first of the race to appear on the earth. Like virtually every other human being in the world, Melisande had never seen Elynsynos in the flesh, but her late father had been the Cymrian historian, and so had a statue in his museum of her. That statue’s ferocious aspect and cruel talons had frightened Melisande so much when she was little that she had refused to climb the stairs where it was situated at the top, welcoming museum guests to the second floor.

Rhapsody had assured her that the legends about the beast were lies, that Elynsynos, far from being sinister and wicked, was in fact childlike and beautiful, with uncommon wisdom and the desire to see the Cymrian people, Melisande’s ancestors, prosper and live in peace. But the little girl remained unconvinced, still too close to the memory of her early-childhood nightmares in which the jewel-encrusted copper statue roared to life and rampaged through her father’s keep, devouring the servants and the horses until it finally found her.

Now Melisande, whom some might also describe with the same words that Rhapsody had used to portray the dragon, was the one doing the seeking. Far from confronting a wyrm that was doing harm, however, she had been warned that the beast might be injured or dying.

Thus the reason Gavin’s greatest healer had been brought on the journey and left at the place where the holly grew thickest.

Tread softly, said the voice. Walk slowly, and pause every few steps to listen. If you feel warm air flowing from the cave, or hear the leaves of the trees begin to rustle noticeably, stop and ask permission to enter.

Melisande closed her eyes and listened intently, but heard nothing. She tilted her face to the wind, to see if it carried any particular warmth, but found none other than the slight rise in temperature that had come with the advent of spring.

“Elynsynos?” she whispered. “Are you there? May I approach?”

She heard nothing.

She waited a moment longer, then carefully went forward, stopping every few steps, as she had been instructed, to listen and ask again. Nothing answered, not wind, not leaves, not voice.

When the sun was past its apex she rested halfway around the lake and dug into the pack Gavin had given her. Famished, she devoured a wedge of hard cheese, a winter apple, and several gulps from her waterskin before she realized that night would be coming on soon. Melisande scrambled to her feet and hurried on her way, fearful of darkness finding her alone at the forest’s edge on the shore of Mirror Lake.

She doubled her speed, watching anxiously as the sun continued its descent, darkening the reflection of the trees mirrored in the surface of the water. Finally she came within sight of the hummock she had seen from afar, which was actually a series of steep hills. Melisande made her way as close as she could to the bottom of the hummock and looked up, panting.

A cave was set in the steepest of the hillsides, invisible except from this vantage point, its entrance black and ominous in the fading light. A small stream flowed from it, trickling down the hillside and emptying silently into the glassy waters of the reflecting pool. The mouth of the cave was perhaps twenty feet high.

“Elynsynos?” Melisande called, her voice high and childlike. She swallowed and willed herself to sound older. “Elynsynos, are you in there? May I enter?”

The sound of her voice echoed slightly above her in the mouth of the cave, but otherwise only silence answered her.

Rhapsody’s voice spoke again, clear and soft.

As much as I pray that this will come to pass, I regret to tell you that I think that you may hear nothing. It is my fear, Melisande, that you will find her dead, or injured, or not there at all.

The little girl glanced up at the setting sun. The climb was steep, but not difficult, so she clenched her jaw and set to it, finding herself in half an hour’s time at the opening of the cave.

On the rocky wall outside the opening was a rune, carved into the stone. Melisande peered at it as the dusky gold rays of the setting sun came to rest on the words, inscribed in an ancient language. She had seen those words in history books, had pored over them in her lessons many times, and could even pronounce the dead language of ship’s cant correctly, thanks to the careful ministrations of her historian father.

Cyme we inne friđ, fram the grip of deaþ to lif inne đis smylte land.

COME WE IN PEACE, FROM THE GRIP OF DEATH, TO LIFE IN THIS FAIR LAND.

Shivers ran through her from the roots of her hair to her heels. Even at the tender age of almost ten years, Melisande was aware of the significance of this place, and this rune, to her people, her family. This rune was more than fourteen centuries old, carved on the cave wall by Merithyn the Explorer, the Ancient Seren man who had saved the culture of the Cymrian people from being lost to the winds of Time. It was here he had met the dragon, and had secured her willingness to allow them to refugee to this continent, fleeing the destruction of their homeland in cataclysm. The words had been given to him by his king, Gwylliam, to greet anyone he had met in his search, and had led to the name Cymrian, as its prefix was the first word with which each person they contacted was greeted.

She was beholding the very birthplace of the Cymrian empire.

The shadows around her deepened as the sun began to slip beneath the horizon. The sky above her had turned to a deep shade of indigo, and stars were winking in and out of racing clouds. Melisande looked back to the opening of the dragon’s lair.

The mouth of the cave widened into a dark tunnel, with a glowing light pulsing deep within it. At the outer edge, starlike lichen grew on the cave walls, reaching out into the remaining light of day, to grow thinner and eventually disappear in the darkness as the tunnel went deeper in. She summoned her courage and stepped in front of the opening.

Deep within the cave the wind whistled hollowly, tinged with the occasional lapping sound of water.

Nothing more.

If you find her dead, return to Gavin and report what you have found, the voice said. If she is injured, but can still speak, ask her what she wants you to do. If she cannot, again, go to Gavin, but return with the healer to the cave, and stay with her while they attend to her wounds.

Melisande squared her shoulders, trying to look brave in the vain hope that it would help her be so.

“Elynsynos?” she called again. “Are you in there?”

At first she heard nothing. Then, from the depths of the cave came a horrific noise, a groaning that was not human. It rattled the lichens and growths extending outside the cave, amplified by the high, deep tunnel walls, and sent waves of terror coursing through Melisande.

Because, at not even ten years of age, she knew the sound of agony in the face of approaching death.
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THE KREVENSFIELD PLAIN, SOUTHERN BETHANY

The first sign that there might possibly be hope left for the world came in the form of itching insect bites, the wiggling of a toe, and controlled urine.

Anborn ap Gwylliam, Lord Marshal of the forces of the Cymrian Alliance, had lived more than a thousand years, and fought in brutal battles for most of them, so he was long inured to pain. It was not that he was unable feel it; on the contrary, he had trained himself to be so aware of his body that he could register almost any impulse his nerves were exposed to in a fraction of a heartbeat, making him in his younger days without peer where speed and skill with a sword were concerned, as well as giving him the ability to press on when injured to the point past which others would have long since collapsed. Even the loss of the use of his legs when his back was broken three years before had not kept him chairbound; his upper-body strength was sufficient, along with a specially trained horse, to allow him remarkable if limited mobility at an age and bodily state that would doom most men to invalid status.

In spite of this rather remarkable level of recovery, Anborn’s heart burned always with a bitter resentment of his imperfect physical form. Phantom pain still chewed at his legs, even though he could have stabbed either of them with a dagger and not felt the wound as it emptied his life’s blood onto the ground. While he had made the necessary adjustments to be able to ride and toilet himself, he had not done so with grateful acceptance, but with livid anger that always lurked just below the surface of his consciousness.

So it was not immediately apparent to him as he slept on the rocky ground of a sheltered swale, encamped with the rudiments of his army on the Krevensfield Plain, that the stinging on his calf was no mere phantasm of his mind remembering a time when he was whole, but was in fact the attack of a colony of ants, newly awakened by the approaching spring’s warmth and swarming his lower limbs.

Hazily he waved away what he believed was a dream with his hand. The stinging did not disperse, but rather grew more intense.

“Fornication,” the Lord Marshal mumbled in his sleep. He rose up on his elbow and rubbed his hand briskly down the leg of his trousers, then settled back down in his bedroll amid a copious amount of grunting and snorting.

A moment later, a forgotten but distantly familiar feeling swelled in his abdomen, where no sensation had been detectable for three years. Anborn pulled his rough bedroll closer against the chill night air, but nature’s call would not be denied. Finally he woke, a pressing need growing more urgent in his belly.

“What the—?” he muttered. Then his mind roared to wakefulness, the realization of what was happening finally banishing sleep completely.

With a speed born of shock, the Lord Marshal crawled from his bedroll, dragging himself by his elbows, as he had learned to do, and edged agonizingly to a patch of frost-tinged weeds a stone’s throw from where his commanders and the soldiers not on watch were sleeping. A mix of confusion and excitement rose within him as he fumbled with the leather laces of his trousers, removed the absorbent cloth that had served as a barrier and dam for the last few years, then rolled to his side on the cold ground and relieved himself as he had done all his life before his injury.

The cold patch of frost stung his genitals. Anborn quickly replaced the cloth and returned himself to rights, then lay on his back, staring up at the winking stars above, wondering what had just come to pass. Not only did he have sensation in places that had been completely numb, but control had returned to the muscles, as least in some cases. He tried to bend his legs, but they were unresponsive. He succeeded only in being able to wiggle the big toe on his left foot.

It was an accomplishment that dwarfed any victory in battle that he could remember for the sheer thrill it brought him.

The itching in the surface skin of his legs flared again. Anborn rolled onto his stomach and crawled back to his sleeping comrades, looking around for one man in particular and not finding him there among the off-duty soldiers. After a moment he beheld a shadow sitting at the top of a small rise near the western side of the swale. The Lord Marshal exhaled, summoned his strength, and crawled, elbow over elbow, dragging his useless legs behind him, to the crest of the swale.

The figure atop the rise was cloaked and hooded beneath the moonless sky. The dim light of the campfire coals showed his garment to be the plain light gray cloth of a wandering pilgrim, a cloak like those worn by hundreds of thousands of other religious nomads who had come to the holy city of Sepulvarta over the last three years. Sepulvarta, the City of Reason.

The city that lay now, four score miles to the southwest, smoldering in the ruins of siege and conquest.

The Lord Marshal pulled himself along the crest of the swale until he was within arm’s reach of the cloaked man. He waited for the wind to gust, then when it died down he spoke, trying to keep his voice calm.

“Constantin.”

The man did not move.

“Constantin,” Anborn said again, this time slightly louder.

The figure finally favored him with a glance, no more.

“My—my legs are itching,” the Lord Marshal said falteringly. “And I can piss on my own—I mean I can control myself.”

The cloaked figure glanced at him again. The icy blue eyes beneath the hood of the cloak narrowed.

“I’m happy for you.” The voice was as icy as the eyes.

Anborn’s embarrassment drowned in a surge of indignation. “Neither of which was the case when I fell asleep this night,” he said harshly in response. “Do you, the Patriarch, the head of the most powerful religious sect on the continent, as well as the greatest healer in the land, have not even a shred of interest in what can only be a miracle?”

The eyes remained fixed on Anborn’s for a moment. Then the head bowed slightly, and the man took down his hood, revealing white-blond hair that curled into the gray edges of a fulsome beard and features that seemed chiseled from stone, still handsome even in the creases of age.

“I am sorry, Anborn,” Constantin said. “I am indeed glad on your behalf, but the sacking of my citadel, and the horror visited upon it and its inhabitants, as well as my own new exile, have left me without much joy to bestow on anyone, even a man who is experiencing a miracle granted by the All-God.”

Anborn pulled his glove from his hand and slapped it across the Patriarch’s chest.

“Fool,” he muttered. “Are you so mired in your grief and loss that you don’t see what is happening here? The All-God has little or nothing to do with this, except indirectly.” He crawled back to his bedroll, rummaged around inside it, then dragged himself back up the rise a moment later. “This—it is to this I owe the welcome itch and ability to control my water.” He extended his hand to the Patriarch.

Constantin exhaled, then put out his own enormous hand, rough and scarred from a life of gladiatorial combat that had occurred both a few short years and at the same time centuries before. The Lord Marshal placed an object in it, and the Patriarch held it up to the fading glow of the campfires.

It appeared, in what little light there was available to him, to be a large conch shell, the discarded home of a sea creature tossed up on the sand by the waves of the ocean. The Patriarch, weary and heartsick, handed the shell back.

“I fail to understand what you are on about,” he said brusquely. “Again, I am happy that you can itch and not piss yourself. Now leave me in peace.”

“In this shell I can hear the vibrations that make up my true name, the essence of myself at the purest of levels,” Anborn pressed on. “Vibrations placed in there by the only Lirin Namer I know. She told me if I were to repeat the song of my own name over and over again, I might be able to remake myself, at least somewhat, back to the way I once was. Foolish as it has made me feel, I have done as she asked. Three years I have felt nothing below my rib cage; now suddenly there is pain in my skin and strength in my groin again. You’re a man of faith, are you not, Constantin?”

The Patriarch snorted. “I was. Now I am an outcast, expelled from my office by the army of a nation that a few days ago was counted among the adherents of the religion. My faith in the All-God is not in question, but perhaps His faith in me is.”

“Nonetheless, is it not possible that you are bearing witness to a miracle, or at least the successful application of an age-old lore?”

“My city is in ruins, most likely with thousands dead. The Chain of Prayer, the core of our religion, has been shattered. I have told you that I am glad for you. What do you want me to do—dance in glee?”

The Lord Marshal’s expression blackened. He crawled closer and seized the Patriarch’s hand and held it up before the man’s tired blue eyes.

“Clearly the Ring of Wisdom that is the symbol of your office must have been shattered along with the walls of Sepulvarta,” he said acidly. “What is happening in my legs is the result of the same age-old lore that the Bolg king and the Lady Cymrian are working on at this very moment, in the depths of the mountains of Canrif. Recall the story of the Lightforge, the instrumentality built by my father Gwylliam, an instrumentality he used successfully to keep my hated mother Anwyn’s forces at bay for five hundred years in the Cymrian War? That is what has obsessed the Bolg king—he has been attempting to reconstruct it, or some version of it, for just such a time as this which is upon us now. Being a man of little faith myself, I did not believe either Achmed or Rhapsody had the insight or the skill to resurrect such an instrument, itself shattered and long buried. Rhapsody may be a Namer, but by her own admission she is largely self-taught and did not have access to the Primal Lore of her kind before she fled the Island of Serendair. But she evidently does understand how it works. And while he is half Firbolg, I have learned never to underestimate Achmed, though it still seems a daunting task to restore something that was built by the Nain a thousand years ago under the tutelage of Gwylliam the Visionary, one of the greatest inventors and machinists the Known World has ever seen, with nothing more than a cadre of brutish, demi-human Bolg as artisans. That is the miracle, you fool, though there are still only glimmers of it. Given how badly the Cymrian Alliance is outnumbered, and our position in the very middle of this continent, with potential enemy nations surrounding us, we will need that glimmer to roar, full-fledged, into a miraculous fire if we are to survive what is coming.”

For the first time since he had crawled to the summit of the swale, Anborn saw the Patriarch breathe.

Then a hint of light in his eyes.

Finally the tall cleric turned to him, and steel was in his expression.

“Let us begin gathering the kindling for that inferno, then,” he said.
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PALACE OF JIERNA TAL, JIERNA’SID, SORBOLD

Talquist, Emperor Presumptive of the nation of Sorbold, stood in the top parapet of the palace of Jierna Tal, staring west, watching the sun slide down an indigo horizon beyond the sandy desert rim. Dusk was his favorite time of day, especially in the arid realm of Sorbold, an old land long forgotten by the gods he didn’t believe in, full of magic and treasure hidden beneath dry vaults of richly colored windblown earth. While he didn’t believe in gods, Talquist did believe in magic, and to him there was nothing so magical as the desert sky darkening into night, sprinkled with sandy grains of diamond dust winking in the clear air as the stars appeared, one by one, from behind thin clouds.

He remained in reverent silence as the sun slipped through the aquamarine veil at the horizon and beneath the world’s rim. The stars grew brighter, changing the colors of the city below him from the flat brick red visible in the midday sun to the flame-colored shadows that reflected off the stone buildings from the watchfires and forges smoldering at all times of the day and night. As beautiful as he thought the capital city of Jierna’sid was in daylight, it could not compare to the glorious sight of it at night, when the sounds of martial preparations and military cadences echoed off the walls and cobbled streets, blending with the incessant clopping of horses’ hooves, the clattering of wagon wheels and shouts of regimented discipline and drunken merriment into one building symphony of impending war.

From his many years at sea as a merchant plying the trade winds the world round, he was knowledgeable of the stars and their movements in the heavens. He turned his gaze to the southwest and waited patiently for the evening star to appear.

After a moment it did, twinkling brightly.

As he knew it would.

Talquist looked down at the scale in his hands. It was an ancient thing; that he’d known from the beginning. The moment he had found it, wedged in the bones of an old ship buried in the sand of the Skeleton Coast, a graveyard of things coughed up by the cold sea, he’d been aware that it was something far more special than he’d ever seen in all his travels, something more powerful than he might ever hope to fully understand. There must have been magic in it, for no one else might give it a second glance; it appeared to be little more than the scale of a giant fish or the slough of dead skin from the hide of something enormous. From almost the moment he touched it, his life’s obsession became the quest to discover exactly what he was holding. Talquist sighed, remembering those almost carefree days on the open sea, in search of answers to his endless riddle. He had whored himself out to anyone who might have answers to that riddle, but had discovered little.

Finally he had come upon a reference to it in the ruins of a water-soaked tome in the Cymrian museum known anecdotally as The Book of All Human Knowledge. The fragile manuscript had identified his treasure as a dragon scale from a deck of scrying used by an ancient Seren woman named Sharra, and had noted its name as the New Beginning. None of the powers of the scale, however, had survived the book’s immersion in the sea, so he had had to discover its uses himself.

One thing he found on his own was the effect starlight had on the object.

Idly, Talquist held up the scale to the horizon where the evening star gleamed. What had appeared solid a moment before—a rough gray piece of oval carapace with a finely tattered edge scored across its concave surface—turned suddenly translucent, the etching of a throne in the center visible even in the dim light of dusk. A purple flash skimmed across the surface, then vanished as the scale became clear, with but a mere outline able to be seen. As many times as Talquist had seen the effect, he never ceased to be amazed by it, especially given that after a moment his own hand, and eventually the rest of him, would follow suit, turning ethereal enough to render him all but invisible, too.

It had been an extremely useful tool in furthering his ends.

With his musings came an overwhelming sense of loss. From the moment he had discovered his treasure, it had almost never left his body, tucked in the custom-made pocket of his garments just above his heart. Its vibration had seeped into his core, changing the rhythms of his body to match its own. It had given him the throne of Sorbold, allowing him to brutally depose the Empress Leitha, the withered crone who had reigned undisputed for three-quarters of the past century, and her corpulent heir-apparent son at the same time, bringing to an abrupt end the three-centuries-old Dynasty of the Dark Earth, making way for his new one.

The Empire of the Sun.

In order to remain undetected as the usurper, however, he had modestly insisted upon taking on the title only of regent at first, to be crowned emperor on the first day of spring a year later. Even now, as light fled the sky and night took a more confident hold, the preparations for his coronation were being made in the streets of Jierna’sid.

It would be a festival without precedent and beyond measure.

Talquist.

The voice from the bottom of the stairs leading up to the parapet top scratched against his eardrums, sending chills down the length of his spine. It was harsh and high-pitched, with a crackling edge to it. In that voice the echo of other voices could be heard, some low and soft, others shrieking, all brimming with a nascent and ominous power that never ceased to make the skin on Talquist’s neck prickle in fear.

Bring me the scale.

The words echoed up the stone staircase, carrying with them unmistakable threat.

More than anyone in the entire world, Talquist knew that the threat was not idle, even though there was no way for the one issuing it to gain access to the parapet. Not wishing to pass the remainder of his life in the high tower, however, the Emperor Presumptive sighed again, took one last fond look at his life’s treasure, then turned away from the window and walked dispiritedly down the stairs.

As he rounded the last turn of the winding staircase he passed a mirror that had been set up to allow guards to see what might be pursuing them down or up the steps. An ordinary man of Sorbold looked back at him from the reflective surface; Talquist paused long enough to return his gaze. Clothed though he was in finely tailored robes of heavy linen trimmed in gold, in truth by outward appearance he was nothing more than a swarthy-skinned, thick-bodied man, dark of hair and eye, with a workman’s callused hands and a face weathered by the sun and salt sea air. Not born to be a king, much less an emperor, whenever he beheld himself, Talquist saw the lie beneath the finery, the commoner in the garments of a masquerade.

And it infuriated him to the core.

He doubled his stride angrily, arriving at the bottom of the stair with a resounding thump.

The staircase opened up to the wide Great Hall of the palace’s third floor, an opulent room of high angled ceilings painted in grand frescoes above a polished floor where more than a million small pieces of multicolored marble had been inset into an exquisite design, unparalleled in the Known World for its beauty. Long, thin windows of colored glass reflected the light of the burning torches that lined the walls, making the room shine as bright as day.

Standing just inside the room was an immense statue of a soldier, mammoth in size and heft, its features as detailed as life, down to the stone eyelashes and individual creases in each knuckle of its hands. The titan, more than the height of two men, was rendered in primitive armor and garb from a time before the Cymrians came to this land, ruining it forever, in Talquist’s opinion. The primal, indigenous nature of the time was captured perfectly in the stone man’s flat brow and broad face, with a strong, square jawline and sinewy limbs that ended in warrior’s hands and feet. Most remarkable of all were the eyes, clear and cloudless as a summer day, blue as the sky would be.

They were open and watching him intently.

“There is no need to summon me like a fishwife, Faron,” Talquist said smoothly, but with an undertone of anger. “I told you I would confer unto you the scale; did you not believe me?” He stretched out his arm, wincing inwardly but maintaining an indifferent mien, with the scale in hand.

The immense stone soldier continued to eye him, but the corners of the mouth seemed to contract in the hint of a smile.

I had no doubt that I would be taking the scale from you, one way or another, the shrill voice Talquist had heard in the parapet replied. The titan’s lips did not move; the sound seemed to issue forth from within its thoracic cavity.

Talquist stared at the statue. Then he brought his arm back to his side.

“It would seem prudent that, as we are allies, you should trust me to hold on to what is mine—after all, I have not asked for possession of any of your scales. Tomorrow is the day of my second Weighing, and coronation—perhaps the presence of the scale is necessary to ensure that I am once again selected by the Great Scales as emperor. Given how critical that selection is to both of our plans, our mutual plans, I would think you would be hesitant to risk failure of all we have set in place.”

The titan smirked.

We have mutual plans, true. But our priorities within those plans are not the same, Talquist.

The Emperor Presumptive’s deep brown eyes darkened to the black of a sky before a night storm, but otherwise his face betrayed no anger.

“Do you wish to dissolve our association, then, Faron? You say you seek a child who resides deep within the mountains of the Firbolg, protected by their king. Without me, the armies of Sorbold will not follow you—do you intend to try and take the mountains on your own? Best of luck with that, impressive as you are.” The look in his eyes sharpened now to a glare. “I tire of your threats and your attempts at intimidation, especially on the eve of my Weighing and coronation. Remember it was I that brought you into life, into awareness, into the strength with which you menace me now, in the first place. Without the body of Living Stone I provided for you, you would still be a gelatinous mass of freakish flesh in a carnival sideshow! And in thanks you threaten and shriek at me in your newly found voice which, by the way, sounds like that of a tone-deaf whore yodeling in pretended passion.”

Well, you would know all about that.

Talquist thought he perceived an amusement he had never seen before in the statue’s expression. When and how did he grow so much more sophisticated? he wondered. He was not even sentient when he first stepped off the Scales, stumbling and barely able to stand. He decided to take the negotiation to a higher level.

“Here is the deal on the table: if you wish to continue our association, we will need a new understanding about our interaction. I will not tolerate disrespect of this nature any longer. It is critical that the army of Sorbold sees you as my champion, under command of the generals who are subordinate to me. Otherwise, there will be chaos, and you will be on your own. I will treat you as my partner in secret, but in public it is necessary for you to blend in better, to not challenge me. Between us, we have almost a full set of Sharra’s scales. Each of us should retain possession of his own until we are prepared to make use of them as a set. Remember, I, too, seek a child, with as much fervor as you do, I believe.”

The titan eyed him, but said nothing.

“Do we have an understanding, then, Faron?”

Footsteps sounded on the wide marble staircase known as the Great Stair. Talquist turned quickly to see Lesik, his protocol officer, hurrying to the top of them from the second floor below.

He glanced back over his shoulder at the statue. It had seemed to fade into stolid inanimation again, its earthen eyelids colorless.

“M’lord?”

“Yes, Lesik, what is it?”

“Beliac, king of Golgarn, and the Diviner of the Hintervold have arrived. I will show them to their rooms unless you wish to greet them.”

“Ah, thank you, Lesik,” the Emperor Presumptive said. “I do indeed want to have some time with them this evening before tomorrow’s festivities occupy me completely. Will you have supper and libations sent up here? I will be down directly to welcome them. Have them wait in the entryway.”

The protocol officer bowed and hurried back down the staircase.

Talquist turned quickly to the titan.

“Make your decision, Faron,” he whispered. “If I have your agreement, I will conduct my business with these two powerful allies here in the Great Hall, where you can be a silent witness to it, assuming you can be silent. If not—”

I will be silent.

“Good. Then I shall return with them momentarily. And while you wait, you might want to contemplate what you might need to do to deepen this new voice of yours. It’s rather embarrassing, frankly.”

Talquist turned again and trotted down the wide stone staircase, whistling, his good mood restored.

*   *   *

The titan watched until the Emperor Presumptive had descended out of sight.

Then, within the massive chest cavity of the statue, the recently insulted voice spoke, though it would have been inaudible to any human ear. It was not a feminine voice, but it had a woman’s tone of comfort, of seduction.

He did not perceive me, Faron. He merely thinks you have matured.

Deep within that same cavity came a wordless agreement, different from the voice.

Then the voice spoke again. There was a definite excitement in its words.

Good; this is good. Do not chafe under the mantle of servitude, of obedience—trust me, when the time comes, Talquist will come to heel. Once we reveal to him what we know about the child he seeks so desperately, he will grant us whatever we wish. You and I will lead his army to take the Firbolg mountains.

And then it will all begin.
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THE OCCUPIED CITY OF SEPULVARTA

Fhremus Alo’hari, supreme commander of Sorbold’s land force, stood atop the wall that overlooked the Krevensfield Plain and the larger panorama of Roland to the north, shielding his eyes from the bright sun of morning, thinking.

Fhremus was not generally a pensive man; he had risen to command slowly, working his way through the ranks, not because of some grand undertaking or highly visible act of bravery, but rather a consistent reliability and staunch loyalty. He had been raised in a military family with many generations of service to the Crown, four of those generations specifically devoted to the late Empress Leitha, who had reigned for three-quarters of a century, and had taken, upon her death almost exactly one year before, the long-standing Dynasty of the Dark Earth with her.

Not that this vainglorious ending had been her idea. Her one and only heir, the grotesquely corpulent Crown Prince Vyshla, had managed to die within an hour of the empress; he had actually died first, but his death’s significance paled in comparison with hers. Their synchronous endings erased several centuries of their family’s dominion over the vast, forbidding nation that Fhremus loved, and set the stage for a battle of wills between, in the absence of any other royalty, the lesser nobles of the largest of the city-states of Sorbold, the Mercantile, the Church, and the army itself, which Fhremus had represented at the conclave that met prior to the Weighing.

Fhremus had been pleased with the outcome of the conclave, the decision to keep the empire united, rather than dividing it into city-states, as the nobility had pushed for, a decision made by the Scales, the enormous set of weighing plates that had long been the decider of contested questions in Sorbold and, in fact, many of what had once been the Cymrian lands. It was an old instrumentality of deep lore and magic from the Island of Serendair, brought in pieces on a ship with the refugees of the Third Fleet that had landed on Sorbold’s southern maritime border known as the Skeleton Coast, a treacherous, mist-shrouded coastline that had been the graveyard of many ships over the millennia. For a thousand years since that landing, the Scales had weighed every major issue of state, and were considered to be undisputed in their wisdom and judgment.

Thus, when the new emperor was chosen from the Mercantile, the merchant class, Fhremus had been slightly surprised, but did not question the decision at all.

The man who would be crowned emperor this day was a man with immense vision, Fhremus knew. Despite having taken a humble position by his selection, at which he had seemed more surprised than anyone else there, making an offer to serve as regent for a year and then being reconfirmed by the Scales a year later, he had embarked upon an ambitious agenda of changing, or rather, improving many of the long-established practices of the nation.

Fhremus had not been surprised by this aspect of the aftermath of the death of the empress. Leitha had ruled with an iron hand, but there had been rust on the iron; in spite of her surprising acuity at the age of ninety-eight, she was not as hale and vigorous as she had been in youth, and therefore had allowed various aspects of her governance to fall into disrepair. While she had officially outlawed bloodsport in the gladiatorial arenas that were an enthusiastically supported tradition for thousands of years before the Cymrians came, she had also turned a blind eye to its return twenty years into her reign, and a deaf ear to the sounds of hooting and violence that had continued to build outside the arenas as she grew older and her reign grew longer.

The gladiatorial arenas were not the only aspect of evident neglect. The return of the practice of slavery and slave trading had been more recent than the bloodsport, but it was even bloodier, though less widely known of. Fhremus had not been officially informed of the increase in the heinous activities, but would have had to have been blind in order to miss the buildup of the industries, state-run and privately owned, that had suddenly expanded their labor forces.

Though he was not sure why, he suspected that Talquist might have been involved with that expansion long before his elevation to the throne of the new dynasty he had established, called the Empire of the Sun.

The Mercantile was a misunderstood and, in Fhremus’s estimation, underappreciated social class. Looked down upon by royalty, the nobility, and even the Church, the merchant class was often a bastion of far greater wealth and international connection than any of those other groups possessed. It was all but impossible to be isolated or parochial when the very basis of a class’s existence was predicated on making contacts in every place possible around the world. While Fhremus knew little to nothing of the details of Talquist’s holdings, wealth, and connections to friends in both high and low places across the globe, he was quite certain those elements of the new emperor’s power were substantial.

Perhaps even frighteningly so.

As little as Fhremus knew about the financial and social secrets of the Merchant Emperor, he had a better window into Talquist’s military plans, though not as clear a one as he would wish. Fhremus had been instrumental in the training and deployment of the soldiers who rode the iacxsis, a strange breed of flying beasts that could both soar over walled fortresses and mercilessly attack the inhabitants of those cities. He had been given a tour of the breeding and training grounds, hideous caverns that had once been the central cistern and aqueduct beneath the streets of the capital city of Sorbold, Jierna’sid, where both the Scales and the palace of Jierna Tal stood. He had still been unable to purge his nose of the stench of the place and his mind of the memory of what he had seen there.

He had accepted the emperor’s word that the breeding and training program was essential to the survival of Sorbold, due to the merciless plans for conquest and expansion that the leaders of the new Alliance, the Lord and Lady Cymrian, were secretly putting into place. Talquist had shown him documents that detailed the royal pair’s nefarious schemes from other merchants in their employ around the world; Fhremus had seen them as credible and did not question the information.

He had also been introduced to another of the abominations that Constantin, the recently deposed Patriarch of Sepulvarta, the former holy city over which he was currently commandant, had been responsible for. Talquist had shown him a titan, an immense statue of a primitive warrior that had been animated, the emperor said, by the unholy practices employed in the holy city. The titan, now bent to Talquist’s will and loyal, in its limited capacity, had been instrumental in breaking down the infamous gate of the holy city and bringing it into immediate occupation. The Patriarch’s captured plans he had seen had made Fhremus glad that his army had been so successful, in concert with the iacxsis riders and the titan, in subverting and occupying the holy city as quickly as they did, before even more blood was shed.

“Uncle?”

Fhremus looked up.

A young soldier in the regalia of the army of Sorbold was smiling tentatively at him. He was handsome, possessed of the swarthy skin and dark brown eyes common in the residents of the desert nation, and a pleasant disposition; his sister’s son, Kymel, the fifth generation of the family to have begun service to the empress three years ago, and now was in that of the emperor.

Fhremus stood straight and saluted, to Kymel’s immediate response.

“At ease,” he said, clapping the lad on the upper arm. “Are you off duty?”

“Yes,” said Kymel. “On leave in honor of the Weighing and coronation. Titactyk has called us to muster at dawn tomorrow in preparation for the emperor’s arrival six days hence. We have been assigned to guard him while in Sepulvarta and then accompany his return to Jierna’sid at his will.”

“Congratulations.” Fhremus had to struggle to keep his lip from curling at Titactyk’s name. Titactyk was one of his own regimental commanders, and while he could not precisely put a reason to his dislike of the man, it was there nonetheless, though of course that information was unknown to the rank and file like Kymel. While Titactyk had never committed any offense or break of protocol egregious enough to merit discipline, there was an air of cruelty and insolence about him that Fhremus had seen before in other overly ambitious soldiers.

And others.

In his experience, it was always a bad sign.

It was very much the same feeling as he was having on this morning of celebration in Jierna’sid.

“Enjoy your leave,” he said to his nephew. “Happy Weighing, and guard the emperor well.”

Kymel grinned, then stood and snapped a salute. Fhremus returned it, smiling to himself as Kymel left, and then took one last look over the lands he knew he would soon be invading, putting to the sword and the flame, before making his way off the wall and down into the broken streets of Sepulvarta once more.

[image: image]

THE FORTRESS OF HIGHMEADOW, NAVARNE

To the north two hundred leagues and half a world away, Gwydion of Manosse, the Lord Cymrian, leader and high lord of the Alliance of the Middle Continent, was climbing a narrow set of curving stairs high into the tower in the center of his woodland fortress, known as Highmeadow, as he did each morning.

At the top of that curving staircase, he stepped out onto the cold, sheltered platform high in the tallest treetops of the forest canopy that held the aviary. The cultivation of a squadron of messenger birds had been one of his first priorities when Highmeadow was finally done with construction and being made inhabitable. His late father, Llauron the Invoker, the leader of the nature priests known as the Filids, had always made use of messenger birds for as long as Ashe could remember, as did another of the kings in the Alliance, Achmed the Snake, when he began retaking the mountains of Ylorc from the Firbolg four years back.

The Lord Cymrian had commissioned a series of birdhouses and rookeries for Highmeadow’s aviary that were like those his grandfather Gwylliam had designed, architectural renderings of the buildings, palaces, basilicas, and mountain fortresses that were the destinations of those birds in cities all across the continent. The detail that had been captured in balsa wood and twigs was astounding; he never ceased to marvel at how close to the originals the carefully fashioned cages were, down to details like bell tower windows and the shape of Grivven Post, the peak in the Teeth where Achmed received his mail.

It was from this birdhouse that the Lord Cymrian pulled a flyer now, as he did each morning. The brown wren squirmed for a moment in his hand, but he gentled it down quickly, billing its throat with his forefinger, then carefully attached the metal leg tube with the tiny scroll containing his meticulously graphed words of longing and adoration in a long-dead language, and turned it loose, watching it catch a warm morning updraft and take to the wind, heading east, making for the place where his family was in hiding.

Taking his love along with it.

He waited until he could no longer see the bird, nor sense it with the inner sight that was the gift of the dragon blood in his veins.

Then he checked the door of the birdcage and made his way back down the twisting stairs to the courtyard where his battlefield commanders were awaiting him for morning orders.
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GWYNWOOD, THE DRAGON’S CAVE

The terrible moan trailed off into silence like the end of the night wind’s howl.

Fear receded into the depths of Melisande’s mind. Without further thought, she darted into the dark cave, calling as loudly as she could.

“Elynsynos! Elynsynos, I hear you! I’m coming!”

She had gone only a few paces when the total lack of light forced her to stop. The glowing lichens that had grown at the mouth of the cave had grown thinner and thinner in the dark, leaving the cave without any natural radiance on its walls. The acrid smell of fire and smoke long gone lingered in the air, making breathing difficult. Melisande’s lungs constricted as her fear returned.

I wish my father were here, she thought, fighting back panic. Or Gwydion—he would know what to do. Or Gavin.

At the thought of the Invoker a memory, recently made, came into her mind. She fumbled blindly in her pack until she felt the luminescent spores he had given her, soft and sandy, beneath her fingers, then pulled one out and squeezed, swallowing hard as small bits crumbled into powder. After a moment, a thin glow appeared in her hands, and the cave walls became dimly visible.

Around her, the tunnel yawned like the maw of a giant beast.

“I’m coming, Elynsynos,” Melisande said again, more quietly this time. She slung her pack onto her back and, holding the spore aloft, she started down into the darkness.

The tunnel twisted as she followed it, opening at the bottom into a large cavern below. The deeper she descended the more the cave began to curve, bending in a circular fashion to the west. At the bottom of the tunnel she could see a vague glow, like the distant light of firecoals. The dark walls began to brighten as she hurried on, reflecting the glow of the tunnel before them. The scent of the air changed, too; rather than growing more dank as she went deeper underground, the air around her began to freshen and take on a salty tang. Melisande recognized it after a moment as the smell of the sea.

That’s right, she thought as she scurried down the earthen passageway. Rhapsody told me about this, that Elynsynos had a lagoon of salt water in the depths of her lair. I wonder if it reaches all the way to the sea. Even as she traveled, she discarded the notion. The sea was miles from this place.

Finally the widening tunnel opened into a vast cavern. Above her, as high up as she could see, the dim glow she had been following was emanating from six huge chandeliers, each large enough to light the ballroom of a palace. The chandeliers were dark except for a few candleless flames burning dispiritedly where thousands had once gleamed.

Their dim illumination cast little light on what at first Melisande thought were piles of coal and stones, but upon more careful investigation turned out to be masses of gems in every color of the rainbow. She held the glowing spore aloft, and the faint rays illuminated mountains of coins in gold, copper, silver, platinum, and rysin, a rare green-blue metal she had seen only once before.

Her gaze returned to the distant ceiling. The chandeliers were fashioned from the ship’s wheels from hundreds of vessels. Melisande began to shiver. Her father, Lord Stephen Navarne, would have given anything to have beheld this place, stocked as it was with the history of their people, the Cymrian nation that had fled the cataclysm that would claim their homeland, the Island of Serendair, to come to this place in ships which often did not survive the voyage. The few treasures he had lovingly preserved in the museum he maintained at their keep at Haguefort had caused his blue eyes to gleam with excitement. Looking around, Melisande could only imagine how thrilled he would have been to actually see the wreckage of the First Fleet himself.

Unlike her father, she found such things terrifying.

The dark mountains of coins were piled high in captain’s chests and hammocked in massive sails strung from ropes that were moored to the walls of the cave with rigging hardware. Wrecked prows and decks of ships loomed throughout the cavern, as did anchors, masts, and several salt-encrusted figureheads. The eyes of the wooden women adorning those figureheads seemed to stare at her in the dark.

In the center of the great cave was the lagoon of salt water Rhapsody had described, complete with waves that rolled gently to the muddy edges. She could see shapes and shadows of more objects displayed within the waves like offshore rocky formations, but the darkness was too deep to make out what they were.

She did not see what she had expected to find, the enormous shadow of an injured dragon.

“Elynsynos?” she called again. Her voice echoed up and around the gargantuan cave, repeating the beast’s name over and over.

Elynsynos? Elynsynos? Elynsynos? Elynsyn—Elyn—El—en—sin—

No sound answered her.

I heard her, she thought, fighting back panic as cold sweat sprang from her, leaving her feeling faint. I know I did.

Rhapsody’s voice spoke softly so that it echoed off the surface of the water and vibrated in the ripples it made.

If she is missing, when you report to Gavin, tell him to seal the cave. There is great treasure there, much of it not readily recognizable.

“No,” Melisande whimpered aloud. “Don’t tell me she’s not here. I’ve come such a long way. Maybe she’s just hiding. Please, please, don’t tell me she’s gone.”

“Elynsynos?” she called again, her voice sounding thin and desperate.

The cave thudded with empty silence.

If that lair is plundered, it would mean even greater woe to the continent than it will have already experienced with her loss, said the magical voice. And take nothing, Melisande—not even a pebble. To do so would be a desecration.

Her own voice spoke aloud in answer, repeating the words she had said to the Lady Cymrian.

I understand.

I know you do. Rhapsody’s answer had been soft with sorrow, and now it was even more mournful, echoing off the dark walls, drowning in the gently lapping waves. Understand this as well—if through your efforts Elynsynos is found and restored to health, you will be doing this continent one of the greatest services that has ever been done it. And even if it is too late—even if it is, you will be safeguarding more than I can possibly explain.

I’m ready, her own voice replied in her ear, as it had on that night in winter.

“No I’m not!” Melisande shouted. “Why did you send me here? Why would you make me come here if she’s dead? She can’t be dead. She can’t be!” Tears of rage and pain sprang, hot, from her eyes.

She could feel the warmth on her cheek where Rhapsody had kissed her, and brushed her hand over the place angrily.

We wouldn’t be sending you if we didn’t believe it. I love you, Melisande. Travel well.

“She has to be here! I heard her! Elynsynos!” Melisande screamed, turning around blindly in the near-dark.

From behind a barrier of coins and gems, a horrific groan went up.

Her scalp tingling with dread and hope, Melisande scrambled to the pile of treasure and started to climb, slipping and falling as she tried to summit it. It took her several attempts to reach the crest, scattering gold pieces in every direction as she did, but finally she pulled herself to the top and looked over it.

Near the lapping water’s edge lay a body in the dark, human in shape, prone in the sand.

Could that be Elynsynos? Melisande thought anxiously. Every Cymrian child knew the tale of how the beast had taken human, or rather Seren, form to attract the notice of Merithyn the Explorer, but she had expected the dragon to be in her natural serpentine state. She slid down the other side of the moraine of treasure and ran clumsily to the water’s edge, where she fell on her knees beside the body. Then, her hands shaking violently, she held up the glowing spore, wincing at what she beheld.

The woman lay motionless, her face in the cold sand. On one side of her body the clothing was scorched, in some places to ashes, the skin beneath it blistered in horrific coal-colored burns that oozed red. If she was breathing at all, it was shallowly—Melisande could detect no movement whatsoever at her waist, which was scarred black.

Beside the body were scattered fragments of fish bones and traces of kelp, like that she could see floating in the shallows of the lagoon. Gently the little girl slid her hand under the woman’s shoulder and turned her slightly onto the side that had not been burned to give her more access to the air. She gasped in horror.

The woman’s left eye was poached white like an egg, swollen from beneath a tattered lid. Her face was half obscured by a thick, striated scab of charred skin, obliterating her ability to be recognized. That which remained unburned was dark and hirsute, its untouched eye fixed on the ceiling.

“Elynsynos?” Melisande whispered.

The woman’s remaining eye blinked, but she said nothing.

This can’t be the dragon, Melisande thought as her stomach turned over, threatening to spill its contents onto the sand. She fought her gorge back down as the voice that had been speaking to her since her entrance to the sacred lands spoke again.

They should comb the woods for a lost Firbolg midwife named Krinsel.

It took a moment for the words to register in her mind. Then she looked again at what remained of the woman’s face and suddenly realized why she appeared so dark and hirsute—she was of a bastard race of demi-humans who lived in the far mountains. Though Melisande had heard many childish tales of the Firbolg race, considered monsters by the humans of Roland, Rhapsody had taught her another view of them, and she herself had loved Grunthor, the giant Sergeant-Major, himself half Bolg, from the first time she had met him in early childhood.

“Krinsel?” Melisande asked. She leaned closer to the wounded woman. “Are you Krinsel?”

With great effort, the woman nodded once.

Perhaps there had been something so overwhelming in the prospect of discovering an injured dragon that Melisande had been able to distance herself from the possibility of real intervention. She had believed she would be given instructions, then would run for all her might back to Gavin, for surely no ten-year-old could be expected to minister to the wounds of such a beast. But now, upon discovering no beast but a flesh-and-blood being that was suffering on the sand in front of her, reality returned with a vengeance, and she began to weep, uncertain of what she should do.

“Dear All-God,” she murmured as she ran her hand over her hair. “Dear All-God—”

The Firbolg woman strained to form a word. “Water,” she croaked.

The word was not a request, but delivered, softly as it was, in the calm, commanding voice of one who had brought scores of children into a world of pain. Something in the tone was so intractable that Melisande’s foggy mind cleared instantly. She tore into her pack and quickly produced the waterskin, holding it carefully to the disfigured woman’s lips. Krinsel drank in desperation, then closed her remaining eye and laid her head back on the sand.

“Can you—can you walk?” Melisande asked. “I could help you—”

“You—alone?”

“Yes—I mean, no,” Melisande stammered. “There is a healer nearby, about a day’s journey, and the Invoker—”

“Bring—them.”

“All right,” the little girl said, rising. “I’ll run as fast as I can. Hold on, and I will be back—”

The Firbolg midwife shook her head. “Wait for—morning,” she whispered. “Dark now.”

Melisande glanced back up the lightless tunnel and wondered how she knew. She surmised that the injured woman had been living off kelp and whatever fish she could catch in the shallows, but there was no fresh water in the cave, and the thirst, coupled with the burns, must be torturous. “Very well,” she said at last. “You must eat. I have some apples, and the juice will be good for the thirst.”

The Bolg woman said nothing, but made a faint attempt to nod.

“Did—Elynsynos do this to you?” Melisande asked as she rooted through her pack for food that would soothe the woman’s tattered throat.

A slight shake of the head was all Krinsel could muster. “Anwyn,” she whispered.

“Anwyn? Anwyn’s dead—” Melisande began, but then remembered there were many things in the world that she, the insignificant sister of the young duke of Navarne, was not privy to. That needs to come to an end, she thought as she pulled the knife from her boot sheath and began to pare down the apple. If I’m going to be sent on missions like this, I need to know what’s actually going on. I’m going to have to speak to the Lord Cymrian about this as soon as I get back.

The impudence of the thought made her cringe a moment later, and she set about tending to the woman’s needs as best she could until exhaustion overcame her. She stretched out beside the Bolg midwife and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep on the sand.

How long she lay there she would never know, but she awoke to the sound of Krinsel’s ragged breathing, sand impressed into her skin and hair.
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