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CREATURE OF THE BLACK STAR

Ailia roused to find the fire had died down to a red-eyed smolder. At the edge of its sullen light there crouched a creature: a thing that had the batlike wings of a dragon, opening and closing as if in spasms of agony, and a dragon’s scales and twitching tail. But its form was like that of a man, and it was draped in some dark material. Then, as the horned and shaggy head lifted, she saw it had a man’s face crusted with scales and two blazing eyes weeping tears, which, in the reflected fire-glow, seemed to leave trails of flame. The monster moaned and thrashed about as if in pain, but its burning eyes did not seem to see her. And in the next moment she recognized him.

Mandrake, she thought, sickened. Neither man nor dragon, but a horrifying blend of the two, a thing utterly unnatural . . .

[p. 218]
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PROLOGUE

(Excerpted from Maurian’s Historia Arainia)

IT IS DIFFICULT FOR US, studying these annals, to envision the events and personages in them, so fantastic do these accounts seem; so remote and even godlike the figures that move in their midst. We must not lose sight, however, of the fact that these beings were as human as we, in their outward forms at least: that Ailia, Damion, Morlyn, and the rest lived and breathed and knew our mortal weaknesses, doubts, and fears. For any chronicler of this strange and wondrous era the principal task must be to clothe those names in flesh.

As to their story, it is elsewhere recounted in full, and a brief retelling of its main points will serve here. When the Queen Elarainia, revered throughout the world of Arainia as the incarnation of its goddess, gave birth to a daughter, the people rejoiced to see prophecy fulfilled: the Tryna Lia, Princess of the Stars, had been born in mortal form to deliver them from the designs of the dark god, Modrian-Valdur. When the little Princess Elmiria was still scarcely more than an infant, her mother took her from her home world and conveyed her by sorcery to the neighboring world of Mera for her protection. For Morlyn, the Avatar of Valdur, knew that she would one day challenge his rule. Also, it was in Mera that the Star Stone lay. This enchanted gem alone could give the Tryna Lia the power to defeat her foreordained foe. But upon reaching Mera, Queen Elarainia disappeared, and the little princess was left, not in the care of the holy monks on the Isle of Jana as both friend and foe would later come to believe, but on the shores of Great Island much farther to the north, where she was discovered by a lowly shipbuilder and his wife. They took the foundling into their home and raised her as their own. And when she grew older she did not seek out her true origins, for her guardians allowed her to believe that they were her true mother and father.

When she was in her seventeenth year, Ailia (as the young maiden came to be called) made a journey along with many other islanders to escape the invading armies of Khalazar, the Zimbouran tyrant king. She and her family found sanctuary in the land of Maurainia, and at the Royal Academy of Raimar she first encountered Damion Athariel, priest of the Faith of Orendyl. She secretly fell in love with him, though such a love was forbidden, but she did not guess that their lives were interwoven by destiny.

Many others were also bound by fate to Ailia. One was the aged woman known only as old Ana, a reputed witch dwelling in the coastal mountains. The “coven” that Ana led was in truth a secret company of Nemerei, seers and sorcerers who practiced the magical arts of elder days, and she told Father Damion of their ways and of the predestined ruler who would one day descend from the stars. At that time the girl Lorelyn, who had fled with Damion from the Isle of Jana when King Khalazar’s forces menaced it, was believed to be the Tryna Lia. Damion later came to her aid again when the sorcerer-prince Morlyn, then using the name of Mandrake, abducted her and confined her deep within the ruins of Maurainia’s oldest fortress. The Zimbouran king, who believed himself destined to seize and wield the Star Stone and conquer the Tryna Lia, then captured Lorelyn and with her Damion, Ana, and Ailia. He set off with his prisoners by galleon to the long-lost Isle of Trynisia: for there the holy jewel lay waiting for either the Tryna Lia or the dark god Valdur’s champion to claim it. But with her sorcerous power Ana freed the prisoners after landfall was made, and they escaped together into the wilderness of Trynisia. They were joined by Jomar, a half-breed slave who hated his Zimbouran masters and rejoiced at the chance to thwart them of their prize. The Stone lay in the ruin of the holy city of Liamar, high upon the sacred mountain of Elendor, and Lorelyn and her party resolved to find it before the Zimbourans could.

But many perils lay in their path: not only the vengeful king and his soldiers, but also the misshapen and evil beast-men that dwelt on the isle, and the dragons that made their lairs on the summit of Elendor. Morlyn, using his sorcery to take the shape of a great dragon, led the latter in an assault upon Ana’s company. For it was his wish that no one should ever come near the Stone, nor awaken its wondrous powers.

Yet though he caused Ana to be separated from her charges, and though he fought Jomar and Damion in the cavern wherein he kept the Stone, and took young Lorelyn back into his power, in the end he was thwarted by Ailia. The maiden, whom he thought a harmless shipwright’s daughter, ventured all alone into the treasure-cave, and took from thence the sacred Stone. She was assisted in her escape from Elendor by a great golden dragon, a servant of the celestial realm, whom she freed from the chain with which Morlyn had bound him fast. The semidivine Guardians, whose sacred duty it was to protect the Stone until the Tryna Lia came to claim it, saved her remaining companions. All were borne away through the heavens and reunited in far-distant Arainia—a world that, to them, had become merely a myth.

Morlyn met them there and once more attempted to challenge them, denying them entry to the royal palace of Halmirion. But before the others’ wondering eyes Ailia took up the Star Stone and drew upon its power to put the dragon-mage to flight. In so doing she revealed at last her true identity. And before the people of Arainia she was returned to her throne.

But countless dangers still awaited. For Ailia had not destroyed her predestined adversary; and there were on other worlds many cruel and powerful beings whose aid he could summon in his fight against her. The Zimbouran God-king, Khalazar had turned to necromancy to aid his cause, and in the midst of one of his incantations Morlyn appeared before him. The Dragon Prince revealed that he was the son of the ancient king Andarion, and feigned to be an undead spirit. The seeming “spirit” then bestowed upon Khalazar a vision of Arainia, and vowed to assist Khalazar in conquering the Tryna Lia and her world—if the Zimbouran king would but accept the title of Valdur’s Avatar. Khalazar did so eagerly, little suspecting that he had been deceived, and would serve but as the bait to draw Ailia out of her world and induce her to try and deliver Mera before her powers were adequate to the task.

Ailia, unaware of the threat to her life and people, was celebrating a national feast day when an ethereal image of Khalazar materialized before her court, and declared he intended to seize Arainia. In the meantime, Mandrake continued to gather many allies against Ailia’s reign. He sought out the dragon-folk—sorcerers descended, like him, from Loänan—and slew their ruler in a duel, taking his place. Then Mandrake brought Khalazar and the king of the goblin race together, in a pact to conquer Arainia.

Arainia’s governors then held a council of war. Jomar warned them that all the young sorcerers and knights of that world must train for the conflict to come. That same night, before an audience of hundreds, Ailia entered into an oracular fit, prophesying disaster while a storm raged with unnatural intensity over the city. At the urging of the court sorcerer Wu, Ailia was sent to the Nemerei academy of Melnemeron to be instructed in the lore of wizardry, preparing her for the battle to come. Syndra, an Arainian Nemerei turned traitor, spied upon the Tryna Lia and gave report of her progress to Morlyn. At her command, a firedrake made an attempt on Ailia’s life, but it was foiled by Master Wu, who was revealed to be a celestial dragon disguised in human form. His true name was Auron, and he was the very same Loänan who had saved her life in Mera. He explained that he believed she was the prophesied leader who would one day unite all the worlds of the Celestial Empire. From that point on, Ailia would be watched over by two celestial guardians, Auron and a firebird named Taleera, who was also sworn to protect the princess from harm.

Their new draconic allies declared that they would assist the Arainian army, now planning to open a “dragon-gate” on the Ethereal Plane and enter Khalazar’s world. Ana also went to Mera, but to Maurainia not Zimboura, where she rejoined her Nemerei coven. Damion, to Ailia’s dismay, elected to join the army in the desert of Zimboura. She made a last desperate effort to stop the war by appealing to Khalazar in a magical message, but he spurned her offer of peace. The army departed; only later was it discovered that Lorelyn had disguised herself as a knight and passed through the gate as well.

Her guardian dragon flew with Ailia through the Ether to a world of the celestial dragons where she would be safe, and she was filled with wonder at their fabulous city—built by the long-vanished race of the Archons whom the Arainians believed were gods—and its extraordinary inhabitants: dragons, cherubim, sphinxes, dryads, and many other beings long held to be mythical. On Mera, Khalazar’s forces and the Arainians clashed in a desert battle. Jomar, Damion, and Lorelyn were separated from the others, and fled to a distant oasis to join with a small band of rebel Mohara warriors. Their shaman declared that Jomar was fated to lead them to victory, and together they made daring forays against the enemy. But they had not the numbers to overthrow the tyrant Khalazar and his armies.

In the world of the dragons Ailia sought an audience with Orbion, the Celestial Emperor, to ask for his help in the war against Khalazar. The aging dragon told Ailia that he could not oblige her, since he was the servant of the Empire’s many peoples, not their master. It was important that she understand this, for she must rule Talmirennia in his place when he died. In any case Mandrake had already divided the Loänan, so that they were themselves on the verge of civil war. Ailia, distressed at the prospect of a cosmic conflict that made the Meran war seem insignificant by comparison, then secretly resolved to go to Mandrake and parley with him. She took a flying ship and traveled alone through the Ether to Mandrake’s homeworld of Nemorah. But on arriving there she was assailed by his firedrakes, and her winged vessel was damaged and fell from the sky. She wandered through alien jungles, hopelessly lost, until she met and saved the life of a native creature called an amphisbaena. In gratitude it offered to show her where other humans like herself lived. Following the amphisbaena, Ailia came to a city made up of human beings whose ancestors had been slaves of the old Loänei empire. A local seeress gave shelter to Ailia, and explained that Mandrake in this world was believed to be a god. Though he had been gone for centuries and a new human ruler had disbanded his cult, still he was feared and revered by many.

In Mera, Khalazar set a trap for the Tryna Lia’s friends by announcing that he would sacrifice a captive princess. He knew well they could not ignore the plight of this innocent victim. The shaman Wakunga warned that Damion was the one most sought by the enemy. Lorelyn advised Damion to remain behind while the others attempted a rescue. Reluctantly he agreed, and stayed in the Mohara camp while Jomar and Lorelyn rode forth, and were captured.

Ailia confronted Mandrake in his castle on Nemorah, but he claimed that he did not wish to fight her, and merely desired to convince her that he was in the right. Ailia found herself treated not as an enemy but as an honored guest, and agreed to remain with Mandrake for a brief period of time and hear his arguments. Mandrake advised her to put her concerns for her people aside—humans, he declared, will always harm and enslave one another—and think only of herself. Soon Ailia began to believe that a union between herself and the Dragon Prince might well bring a lasting peace. She gave up her old dream of winning Damion’s affections, and decided to accept Mandrake’s proposal. But unknown to her, he slipped into her wine a potion, a love philter that bound her to him as a helpless thrall.

Khalazar chafed with resentment at being ordered to spare the lives of Jomar and Lorelyn, whom Mandrake planned to use for hostages. Realizing at last that he was under Mandrake’s control, and not the opposite, Khalazar determined to show his independence by harming Ailia’s friends. He announced that Lorelyn and Jomar would be executed if Damion did not give in. When the priest heard of his friends’ impending executions he went to Khalazar and surrendered himself. The tyrant decided to disobey Mandrake’s command and kill Damion in Valdur’s temple. At the news of the impending sacrifice the unease of the Zimbouran people turned into open revolt against Khalazar. The king was slain, the rebels freed Jomar and Lorelyn, and the two joined in the storming of the temple. But they were too late to save Damion.

Ailia, unable to free herself from her attachment to Mandrake, was rescued against her will by her guardians, who had learned of the philter. On Arainia she was cured of its effects, but then learned the terrible news of Damion’s death on Mera. Mandrake now realized that Ailia, once cured of the philter and at the peak of her power, could be a deadly adversary and that Damion’s loss would only make her more vengeful. In his extremity he agreed to a pact with the goblin-folk of Ombar: he would become their ruler and Avatar of Valdur in return for their protection.

In the meantime a grieving Ailia pondered the accounts of Damion’s passing. It was said that he had vanished bodily from the earth, and been transformed into an angel. On seeing him in a dream, she too became convinced that he was not dead after all, but had somehow been transported to the Ether. Disregarding the protestations of her councilors, she embarked on a search for Damion, asking her friends to follow her to Mera.



Part One

THE SIEGE



1

The Island

THE STORM RAGED THROUGH SEA and sky, a winter gale surpassing in fury any that had ever troubled these turbulent latitudes. Its massed thunderheads towered up for leagues upon leagues, black against the stars, and beneath the shadow of their opaque canopy there reared titanic waves, rising almost to mountain height. The spray blown from their rearing crests mingled with the lashing rain. It was as though the very elements of water and air were dissolving and melding one into the other, returning to a primeval unity. Cloud and sea churned together, whipped into fury by the wind that held both in sway.

The lone albatross caught in the midst of this turmoil was no longer attempting to fly, but merely allowing itself to be blown about at the storm’s whim. Indeed, had it not been for the winds that buoyed up its great white wings, it would long since have fallen exhausted into the heaving surf. Once it did falter and drop, but at the last moment recovered itself with a frantic flap of its pinions and skimmed over the frothing summit of an oncoming wave. Beyond this the bird’s weary eyes saw only slope after slope of slate-dark water, capped with white: the cold pale glimmer of foam was all that could be glimpsed between the lightning flickers. For a time it despaired, fearing that it had been blown altogether off its course. But as it rode the gale higher into the air, a dazzling flash revealed a shoreline only a league distant: steep, rocky, a coast of cliffs sheer and threatening as the walls of a fortress, but land nonetheless. Hope renewed the bird’s vigor and it beat its wings in a last desperate effort. The cliffs gave way on the northern side to a long ruinous slope of boulders and jutting columns that broke the force of the surging seas, and sent them tumbling back in confusion. There the albatross spied a low granite shelf, and with the very last of its strength fluttered down upon it. The surf burst around the tall standing rocks, masking them from view, then falling back made fleeting cascades down their jagged sides before crashing up again. One wave, greater than all the rest, dashed over the shelf of stone and covered it and the still white form that lay upon it. When at last the seething foam retreated from the rock, there was no longer a bird lying there, but a woman.

She wore a white cloak, its wide deep hood drawn up over her head, and she lay facedown and motionless. For a moment it seemed that the grasping surf would suck her out to sea, claiming her at last. But then she stirred feebly, and began half to stumble, half to crawl farther up the shelf, out of reach of the waves. By the time she reached the top of the rocky slope beyond, the wind’s power was already abating somewhat, and she was able to stand upright, though still bowed with fatigue. Her pale face, its grayish purple eyes deeply shadowed, looked out from the shelter of the white hood on the bleak scene before her.

To this inhospitable shore she had come once before, as a small child. Her sorceress mother had crafted and captained a flying ship to take them both to a place of safety, far from their palace home. But the ship had fallen and foundered here, off the coast of Great Island; her mother had suffered an unknown fate, while the little girl had been taken in by a shipwright and his childless wife to live for the next eighteen years as their own daughter.

This was my home once, thought Ailia.

It seemed impossible to her now. The dark fields stretching before her were barren save for the harsh grasses that grew there, tall wiry stems fused together with frost. Sleet from the diminishing storm pattered down on the frozen dirt road that wound ahead of her. A fresh gust whipped her wet cloak around her slight, shivering form. But the air stung even without a wind. She had forgotten, after her long sojourn in warmer climes, how bitterly cold it was here in winter. How had she ever borne it? And how did the Islanders bear it still? Why did they choose to remain in such a place? It was as if harsh clime and unyielding island worked together as hammer and anvil, hardening the bodies and spirits of those who lived here but also imparting to them a stern resilience, the power to endure adversity.

The Island had not changed; would never change, not though thousands of years should pass. The ceaseless assault of wind and wave made but little difference to its stubborn granite coast, and its people, each generation gaining strength from the stone they trod, would carry on for the centuries to come just as they had in the far distant past. It was Ailia who had been altered, completely and irrevocably. When she had departed Great Island at last, watching from her ship’s stern rail as the gray cliffs dwindled and appeared to sink into the sea, she had wondered if she would ever return. It had seemed to her then that the island really had submerged beneath the waves, like an enchanted isle in a faerie tale, never more to be seen by mortal eyes. The passing years further relegated it to the past, until even the desire to see it again faded from her mind.

Yet here she was, standing once more upon its stony soil.

She had been forced to take a bird-form to come here, loath as she was to use her newly emergent gift of shape-shifting. This came from her Loänan side, the legacy of dragon-magi who could transform themselves at will and had taken human shape in order to mate with her ancestors. But she had never called upon it until her greatest adversary, taking advantage of her innocence, awakened the buried talent—all so that he might teach her the love of power. For this reason she feared and mistrusted it, but with no ship available to cross the sea, she had had no recourse but to use it. She was an unskilled flier, however, and she had not reckoned on the storm—if indeed it was a natural storm, and not a sorcerous assault by her enemies. Many of them still lingered in this world, and weather conjuring was well within their power. Clutching the cold, wet cloak tightly about her, she made her way slowly along the road. It was empty of any other passerby. The sensible Island folk would not be out on a night like this. Only the small, shaggy island ponies and a few sheep were to be seen, grazing the frostbitten grass in the meager fields. Not far off a temple stood, humble and towerless, its walls pieced together from fieldstone, the only building here not made out of wood. She knew the temple well, though her family’s visits there had been somewhat infrequent. It served all the fishing villages hereabouts, her own included. Bayport was not far away now. She would reach it before midnight.

After she had walked for what felt like an hour, she spied at last the low stony hill that had marked the westernmost boundary of her childhood’s territory. She had approached it always from the eastern side, climbing it on mild evenings to watch the sun sink into the sea—for so she then believed it did. The world in those days was not a ball hurtling with dizzying speed through an unfathomable void, but a wide, flat disc of earth and water: stable and stationary, immovable, circled by sun and moon and by the stars and planets that were mere lights in the heavens, not suns and worlds in their own right. How she longed for that smaller and safer cosmos of her childhood! Its very center had been this island—her village—her home. She approached the hill now from the west, and even this simple change of direction seemed to underline the permanent shift in her perception of things, and her estrangement from all that she had once known.

Why did I come back? she wondered, pausing. Was it really to seek out my foster family? Or was it to try and reverse time—to go back to that safe and innocent past? Could I have been so foolish?

She forced herself to still the inner voice and keep walking. As the road wound on, it grew hauntingly familiar in every twist and turn. Here a glacial boulder, and there an ancient crab apple tree with spindly, spidery limbs—the old wayside signposts she had once known as a child. Before her a light burned in the black night, yellow and steady as a star. Her heart gave a slight lift at the sight of these things—almost it seemed she might return to that old life, secure in its ordinariness. There had been another existence for her before her return to Arainia and the awakening of her powers. Even before Damion . . .

A tear slipped down her cheek, and was swept away by the rain.

She came presently to the barren point where a short, round tower built of granite boulders stood stalwart, the overreaching spume breaking against its westward face. Through the thick-paned windows at its top the yellow light burned: the old sea beacon, kept lit night and day for the safety of sailors. She pitied any vessel that might be riding those tempestuous waves. As she drew closer to the beacon tower she glimpsed in its western wall the carved figure in a stone niche, one hand raised in a warding gesture. The statue of Elarainia, protector of ships and those who sailed in them: Star of the Sea, Queen of Heaven, goddess of the planet that some called the Morning Star.

And mother of the Tryna Lia, prophesied savior of the world.

She averted her eyes from the statue and toiled on, until through the gloom she could make out more lights: the houses and harbor of Bayport village, only a short walk away now. Her footsteps quickened, as did her heartbeats. She was, for an instant, that innocent small girl once more, hastening toward home and hearth, toward the warm welcoming comforts she knew . . .

And then she stopped dead in her tracks, unsure whether to trust the witness of her weary eyes. The gray granite hillock on the edge of the village was there, standing as it had for time immemorial, rising solid and firm from the midst of the meadow. But there was no longer any house upon its summit. Her home was gone.

Ailia walked slowly, in a daze of exhaustion and disbelief, toward the place where the house had stood. A mass of burnt timbers lay there, rain-wet, black and flaking at the edges. Here and there a shard of glass gleamed faintly up through earth and cinders.

Ailia dropped to her knees. Mandrake said I could never go back to my former life, she thought, feeling numb. He did this—on purpose, to show me I cannot go back.

She realized now that, while her ostensible object had been to find her foster parents and be sure they were safe, she had really been yearning for the sound of Dannor’s sensible voice and the security of Nella’s capable presence. Where were they now, the two people who had risked their lives, perhaps deliberately, to save hers? She must find them. If indeed they were not dead.

They were not here, at least. If they had perished in the fire the neighbors would have buried them in the little windswept cemetery farther inland. She stood again, scanning the village. Her uncle Nedman’s wooden frame house still stood, as did her cousin Jemma’s cottage down by the shore, but they were dark where the other houses showed lights in their windows. And it was not yet time to sleep.

She approached her uncle’s house and knocked on the door. The sound echoed through the rooms beyond and died without any answering footsteps or voices. She pushed it open—Islanders’ doors were never locked—and peered in. She expected broken furnishings and disorder, but the house was merely abandoned. The kitchen table was bare; the hearth had neither wood nor ashes in it. Ailia lit a candle and made a quick search of the home. Each room was the same, from the parents’ bedroom to her cousin Jemma’s former room, vacated by her on her marriage to Arran and turned into a sewing room, to her cousin Jaimon’s room (still kept for him, since as a sea-roving sailor he had no home of his own). Everything was neatly put away—clothes (not many of these), tools, crockery. There was no food of any sort in the kitchen, not even a biscuit or piece of salt fish.

She left the silent house and went down to Jemma and Arran’s cottage by the shore. Here it was the same again: vacant yet orderly rooms. The old wooden cradle Jemma had inherited from her mother stood forlorn and empty in the nursery, along with some of her sons’ toys. Arran’s fishing nets and other tackle lay in the storeroom at the back, and his green-hulled boat was anchored in the bay. But of the owners of all these things there was no sign.

Ailia returned to the main bedroom, took off her sodden cloak, and laid down her candle on the night table. Then she sat on the bed, put her head in her hands, and shook for a moment with silent sobs. Where were they? What had become of them all?

There were soft footsteps in the passage outside, and she looked up, then sprang to her feet. “Jemma? Is that you?” called a woman’s voice.

Ailia went to the doorway. “Who is it? Who’s there?”

A figure with a lantern stood there. “It’s I—Elen. I saw the light, and I thought that Jemma was back. Who are you?”

“Elen—Elen Seaman? It’s Ailia. Don’t you remember me? Where is my family, Elen?”

“Ailia?” The young woman went up to her and took her by the arm. Ailia recognized the freckled face and the tow-colored hair pulled into a knot at the back. “It’s Elen Fisher now, I’m married. But how did you come here—and on such a night?”

Yes—Elen must be nearly seventeen, the age Ailia had been when she left the Island. People here married young. There was a confidence in the girl’s voice and manner, a forced early maturity. “Ellie, please! Where are they?” Ailia implored.

“Why, I thought you’d know! When the womenfolk went over to the Continent because of the Zimbourans, my father wouldn’t let us go, you recall. And then the Zimbourans didn’t come after all, and most of the women returned, but not your mamma and aunt and Jemma. They sent their menfolk a letter, saying how there’d been a misunderstanding and you’d been taken by the authorities or some such, Ailia; and would the men come at once? Dannor and Nedman went first, and then Arran followed. And then none of them returned. It’s just as well for Dannor and Nella, for they’ve little to come back to. Your house burned down—did you see it? A great storm blew up one night out of nowhere, and a lightning bolt struck the roof and set it afire. No other house in the village was hit: I suppose yours was most at risk, sitting up on top of that hillock. We did try to put the fire out, but it was too late. A mercy no one was at home! Anyway, I hope your folks are better off where they are now, though it’s a pity about their things.”

“If they are on the Continent still then I must go there too.” Fatigue throbbed in her limbs at the thought.

“You can’t. The Armada’s loose they say, and no ship will risk the crossing. The Zimbourans have gotten themselves a brand-new tyrant now, and a civil war at home. Ailia, however did you get here?”

“I found a way. Please, Ellie, I can’t say any more just now. I’m fearfully tired.”

“You come with me, then. I’ve my own place now.”

Ailia thought of a warm fireside, food and other comforts, the soothing presence of people. But also there would be questions, a steady barrage of questions she could not answer truthfully, and she lacked the strength to field them. How to explain her lack of any luggage—her crossing of the sea—where she had been all these long years? “Thank you,” she replied, “but I really am so exhausted at the moment I couldn’t stir a step. I think I will just stay here tonight. There’s fuel for a fire, I see, and plenty of candles.”

Elen rose reluctantly. “Well, if you’re sure. It’d be no bother to put you up. But I’ll come by in the morning anyway, with some bread and milk and maybe an egg or two. Sleep well.”

After Elen had gone Ailia lay down on her cousin’s bed, staring up at the one small window. The sky was clearing, and in the dark starry patches between the parting clouds there were comets, at least half a dozen even in this restricted view, their long white tails streaming behind them. They had begun to appear shortly after her arrival in Zimboura. Portents of evil, many people said, but she knew them for something far worse: weapons, wielded with a deliberate malevolence by a ruthless enemy. Eons ago they had been cast out of their normal orbits by a rogue star, and they pursued still the ancient trajectories on which they had been set: the age-old enemy had intended that they strike this world of Mera and its peaceful neighboring planet.

Unable to rest, she got up and went to the window. The Evening Star was also shining tonight, and she gazed long at it: Arainia, the planet assigned in the old writings to the goddess Elarainia. These tales said that she dwelt in an enchanted garden of delights, far beyond the end of the world. Some said this land of Eldimia lay to the west, where her star sometimes shone at eventide, while another tradition insisted it could be found only in some mystical realm, “east of the sun and west of the moon.” Most accounts agreed it could never be reached by mortals: a ship traveling to the world’s end would only fall off the edge of its disc into bottomless deeps of sky. But the Queen of the Western Heaven must have granted to a favored few leave to journey to Eldimia and return, for in the old tales were many descriptions of that fair land: its beauty and wonders, its tame beasts and plenteous gems, its cities of crystal and gold. As a little girl Ailia had watched as the Evening Star sank slowly toward the sea, and hungered to journey with it to Eldimia. As she grew older she was forced to acknowledge that the Otherworld was only a myth, and though she still gazed westward at eventide she yearned instead to visit the mortal lands that lay there: Maurainia, and Rialain and Marakor.

And yet all along it had been true. Meran travelers had, indeed, been in that loveliest of countries, and given faithful report of what they found there. For the people of this time had long since forgotten that Eldimia lay, not in some fanciful country visited by the journeying star of Morning and Evening, but within the planet itself. The tales were not idle fancies, but faint lingering memories of an earlier age when Mera and Arainia were linked by an enchanted portal. Only the Fairfolk had remembered it all: those few still left on this side of the portal after it was closed had yearned for their true home. She recalled now the words of their hymn to Elarainia, which was also a lament:

 

As exiles from their native shore

Are parted by a pathless sea

So must we yearn forevermore

In halls divine to dwell with thee.

 

Night-blooming lily! Lady fair

Of lands unmarred by war or woe!

O Queen of Heaven, hear the prayer

Of thy lost children, here below!

 

What must it have been like for these exiles, unable to return to their beloved Arainia, watching that world shine remote and unattainable in the sky even as their kind dwindled and died out in this one? She herself felt an intense yearning as she gazed on the far-off planet. It shone like a beacon, or like the window of a warm and well-lit house seen by a traveler on a stormy night. She thought of its warm and teeming seas, its exotic flowering trees and plants, its greater proximity to the life-giving sun. Even its small attendant moon was filled with growing things, a celestial garden. She thought of her private apartments in the palace of Halmirion, and of her true father and family, all wondering where she was and worrying; and her soul strained toward that distant point of light even as it had years ago on this same island, when she did not yet understand the reason for that inchoate desire. How had she known? She leaned her forehead against the cold pane and watched the planet until a drifting cloud blotted it from sight, then she sighed and returned to the bed.

She fell at last into a light, troubled sleep, filled with restless dreams. In them she saw shadowy figures come and go, passing like ghosts before her eyes. A face appeared—a young man, blond, with gentle sky-blue eyes who vanished as Ailia reached out in longing. In his place, then, was the face of another man, his pallid face contrasting strangely with his long hair and eyes, both as bright as flame. . . . He filled her with fear, and yet her arms were still reaching out. She withdrew them and moaned, tossing in her sleep. A woman with golden hair and violet-blue eyes appeared, gazing tenderly at her, driving away the other face. Then a sequence of vivid images crowded in upon her—scenes of battle and turmoil, armies of yelling men. Dragons swooped through a black sky filled with stars. And then another face appeared, shining through all the strife and chaos—the face of an old woman with white hair pulled into a knot. Her eyes were a blank gray-white in color, and yet they were filled with compassion and an ageless wisdom.

“Ana,” Ailia whimpered, tossing from side to side. “Ana . . .”

But this face vanished also, and then in its place she saw a vast burning blue-white light: a star, distorted into the shape of a tear. From its end there bled a long streamer of blue flame that curled around upon itself, making a circle with a black hole at its center. That darkness gaped at her like a mouth, pulling her toward itself. She could not resist: she would be drawn in along with the dying spiral of star-fire and devoured . . .

A voice that was not a voice spoke from the midst of the black maw. Behold the Mouth of the Worm, the darkness no light of Heaven can pierce. There is no escaping from the void within. Who enters here comes not forth again.

With a violent start she woke and sat up, shaking with terror, fearing for an instant that the darkness surrounding her was that of the fathomless pit. Always she had feared the dark, from her very earliest childhood, but there was in this enveloping blackness a different quality—a lurking malevolence. With unsteady hands she lit a candle, banishing the darkness back into the far corners of the room. Then she lay down once more, but did not sleep again until the light of dawn came into the sky.

AURON FLEW OUT OF THE soft dim radiance of the Ether and into the midst of battle.

All about him were the gleaming stars and the limitless black deeps of the heavens. Behind and to his left the unveiled sun blazed fiercely bright, and before him the world of Mera returned its radiance like a vast blue jewel. But directly ahead of him a great light shone, round and white and surrounded by a hazy aureole, and about it many smaller shapes swarmed like moths drawn to a lamp. As he sped onward with wings furled, propelled through the airless night by enchantment alone, proximity and changing perspective revealed the pale halo to be a cone of luminous vapors, streaming back from the bright globe as long tresses of hair are blown back in a wind. It looked to extend for many millions of leagues. The shining object was a comet, hurtling straight toward him, and shedding its outer mantle as it drew ever nearer to the fires of the sun. Dark-winged shapes were defending it, while Loänan and eagle-winged cherubim assailed it on all sides.

One of the black shapes, all but invisible against the void, lunged toward him and he swerved, avoiding its attack. Thwarted, the firedrake snapped its jaws and glared with its cold red eye—savage as a wild beast’s, yet filled also with a malign cunning. But its flaming breath could not reach him in the void, for the envelope of air that sustained the creature ended very close to its own body. As it turned to dive on him again he faced it, then at the last moment rolled to bring himself underneath his assailant’s body. The plate armor on the monster’s belly was not so thick and strong as the scales on its back, and a swift and deadly thrust from all four of his claws together scored it deeply.

Another time he would have fought it to the finish, but Auron had been sent here by the Celestial Emperor Orbion merely to observe the progress of the battle, and report back to him. He left the wounded drake to be slain by two of his fellow Loänan, and flew in closer to the comet’s head. It burned only with the sun’s reflected glow: the surface of its nucleus was not hot, but formed of gray-white ice, deeply seamed and fissured like the face of a glacier. It was, in truth, a gigantic hailstone, formed far out in the perpetual cold of the regions between the stars. As he passed over a dark cave in its sunward side there flew up from its depths the dark shapes of still more firedrakes. At once the other Loänan and cherubim descended to challenge them. Their cries were soundless, as they could not carry through the void beyond the individual cocoons of air, but Auron mentally sensed the bursts of pain and rage from the combatants. They battled all around him as he dropped toward the comet’s surface. And then it was not a surface but a landscape, a gray-white plain gaping with black crevasses and walled with frozen cliffs. In the sky above, the comet’s flowing tail glimmered like a pale aurora. He alighted on one of the icy crags and stood for a moment contemplating the scene before him. In days of old the Nemerei mages had ridden on comets for pleasure, and even he felt the wonderment of traveling upon this swift-moving celestial body.

An eagle-headed cherub glided down out of the sky and alighted on the ice beside him. Well met, Loänan! it called out silently, mind to mind.

How goes it, Falaar? he replied.

We have succeeded in changing this one’s course. The firedrakes sought to prevent us and failed! We will send it flying harmlessly into the sun, Falaar answered.

But can we turn them all in time? Auron asked, eyes sweeping the blackness above him. Dozens more comets, their gauzy tails fanning behind them, shone overhead. They were aimed at Mera, like a flight of flaming arrows loosed at a target. Long ago the Loänan and cherubim had attempted to turn another bombardment of comets like this, and had succeeded with all but one, resulting in the Great Disaster on Mera.

My people shall not fail the worlds again. The firedrakes have learned to fear us: they now flee before us. Falaar shifted his strong, clawed lion’s feet, eager to be off fighting again.

I am glad to hear it! You cherubim are well named the Hounds of the Gods, Auron replied with a draconic salute.

How is it with the Celestial Emperor? the cherub asked. I have heard that Orbion’s strength fails.

The Son of Heaven is very old and very weary, Auron answered. His end is near, I think. Sorrow filled him as he spoke. The dragon spread his wings, and soared up again through the void and among the other comets, with the cherub following after. He does not leave the palace now. Indeed, he does not stir from the Dragon Throne. He has coiled himself about it, as if he would protect it with what life remains to him, and there he lies day after day. Often he sleeps, but when he does not his eyes stare at nothing, and are filled with fear and sadness. He does not dread the approach of death: no Loänan does. We trust in the Power that made us to receive us into itself again. But Orbion is filled with anguish to see the Empire torn with conflict, and our people divided. He would not see Talmirennia leaderless. Yet though he asks that Ailia come to him and take the throne, ensuring the succession, she does not answer his summons. She has never desired to rule, and now her mind is filled with other cares.

There thou touchest on another matter of urgency, the cherub told him as they passed through a comet’s tail, into the bright blizzard of swirling, sunlit ice motes that to terrestrial observers looked like glowing flame: it was here that many of the firedrakes hid, lunging out at the dragons and cherubim when they flew past. When didst thou last have words with the Tryna Lia?

Not since we parted in Mera. I left her in the land of Zimboura. Why do you ask? he inquired, uneasy.

She departed that place while thou wast in Temendri Alfaran attending the Emperor, we know not whither. She did not take the Star Stone with her. Some say that she desired to see Queen Eliana again and hear her counsel, and others that she sought her Meran family, to see if they are safe. However that may be, she is gone from Zimboura.

Auron turned to him, distraught, as they burst out of the comet’s tail again with their hides all diamonded with frost. Then I must go to Mera and seek for her! Whether she will take the throne or no, the time draws near for her ordained battle.

Even so, Falaar said. Prince Morlyn is the chief danger. The Darklings have many powerful champions, but they mean to make greatest use of the Dragon Prince. He is heir to both Loänan and Archonic powers, and the heart of the Valei’s schemes. Remove him, and the chief threat is gone. But for that we need the Tryna Lia.

I will go, Auron said. Another can bear my tidings back to Orbion. Fight on, hound of Athariel! I journey to Mera.

Leaving the celestial field of battle to his fellow warriors, Auron hastened toward the blue sphere of the embattled world, and the woman he had sworn to protect since before her birth.
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The Councils of Kings

IN THE TREASURE-CHAMBER OF the Forbidden Palace in Nemorah, four people of very different appearance sat together, speaking in low voices. One was Roglug, king of the goblin-people: bald and grotesque of feature like all of his kind, more apelike indeed than human, save for the gleam of cunning in his small dark eyes. Beside him sat the black-robed Regent of Ombar, Lord Naugra, whose wizened face bore the marks of a mixed human and goblin ancestry. With them sat another man whose youth and haughty beauty were like a living reproach to the hideousness of the other two: Erron Komora of the Loänei, tall and proud in his embroidered robes, with his straight black hair falling loose and luxuriant down his back. The enchantress Syndra sat apart from the other three, gowned in scarlet, her dark hair bound up in a crown of interwoven braids. All about the chamber were arrayed the fabulous treasures of the Dragon Prince, Morlyn, which he had gathered throughout his centuries-long life: jeweled chalices, a great scrying-globe of crystal, a brazen head upon a plinth. A suit of armor was mounted in a corner of the room, one of many that the prince had worn in battle five hundred years before, when he was a knight in the service of his father, King Andarion of Mera. This suit had been Prince Morlyn’s favorite: it was of Kaanish make, a gift to him from the ruler of the Archipelagoes in Mera, and made in the island race’s distinctive style. The visor was a steel mask patterned on the prince’s own features, to make him proudly recognizable on the field of battle, while the helmet was topped with fierce hornlike projections. The breastplate was composed of many overlapping pieces, somewhat resembling the ventral plates of a serpent. The armor was black as onyx, and gleamed as if newly made, with only a few minor dents and scratches to show its long years of use. Next to it was mounted a sword with a dragon-patterned hilt and notched blade.

It was clear that the armor was but a curiosity now, a relic of the prince’s early life before his mastery of magic. Morlyn (or Mandrake, as he preferred to be called) could, by taking on a dragon’s form, sport scale-armor twenty times as strong as this: armor that need never be removed, even for sleep. Indeed, he spent as much time as possible in draconic form these days for that very reason. The suit of human armor, with its dark and vacant eyeholes, its now useless gauntlets and greaves and breastplate, had a forlorn and abandoned air. It bore mute testimony to the weaker creature who had once required these protections: the empty and discarded shell of his humanity.

“It is as I told you,” Naugra said. “The plans laid by our master thousands of years ago are unfolding exactly as he foresaw. The Empire founded by Valdur’s foes has been weakened and divided, and our own strength grows. Morlyn has at last accepted his role as Avatar—”

“Whatever will you do now, Naugra?” asked Roglug with a mocking look.

“What do you mean?” Naugra turned on him, cold and contemptuous.

“Well, you can’t go calling yourself Regent anymore. Not now that we have our new ruler.”

“You understand nothing, as is your wont. Morlyn has not yet become Avatar in full. He must journey to Ombar to take Valdur’s throne and be filled with the Master’s spirit there. Until then he remains as vulnerable as any mortal. We must protect this chosen vessel of our Master’s as best we may.”

“He is safer in draconic form at least,” said Erron, “and we Loänei guard him night and day, as do the dragons that serve him. But we cannot repel the forces of the Tryna Lia unaided. Ombar must send more guardians: firedrakes, and Morugei soldiery.”

“If we do as you ask, Morlyn will have no need to go to Ombar at all,” returned the Regent. “He will feel secure here in Nemorah. It is our wish that he should be afraid, and seek for safety in our world. Once there, he will be forced to yield himself up to his master. And the Tryna Lia will be powerless against Valdur.”

Syndra listened to the others speak, but said nothing. She had reasons of her own to preserve Mandrake unharmed. If he were to defeat the Tryna Lia, and become Talmirennia’s ruler, then he should have a consort. One to rule by his side and give him heirs—and why should that not be Syndra herself? It had troubled her to see him drawn toward Ailia, and though there was now little chance of any reconciliation between them, she still felt pangs of resentment and jealousy. To win Mandrake for herself, she reasoned, she must become more powerful: Ailia’s appeal for him had no doubt lain in her superior sorcery, which made her a consort worthy of him. The Dragon Prince was, after all, a being to whom power was the supreme goal—or so she believed, for it was what she herself had always desired, and what she most admired in him. She perceived her contest with the Tryna Lia as one of strength pitted against strength. When two animals battled over mates or food in the jungle, she had observed, it was always the stronger one that emerged victorious. And the supernatural realm was but an extension of the natural, an enlargement and expansion of its themes: within it the same rules would certainly obtain. Syndra gazed at the discarded armor in the corner, and pondered how to win her desire. There were many books of grammarye in Mandrake’s library: he never made use of them now, for his mastery of magic was complete, and they had nothing more to teach him. But there might yet be something in one of those volumes, some piece of arcane lore or spellcraft that could help her to augment her own sorcery.

“It is time that the Avatar showed himself again to the Valei,” Naugra went on. “They grow restless, and need reminding that their ruler has come. Roglug, go and tell him this.”

“I? Why must I go? He’s grown so suspicious, so dangerous—”

“You are safe enough. No one fears a fool.”

The goblin-king rose with a grimace of reluctance, and left the room.

On the lower level of the palace a door led to a long downward-sloping tunnel, and this in turn brought Roglug to a large cavern half-filled by a hot spring. He entered the cave and approached the steaming pool’s edge. “Highness,” he said, bowing low.

The wisps of steam stirred, and the pool’s dark surface rippled. A red scaly back appeared, glistening in the dull light, and then a horned head rose dripping from the water. The lids of the dragon’s golden eyes parted, and it looked down on the goblin from the towering height of its great neck.

“We await your command, Lord Prince,” Roglug said. “The enemy is massing in strength, and the Valei yearn to behold their leader!”

The dragon’s reply rumbled through the cave as if the volcanic forces deep in the earth below had awakened. “They have nothing to fear. I shall be victorious. Already I wield such power as I have never known before. And it is growing.”

The goblin bowed again. “Your Highness’s victory is indeed assured. But—”

The dragon’s golden gaze dwelled upon him. “I was as you are, once. Small, feeble, helpless. But no more. To be human is to be weak, and I must be strong to face what will come. Go now, and leave me to my rest.”

Two shimmering ethereal forms suddenly appeared in the air at Roglug’s side, startling the goblin considerably, though the dragon paid little attention. It was Elazar and Elombar—or so the originators of these projected images named themselves, declaring that they were the ancient Archons of Azar and Ombar. Both Mandrake and Roglug suspected that they were in fact goblin-sorcerers aligned with Naugra, for in all things they agreed with the Regent. The demonic-visaged Elombar spoke in a rasping voice: “You were right to set aside your human frailty, Prince. Your body may have been human, but your soul was always Loänan—full of power. You will defeat Ailia.”

The dragon began to circle his pool restlessly, head above the water like a swimming serpent. “When I was human I pitied her, for like calls to like. But I feel no bond with her now.”

The tall saturnine image of Elazar spoke next. “That is well, but you are not yet safe. You must destroy her, or lose all. It is the will of Valdur.”

“I am Valdur.”

“No, not yet.” Elombar countered. “It is not enough to make the claim. You know that you must go to Ombar and receive the crown, and with it the power of Valdur. Until then you are the Avatar only in name.”

“But I am your ruler—yes, even yours, even if you are an Archon. And Valdur himself boasted no more power than I do now.” With that pronouncement the dragon closed his eyes again, and sank back into the pool. The royal audience was at an end.

Once he was submerged and his unwelcome visitors were banned from sight, the dragon curled around himself and waited, his head resting on his foreclaws. He could hold his breath for an hour and was prepared to do so, giving Roglug and the others time to leave his sanctuary. Few were suffered to enter it these days, for he trusted no one. His human form was, indeed, a thing of the past. He needed the security of this well-protected body, the natural armor and weaponry of scales and claws, and wings to fly to safety. He shuddered to recall the fragility of his human body, its vulnerability to attack, and felt little regret at the loss of his man-self. True, it had brought pleasures along with its weaknesses. But he was a creature of the elements, of elemental needs and passions, now. This new nature protected him from the human susceptibility to temptation, even as the scaly body protected him from all but a few weapons—the adamantine blades of the Paladins, and swords of cold iron. These he still feared. But he was a living fortress in this form, and deadly as an army. With the addition of his magical powers no foe could hope to match him, save only the Tryna Lia.

Ailia! Where was she now? He dared not risk putting out a feeler of thought into the Ether to search for her. They said that she had grown great in power. Had the long-vanished Archons who had assigned to him this role made him adequate to the challenge? However that might be, he was caught now in their trap. Fear followed him even in sleep. He dreamed often of seeing a dragon swoop down upon him—a dragon with Ailia’s eyes.

In the cruelest of ironies, it was he who had taught her to take that form.

She was now adept at shape-shifting, a difficult skill. Her Loänan powers were emerging. Before long she would command the weather and move from world to world at will. And these were but the first, eager graspings at a power that would, if unchecked, one day seek to hold all the Celestial Empire in its sway. But the Morugei, goblins especially, would never accept Ailia’s rule. The memory of Valdur’s commandments was too strong in them still. What was needed was another ruler, who could control the Morugei and yet also prevent the Loänan and other races from warring with them—a ruler who would inspire fear on both sides. Only he could do so—and only then would there be true peace in Talmirennia. So he told himself, as he reposed in the depths of the warm dark pool within his inner sanctum, and while he mused on the future he gave no more thought to what might be happening in the worlds beyond.

JOMAR STOOD ON THE BATTLEMENT of the fortress of Yanuvan, looking out on the great plaza beneath. It was crowded as always, but the crowds were more orderly than they had been in earlier days. And the Mohara and other peoples of the world of Mera now mingled with the native Zimbourans, a thing that would have been unheard of during Khalazar’s reign. All slaves had been freed after the tyrant’s fall; even the lions and tigers and other beasts in the royal arena had been released into the wild. The drought was ended; the rains had been steady and constant and the crops flourished. All the old prophecies of this land seemed to have come true in the wake of Ailia’s arrival.

The Princess had come to Zimboura months before, and had spent many days sitting alone in the ruins of Valdur’s temple. It was a grim place. The sacrificial shaft beneath its inner sanctum was no man-made delving, but a natural chasm in the earth, deep beyond reckoning: if one dropped a stone into its dark depths, no sound of it striking bottom could be heard. The Moharas in ancient days had feared and shunned this abyss, saying it was the entrance to a shadowy netherworld from which evil spirits might emerge. The Zimbourans, arriving centuries later, had made it the center of their worship and cast slain sacrifices into its gaping mouth; in later centuries they had built their temple over it. But it had claimed its final victim. The crowd in their fury had slain Farola, the priest who murdered Damion Athariel, and thrown the old man’s body into the temple shaft. They would have done the same with the captive high priest Berengazi and all the clerics of Valdur, down to the half-wit acolyte who had served at Farola’s side, had Ailia not intervened. They believed Farola’s testimony, however, that Damion’s body had not been cast into that dark hole: that the young priest had instead been transformed in the moment of sacrifice, and become a being of light who ascended to the heavens. Many claimed to have had visions of him at the site, now sacred to him rather than to Valdur.

Ailia had waited patiently in that terrible sanctuary for a vision of her own. Then she had lost faith that Damion lived still, and her intense grief in combination with her sorcerous powers had affected the very atmosphere, causing rain to fall. The water had seeped into the sands, finding there the husks of dormant seeds awaiting the end of the drought, and the desert had bloomed as it had in days of old, with greenery and flowers of many hues: so the old Mohara story of the sky-goddess and her consort had been fulfilled. As Nayah had wept for the fallen earth-god Akkar, taken from her down into the nether realm, so Ailia had mourned for Damion, and with the same result. Power had descended from the sky and breathed life back into the land.

Ailia had afterward met and talked with Wakunga the Mohara shaman, before departing from Zimboura in secret, by night. Wakunga could not say where she had gone. “I said only that she could not simply wait for Damion to appear, but must seek for him as the goddess sought her consort. She would know the place,” he explained.

Jomar’s response to this had been a colorful profanity, but there was no help for it: in the Princess’s absence he had been forced to take the reins of power in Zimboura, as a temporary measure. He had yet to sit upon the throne itself: the jeweled and gilded Sun Throne, that Valdur’s worshippers had set up centuries ago as a rival to the Tryna Lia’s Moon Throne in Arainia. Khalazar and his predecessors had imagined themselves conquering the Princess even as the sun outshines the moon in the sky. Jomar regarded the great golden chair as the symbol of everything he detested: tyranny, privilege, and overweening pride. But he had accepted the onerous mantle of responsibility for his native realm.

He was hailed as a hero of the Great Revolt, and accepted by both races since he was of mixed Moharan and Zimbouran blood. And so far all had gone smoothly. Zimboura was recovering from her wounds, and Queen Marjana reported that all was well in her realm of Shurkana also, now that she was free to reclaim its Lotus Throne. But in the north Khalazar’s remaining supporters had changed their allegiance to the new Avatar, Mandrake. They had an army of their own and command of the Zimbouran Armada, which still roamed the seas beyond Jomar’s reach. And there were the comets too, the latest of the bombardments caused by Azarah’s disruption of the ice-cloud far out in the void. Comets were viewed by all the peoples of Mera as sinister portents, a belief no doubt stemming from old memories of the first Disaster. Nothing Jomar could say would assuage the people’s growing dread of these “signs” in the heavens. He knew that their apprehension, though fueled by superstition, was founded in fact.

Jomar felt very alone. Damion was lost; Taleera, Ailia’s T’kiri guardian, had returned to her own distant world, Kirah-kyah, to consult with the elders of her race; and the dragon Auron, along with the other Loänan, fought another battle far beyond the sky. Lorelyn, growing restless at her lack of any useful role here, had finally chosen to join the Loänan. “You’re needed here, Jo,” she had told him, her blue eyes looking earnestly into his. “And so is Ailia. But I’m not.”

I need you, he had wanted to say. But as always he had not managed to get the words out; and she had departed, soaring away through the heavens on a dragon’s back.

He left the battlement and went back down the stone staircase to his private receiving room. Kiran Jariss was there with Yehosi the chief eunuch. The latter bowed low, but Kiran greeted Jomar with a lazy wave of the hand. “Hail, son of Jemosa, King of Zimboura!”

“I’m not your king,” growled Jomar, throwing himself down on a divan. “How many times must I say that? The people can go choose themselves a ruler.”

“The people choose you. They want you to take the throne, Jomar.”

“I don’t want it. Help yourself to some wine.” He spoke the last words dryly: Kiran was already finishing the flagon on the table. But Jomar was grateful for the young Zimbouran’s irreverence. It made a welcome change from the awe and obsequious veneration he received from everyone else in the castle. And Kiran had played an important role of his own in the overthrow of Khalazar, at considerable danger to himself. It was he who had sought out Jomar and Lorelyn and their fellow rebels in the desert, had spied for them, and in the last days of Khalazar’s reign had helped to stir the restive populace into open revolt against him. He had led the angry mobs to the arena where Jomar battled for his life, freeing him, and then accompanied him to the storming of Yanuvan.

“Since we’re on the topic of royalty, how is Jari doing?” Jomar went on, seeking to shift the subject away from the kingship.

Kiran had taken in the son of the tyrant when the boy’s mother fled back to her family in the country, leaving behind the child she feared as much as her royal husband. Since he had contrived Khalazar’s downfall, Kiran felt that he owed Jari a new home by way of compensation. “He is adjusting, shall we say,” the young Zimbouran replied, sipping his wine. “The truth is he saw very little of his father, and does not mourn him overmuch. Jari knows he must not mention to anyone that he is Khalazar’s child, and he has stopped putting on airs about it at home. My own children sit on him—quite literally—if he does.”

Yehosi, who had been patiently waiting his turn to speak, now stepped forward and said, “If it please you, Zayim, an emissary from Maurainia has arrived in the city and requests a meeting with you.”

“It doesn’t please me. But tell him I’ll see him shortly,” Jomar answered.

Yehosi bowed again and turned as if to go, then paused. “The people are asking when Nayah will return to them, Zayim.”

“Her name is Ailia, not Nayah. She isn’t a goddess, and she never claimed she was. As to when she’s returning, tell them I don’t know.”

Yehosi shifted his weight, looking uneasy. “They will not believe me. They will say I have not truly spoken with you, that I am lying to them. You are her trusted prophet, they will say: you must know when she will come back.” Again he hesitated. “I am not young, my lord, and I have seen three kings fall from grace and power in this land. Khalazar was but the latest. The people here may worship a ruler one day, and hate him the next. I do not make threats, lord, I only wish to warn you. I would see you reign for many more years.”

“But I must play to the mobs, and humor them? That is exactly why I won’t be your king.” Jomar cast a pointed glance at Kiran Jariss.

“Yehosi, you trouble yourself unnecessarily,” said Kiran, patting the eunuch on the shoulder. “I know what it is that you would say. But our Zayim is no tyrant, and will never do anything to turn the people against him. It is your own welfare that you fear for. You know Jomar is better than any ruler we have ever had, and that you will continue to enjoy peace and comfort within these walls so long as he stays in power. And he will, you’ll see! You shall live to a ripe old age under his reign.”

Yehosi bowed again. “You are most kind. Had I known more of this Zayim and his Tryna Lia, I would never have feared them. But I did not understand . . . You have heard how Ailia once appeared before our court in a phantom form, and spoke to Khalazar?”

“Yes, though I doubted the veracity of the report, since I was not there to see and hear for myself,” Kiran replied.

“I was not there either, master, but I was in an adjacent chamber. I could not see her, nor hear her properly: the screaming of the courtiers drowned out much of what she said, and I fled and hid myself under a table that was near at hand, and dared not stir until the commotion ceased. But I did hear her mention death and destruction—”

Jomar rubbed his temple and groaned. “She only meant that Khalazar would bring those things on his people and hers, if he started a war.”

“So I understand now. And so do most other Zimbourans. But some still labor under the false impression that she means us harm, and these have gone over to Prince Morlyn. I would not see more of them do so. Her speedy return would help to ensure that they do not.” One last time he bowed, lower than ever, the top of his bald head nearly touching the floor; and then he departed.

A great cry went up from the crowd outside, and Jomar rose and went back out onto the battlement. He glanced up, shielding his eyes against the sun, half-expecting to see one of the comets plunging down to the earth. Instead he saw a dragon, its scales gleaming golden as it descended toward the fortress. He relaxed. It was an Imperial dragon: these creatures were on the side of Ailia and the Emperor. This was no marauder, but a benevolent emissary. As Jomar stared, squinting against the sun, he saw it had a rider on its back, clad in armor that glinted silver. A Paladin.

With a rush of wind the great beast alighted atop the battlements. Jomar strode forward, his short cloak whipping in the wind, to greet the rider. The armored figure sprang lightly down, doffing its plumed helmet to reveal a mop of blond hair. His heart lifted. He ran forward and gave the Paladin a bear hug, armor and all.

“Lorelyn! It’s you! I wondered when you’d be back.”

She smiled back at him. “Oh, Jomar, it is good to see you too. We’ve been hearing such a lot of things about you. But what is all this about Ailia leaving Zimboura?”

“Come inside,” said Jomar, his smile vanishing again. “I’ll tell you all about it. Is he coming too?”—gesturing toward the shining bulk of the dragon.

“She,” Lorelyn corrected. “No, she says she must go back to the fighting. Thank you, Gallada.”

The golden dragon dipped its head, and then spread its shimmering wings again as Jomar led Lorelyn inside. The fierce-looking Mohara guards with spears in their hands snapped to attention as the pair passed along the corridors. Their dark faces blazed with pride: once they had been the slaves of Zimboura, and now the black-skinned people freely walked the halls of Yanuvan.

Jomar ushered Lorelyn into the receiving room. Seeing them, Kiran rose, grinning. “Hullo, Kiran!” said Lorelyn.

“It is good to see you again, Lady Lorelyn. I will leave the two of you alone now,” the Zimbouran added, in a knowing tone that made Jomar long to hit him.

“I think I will go take my armor off first, and have a bath,” Lorelyn said.

“I will show you to a guest room, then,” offered Kiran.

Sitting in a mahogany chair, his sandaled feet resting on the skin of a lion, Jomar waited for Lorelyn to return. At long last she reappeared, clad in a loose-flowing green gown, her short blond hair newly washed and soft. She was beautiful, he thought, though not in any dainty, traditional way, and she looked fresh as a flower, a tall green-stemmed lily with a golden head. It was odd that he, who feared nothing in the way of mortal danger or violence, could not quite bring himself to broach his growing love for this woman. She showed no sign of feeling the same for him, and Lorelyn would not hold with any conventional nonsense about “letting the man speak first”: she was open and honest with her emotions, always. To her they were fellow warriors, comrades in arms who had faced countless perils together, and she appeared content with their friendship. No doubt she would view a declaration of love—even supposing he could ever manage to find the right words—as an unwanted complication. If he wanted more from her, he would have to bide his time and hope she would learn to see him in a new light.

But it was good at least to have a friend with him again. He pushed a pitcher of citronade and a bowl of fruit toward her. “Here—you must be hungry.”

“I’m ravenous,” she replied cheerfully. “I’ve been watching the dragons turn the comets, and helping them when I could. There are beings from the other worlds joining us: I never saw so many strange-looking creatures in all my life! It’s like one of Ailia’s stories. Jomar, where is she? Is it some secret mission?”

“Ailia has run off,” said Jomar in a flat voice. “She’s been in a mood ever since we came here. I never saw her smile, not once. It’s because she couldn’t find . . .”

“Damion,” said Lorelyn softly. “Yes, she told me she had begun to wonder if she dreamed it all. About him being alive still.”

Jomar nodded, looking glum. “I wish he were—I’d give anything if Damion really had gotten away somehow . . .” A roughness entered his voice and he stared at the table’s inlaid top. “I miss him.”

Lorelyn too looked down, her pageboy hair falling about her face. Something in the mournful picture she made caused Jomar’s throat to constrict even further. He cleared it with an effort, and continued. “The people just fell all over her when she came. She came in style, after all: riding on a dragon. Kiran told me all about it. He says the people were too scared to go right up to her, because of Auron, but they filled the plaza and the noise was enough to deafen a man. To them, you know, she’s a sort of goddess.”

“I don’t think she liked that,” said Lorelyn. “She had enough of that sort of treatment in Arainia.”

“No, she didn’t like it—but there was nothing she could do about it. According to Wakunga, Damion gave his life to grant her that title, and she couldn’t let his sacrifice be for nothing. She told me so. But it ate away at her the whole time she was here. Finally she just ran off. Didn’t take the Star Stone with her, didn’t even tell me she was going—just left a message with Yehosi.” He drew a piece of parchment from his pocket and handed it to her.

Lorelyn’s blue eyes widened as she read the note scribbled on it.

Dear Jomar,

Please don’t be angry. I feel a great danger is coming and I must be ready for it. I have decided to go to Maurainia and look for Ana. I feel sure that she is still alive, though we have not heard from her, and there is much I wish to consult her about.

I promise I will return, and hope I will be stronger when I do.

Ailia

 

“How long has she been gone?” asked Lorelyn.

“Going on a couple of weeks now. The people are growing restless, wanting to know where their goddess is, especially now that the rebels in the north are getting noisy. They’re losing faith. We need Ailia, Lori.”

“It’s worse than you think,” she said. “I know how you feel, Jomar, but this country—this whole world—is only a little speck of dust in all of Talmirennia. There are worlds going to war up there in the sky, for all it looks so peaceful of nights. Their ambassadors have been telling us about it. The Loänan empire is divided and in the middle of its own war. Goblins and firedrakes have been raiding other planets. It’s all so enormous I can hardly hold it all inside my head. But there are as many stars out there as grains of sand in the desert, and they might all end up at war.”

“I can guess who’s at the bottom of it,” said Jomar, looking grim.

“Yes, it’s Mandrake. Or Prince Morlyn, or whatever you want to call him—he seems to have a different name for every world he’s been to. He’s been stirring up trouble all over the Empire, trying to carve out an empire of his own. He’s taking over world after world, they say, killing any Valei who try to resist him, and now he’s sending firedrakes to burn and kill on the Imperial worlds. Jomar, he must be stopped.”

“I’ll be glad to oblige,” he replied, fingering a jeweled dagger at his hip. “How would you like a necklace made of dragon-teeth?”

“Don’t be absurd!” Lorelyn burst out, rising to her feet. “You can’t kill him! None of us can—except for Ailia. We’ve got to find her! I don’t like this—her running off, I mean. It’s as though—as though she were running away—from him. Something happened to her when he held her in his castle. I’ve tried to get her to tell me, but she won’t talk about it. She has to defeat the Dragon Prince, or everything will keep on going wrong.”

“We can take care of Mandrake. Remember our vow?”

“Our vow was nonsense,” she said. “And we knew it at the time, we were just too upset to admit it. Neither of us can harm Mandrake. Only Ailia can face him.”

“Well, let’s go to Maurainia,” said Jomar. It was a relief to act at last, after all these weeks of sitting and waiting. “Maybe Ana really is alive. We have been assuming the old woman died because no one has heard from her. But maybe she’s just being cautious. Ethereal messages can be overheard by the enemy, can’t they? If she and Ailia are over there we should try and get them both back. But there’s no chance of crossing by ship, not with the Armada still on the loose. Ailia used some magic or other to get herself across the ocean.”

“I will call for a dragon, as soon as you are ready,” said Lorelyn.

Yehosi entered the room and gave his most obsequious bow. “My lord, the ambassador of Maurainia craves an audience,” the chief eunuch announced.

“Oh, hang it, I forgot all about him,” said Jomar. “We had better see him now. Send him in, Yehosi.”

A heavyset man with a graying beard entered the room, resplendent in the gold and purple livery of Maurainia’s royal house. He too bowed, but not so low, and he looked them over with an imperious eye as he straightened. Then he began to speak to them in Elensi. Though a dead language in Mera, and used with any kind of regularity only in the liturgies of the Western Faith, the tongue of the Elei was still occasionally spoken by ambassadors and by certain tribes of the Mohara, in situations where a lingua franca was required. The peoples of this world had once been united under a Commonwealth dominated by the Elei, and traces of the Fairfolk’s culture and influence remained. “Ambassador Jevon, servant of King Lian I and Queen Paisia of Maurainia,” the diplomat announced himself in formal tones.

Jomar waved a hand. “You can speak in Maurish,” he said, using that tongue. “I learned it long ago.”

The man Jevon blinked in surprise, then recovered himself. “I take it I am addressing the new potentate of Zimboura?”

“There is no potentate,” Jomar answered. “I’m just looking after things until the Zimbourans decide on their real leader.”

Ambassador Jevon’s brows rose. “Indeed? I was given to understand that you had seized the throne for yourself. You say that is not in fact the case? I find it difficult to understand—ah—how is it I am to address you, sir?”

“I’m Jomar. And this is Lorelyn.” He jerked his thumb at her.

The sharp gray eyes shifted to the tall young girl. “Your—consort?”

Jomar bristled. “My friend, and my advisor. Anything you have to say can be said in front of her.”

“Very well, then—Jomar. We in Maurainia are, as I said, disturbed to learn that the situation here is so unstable. It is best that a monarch be crowned immediately after the previous one perishes or is deposed. The people feel more secure. Also, we in Maurainia are wondering about your intentions.” His eyes went back to Lorelyn. “I see that you are not of any Antipodean race, my lady,” noted the ambassador. “You are a westerner yourself, are you not?” It was clear that he saw in her presence a possible advantage to his side.

“I was raised by monks in the Archipelagoes,” Lorelyn explained. “And, well, it’s rather a long story. But to return to the matter in hand, Ambassador—”

“Yes—we keep hearing of this Antipodean conflict. I understand that with the former king’s demise, a struggle has arisen between two rival cults. Your own goddess religion, and another based on the worship of Valdur.”

“It’s the prophecy, Ambassador,” Lorelyn explained. “The Tryna Lia, Princess of the Stars, against the Dragon Prince. We follow the Princess, and they worship the Prince. He’s their god, you see: Valdur in an earthly form.”

“So that’s it—all the old heresies and superstitions have come together in this place! And the Antipodeans really believe this is the Apocalypse?” asked the ambassador.

“It’s true,” Lorelyn insisted. “The Dragon Prince is a real man. And the Princess is a real person too: I know her well, and she is what she claims to be. Truly!”

“With respect, we shall reserve our judgment on that. Regarding such things as prophecies, my liege lord will take some convincing,” the ambassador said.

“Then let him be convinced of this,” returned Jomar. “We’re going to war on the Princess’s side, with or without his help.”

“Well, then, can I at least meet with this Princess of yours?”

Lorelyn and Jomar exchanged glances. “She—she’s not here at the moment,” Lorelyn said.

“I see.” He made no effort to conceal his skepticism.

“Look here, Ambassador,” Lorelyn said. “You simply must make up your mind whose side you’re on. The fate of this whole world is at stake. We are going to do all we can at our end. But you can do your part too: send your navy against the Armada, for instance, and free the Archipelagoes. That would free us to do other things.”

“What things? Do you think you can conquer the remaining fanatics here in Zimboura?”

“No, not them,” Jomar replied. “They’re just blind, deluded fools, and some are acting out of fear. We won’t make any moves against them. No,” he repeated, rising up to his full height. “We are going to kill their god.”
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