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DRAGON FLIGHT . . . DRAGON FIGHT

High above the gray void they flew, bursting out into the dazzling clarity of the upper atmosphere. Beneath them the gray-white vapor spread in all directions, seamed with deep furrows and slow-rolling waves. Like dueling hawks, the dragons repeatedly circled and lunged and disengaged, each striving to get past the other’s defenses and wound an eye or wing. Occasionally they drew on the air’s latent power to supplement their own, flinging blazing arcs of lightning at one another, summoning sudden gusts of wind to disrupt one another’s flight. The green dragon’s assaults became more and more frenzied; the red dragon no longer reacted defensively, but fought with savage fury for his life.

Once more they closed in a mass of tangled limbs and wings and jaws, dropping back into the cloud layer. Lightning leaped and crackled around them, illuminating the grayness through which they fell . . .

ACCLAIM FOR THE STONE OF THE STARS

“Legendary gods and lost temples emerge from dragon mists. This is writing that calls enchantment forth from the shadows of Time.”

—Andrew Norton, author of Beastmaster’s Ark

“A strong contribution to the epic fantasy genre.”

—Library Journal
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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 the Zimbouran forces menaced it, was believed to be the Tryna Lia. Damion later came to Lorelyn’s 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.



Part One

THE
 TRYNA LIA
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The Dragon Prince

THE FIRE-RED DRAGON BURST OUT of the Ether high in the upper air, his entrance into the skies of this world a bright flash hardly to be seen amid a shimmer of many-hued auroras. All the lands below him were shrouded and still, bound in the ice and silence of Winter-dark. Nothing moved here save for him, and a few furtive creatures in the snow-clad forests, and the remote flickerings of the Northern Lights. Impervious to the bone-bitter chill, he flew on toward his goal: a mountain that stood apart from the rest of its range, as though singled out by fate for the role it had played in history. Its double spire of granite did not reach as high as most of the cloud-piercing peaks beyond it, yet it was by far the most famous. In days of old it had been called Elendor, the Holymount.

To the Elei people who had once dwelt in the valley beneath, its two peaks had loomed like living sentinels: a pair of great beasts or vigilant giants, keeping watch over the city that lay between them on the mountaintop. But Liamar had long since been reduced to ruin, mere fragments of walls and buildings interlaced with shadow. The stone sentinels guarded nothing now, and the people were long gone from the island. All the Elei’s fabled treasure lay piled within an immense cavern deep inside the mountain: they had placed it there for safekeeping, ages ago, but now that their ancient race was gone the dragon had claimed their gold and jewels for his own. He dived down to settle on the lower of the two peaks, mantling his wings about him, and staring at the ruins.

There were cries in the sky above him, high and wild: other Loänan, celestial dragons, greeting him as they flew past and acknowledged his authority. He was their Trynoloänan, their master and ruler. They thought him one of their own. None guessed at his kinship with those who had dwelt in the city below, none knew that even in this shape he had the soul of a man. His dual nature was a secret he guarded as jealously as any jewel-hoard. But while he wore this form it wracked him with a torment very near to pain, as though mind and body were being wrenched asunder. Once he had dwelt as a man among men, heir to a distant kingdom: Prince Morlyn of Maurainia. In that far-distant land his name was still known, his tale told as legend.

He recalled a time when the city below him bustled with life—for he was old, at least as humans count time: five centuries had passed since his birth, although in draconic reckoning he was not yet in his prime and even in his human shape preserved the vigor of youth. Here in Liamar the Elei had kept the Star Stone, which they cherished above all their other treasures: the enchanted stone of the gods, cast out of Heaven in their last great battle. Indeed, the whole city had grown around it, shrine and fane and lodgings and fortifications spreading outward in concentric rings from the place where it fell. But Liamar was empty now, a setting without its jewel. He had been here in the land of Trynisia when comets rained down on this world, and he had seen, without regret, the old Elei realm fall in ruin. The Stone had then been taken from its sanctum, and hidden in the secret cave. There he had guarded it after the people fled, and set dragons to watch the hoard when he was not present. And there it had lain for centuries . . . until all his plans went awry.

He recalled other scenes more recent in time, shared with him by the witnesses through the joining of their thoughts. He beheld soldiers of a foreign land pursuing two men and one aged woman, the latter bearing the Star Stone in her hand. Winged beasts—not dragons, but strange creatures half lion and half eagle—stooped down upon the armed invaders as they followed the fugitives up to the roof of the central temple. Driving the men back, the creatures took up the Stone’s bearer and her companions and flew them away to safety. Lastly he saw a young girl run out onto the top of the taller peak opposite his stony perch, with more soldiers in pursuit. And he watched as she too fled the mountain on the back of a golden dragon, outflying the arrows of her foes.

The images faded away from his inner sight, ghosts returning to the past.

The Tryna Lia. Five hundred years ago she had been only a faceless figure within his mind: his prophesied antagonist, according to the Zimbouran priests who had raised him. Over the ensuing centuries he had been able to forget her, but now the shadowy threat had at last become a reality. And yet superimposed on these fearful thoughts was his memory of this girl, whom he had first encountered in the country of Maurainia, then again here on the Isle of Trynisia: a seemingly ordinary young girl, guileless, naive, utterly innocent of her own destiny. But in the hands of old Ana and her sorcerous conspirators, young Ailia was even now being corrupted, carefully shaped into the living weapon that would one day threaten the realm of the god Valdur’s servants—and, if prophecy was to be believed, his own life as well. Nor had she any choice in the matter. In the eyes of the Nemerei she was bound to her fate as surely as he, and there was no escape for either one of them but the death of the other. He must find a way to draw her out of her own world, into another where her powers were not so strong. And prophecy said that she would come to Mera with an army, to deliver it from Valdur’s servants. If he could but force her hand, make her attempt to fulfill that prophecy before her powers were developed enough, he might perhaps defeat her.

He sprang off the peak and soared skyward on his flame-colored wings, as though seeking to leave his thoughts behind. For if he continued to muse along these lines he might begin to pity Ailia, and in the conflict to come pity was an indulgence that he could ill afford. He wasted valuable time in brooding here. As the other dragons turned in their flight and tried to follow him, he warned them off with a roar and they retreated reluctantly. He had a journey to make, and allies to seek far beyond the frozen sea. Swifter than any wind of that world he flew southward, until the sun returned to the sky, and still he flew on, barely pausing to rest. He left behind the spinning stars of the pole, passing on through the tropics while the moon tilted above him, until at last it stood inverted amid the bright-burning constellations of the Antipodes.

IN THE LAND OF ZIMBOURA, high in the topmost tower of his old stone keep, the God-king Khalazar was at work upon a spell.

It was night and the chamber was swathed in shadow, its one narrow window showing only a few stars, its only other source of illumination a few guttering candles. Their fitful light played upon a profusion of curious objects on the shelves along the walls: black-bound volumes of gramarye, bunches of dried herbs, wooden wands, astrolabes and orreries, crystal globes of many sizes. There were bones of birds and animals, and several human skulls staring dully from dark corners. On one large oaken table were ranged all the tools of the alchemist’s trade: beakers, retorts, crucibles; but all of these were now filmed with dust and strung with cobwebs. The potentate of Zimboura sat cross-legged in the center of the floor. His flowing black hair and beard were touched with gray, and deep lines of discontent were engraved on the face grown fleshy with middle age. His hand, as he traced in blood the outline of a magic circle on the floor, was far from steady. The spell was new, and much hung on its success:

“Akhatal, azgharal, Gurushakan rhamak ta’vir . . .” It was a spell to summon the ghost of Gurusha, ancient demon-king of Zimboura: for the task at hand no lesser spirit would suffice. If he could not succeed in this, he would know that he was not in truth the Avatar his people sought.

All was not well with his young empire. The northern plains and forests of what had once been the neighboring country of Shurkana were his, along with their vast yield of wheat and wood. But Shurkanese bandits based in the mountains continued to bedevil his troops. The Archipelagoes of Kaan were his, but to the west lay an unconquered continent, whose people had defeated his own in battle centuries before, and could well do so again. The northern island of Trynisia was his, but the oceans that divided it from Zimboura were impassable in winter, and it was populated only by hideous and hostile savages. The fledgling Zimbouran empire was stretched to its limit, thin and vulnerable, its few troops unable to control the restless and resentful populations of its conquered countries.

And now, even here in the capital city of Felizia, bread riots and other minor insurrections were breaking out like wildfires among his own subjects. He badly needed allies, but in all the world there was not one to be had. So he had turned in desperation to the only other world that he knew of, the world of the spirits: day and night he had performed incantations designed to summon supernatural aid. Yet no spirit would answer his call, not the most minor imp or incubus.

It had been Khalazar’s belief for many decades that he was no mere mortal, but the earthly incarnation of a god—and no minor deity, either, but that highest of all deities, his people’s primary god: Valdur the Great. For years he had felt the utmost certainty concerning his godhood. As a boy he had smiled to himself whenever he heard the priests of Valdur speak of the god’s coming incarnation—knowing that he was the one, that he was already come. He had despised his predecessor, King Zedekara, even while he served him, for that monarch had merely feigned divinity in order to impress the mobs. When Khalazar and his followers rebelled against Zedekara’s rule, he took his victory for granted and was unsurprised when it came. And when news was brought to him that the location of the Star Stone—the enchanted gem preordained to be wielded by the avatar of Valdur—had at last been discovered, he took this as yet another sign that his destiny was at hand.

But then he had lost the Stone. An old woman had seized it, a witch with the power to summon terrifying winged genii out of the heavens; and one of her companions was a young girl claiming to be the Tryna Lia herself, daughter of the Queen of Night incarnate in human form. After they escaped him Khalazar had retreated to his homeland and fallen into despair, until it occurred to him at length that this too was in the prophecies—the other gods of the pantheon would do all they could to thwart Valdur’s rise to power, and the Tryna Lia was their chosen champion. The avatar of Valdur must expect to confront her—so was her appearance not in fact an affirmation of his identity?

But if he were the Avatar, a tormenting voice now whispered in the king’s mind, why could he not summon genii at command? Should not the incarnate Valdur also exercise authority over the spirit-world? Was he not Valdur, after all? The thought tortured him throughout every waking hour. He had turned to necromancy, seeking counsel from the spirits of the dead, who as all men knew were party to secrets unknown to the living. For many months he had practiced incantations on a collection of corpses (easily obtained in this violent land), but none could be induced to speak. Now in growing desperation he had turned to this alternative necromantic practice, the summoning of ghosts from beyond the grave. And as he recited the incantation, he thought that he did, in fact, hear a faint rustling sound within the chamber, though he dared not pause in midspell. Only when the incantation was properly concluded did Khalazar lower his hands and open his eyes. The chamber was empty and still as before. With an oath he sprang up, and was about to quit the magic circle when a slight movement in a far corner made him start and whirl.

A figure stood there at the dark end of the room: a tall man, or the shade of a man, clad in a hooded robe the same hue as the shadows in which he stood. The door was still barred from within; the intruder could not have entered that way. The window was open, but it was fourteen stories above the ground and the tower’s smooth walls offered no purchase to a climber. As Khalazar stood gaping the figure came soundlessly forward. The beardless face within the cowl was white as death, and the eyes of the apparition burned like yellow flames. Beneath their unnatural glare the king shivered from head to toe. A spirit beyond a doubt, but this was not, could not be Gurusha: that was not a Zimbouran face within the hood.

“Avaunt!” Khalazar screamed, cowering within the circle. “Avaunt—I did not summon you!”

The specter put back its hood, letting long lion-colored hair tumble about its pale face. “Come, Khalazar,” it said in a deep reverberant voice, “you are in no position to reject any help. Be sensible.”

“Who are you?” rasped the king, unable to retreat any farther without leaving the protection of the circle.

“My name is Morlyn,” the specter replied. “I was a prince of great renown in days of old. Surely even you in Zimboura have heard of me?”

Morlyn: the dark sorcerer-prince of Maurainia, dead now for five hundred years. Even as he sweated and trembled before the strange figure, Khalazar felt a minute flare of elation deep within his mind. He had summoned a spirit! Not the one he had sought, but a real spirit nonetheless—and a great one, the ghost of a warrior and archmage! A thin cackle of triumph escaped his shaking lips.

“Well?” the apparition said, folding his cloaked arms. “Have you nothing to say, King, now that I am here? What would you have me do?”

“Destroy—destroy my enemies,” Khalazar croaked.

“A large task, that. You appear to have quite an abundance of them.” The one who called himself Morlyn walked slowly around the perimeter of the magic circle, his fiery eyes fixed mockingly on Khalazar’s. “Shall I start with the Shurkanese? The Western Commonwealth? Not to mention all those here in Zimboura who have designs on your throne? And then there is that little matter of the Tryna Lia.”

Khalazar pivoted fearfully, trying to keep his face always toward Morlyn. The spellbook had said that spirits were always obedient to their summoners, yet this one showed little respect or subservience. “How can you help me?” he demanded, trying to give his voice an edge of authority.

“We can help one another, Khalazar. Unite against our common foe. I bear no love for the Tryna Lia, and would gladly see her and her followers destroyed. Will you accept my offer?”

Khalazar stared at him in perplexity. With a sigh of impatience the dark figure stepped forward, and very deliberately placed his booted foot within the ring of blood. The king recoiled with a cry, but a long-fingered hand closed like a claw upon his forearm, preventing his escape. He writhed, torn between terror and outrage. This was not possible! No spirit could enter an enchanted circle—and that hand on his arm was surely flesh and blood! Peering up into the dead-white face, Khalazar saw that the “flaming” eyes were in fact reflecting the candlelight, like a cat’s: they were golden in color, with slit pupils, the eyes neither of a genie nor a man, but of a beast.

“What are you?” he gasped.

“An ally, Khalazar of Zimboura.”

For an instant Khalazar thought he must be swooning: the walls seem to reel around him. Then he blinked, dazed and disbelieving. The chamber had vanished, and with it had gone his castle and, it seemed, all of Zimboura. He and his inhuman companion drifted through an unfathomable darkness, pierced only by the silver points of stars. Stars above—and stars beneath!

“Where are we?” he shouted wildly.

“Have no fear, Khalazar—you are in your chamber still; at least your body is. We journey now in spirit, through the great void that lies outside the world. Look.”

A long arm stretched out, and following where it pointed Khalazar saw a great blue globe suspended in the dark, half in shadow.

“That, King, is the world you know—the world you would have for your own. And now look around you! Here in the great Night, the stars lie thick as dust. They are suns, many of them greater and brighter than the sun you know, and many circled by worlds like your own. How little your ambition is, that you should be content to rule one world only!” The arm pointed again. “Far away, so far you cannot see it, is another, smaller sun that orbits this sun of yours, and circling that sun in turn is a world—Azar, the planet for which you were named. You have wasted your time in seeking to summon little genii of earth and air, when the great spirits, the sovereign lords of the spheres, await your bidding! Elazar, and Elombar ruler of the planet that circles the red star Utara—all the celestial thralls of Valdur dwell here in the heights. But you have foes here too.”

Again a sweeping gesture of the cloaked arm. “Do you see that planet there, near the sun—the blue-white one that shines so brightly?”

“I see it, spirit.”

“That is Arainia, which you of this world call the Morning Star. But it too is a world, and in it your greatest foe dwells.”

Once again Khalazar felt a sense of vertigo; once again he blinked and stared about him. The stars were gone. He stood in broad daylight in a park, lush with verdure, feathery fronds waving against the sky, trees in light green leaf and slow-unfolding flower all around him. Beyond reared the towers of a city—a city such as Khalazar had never dreamed of: vast and sprawling, yet orderly, encircled by no protecting wall, filled with stately mansions and pleasure-gardens. In the sun fountains leaped, glittering.

Morlyn led him along a path to the gate of the park, and out into the city. Khalazar followed like a man in a trance; though he seemed to be walking, he felt nothing under his feet, and neither he nor the tall figure before him cast any shadow in the sun. The streets into which they entered thronged with people clad in garments of brilliant hues, tall, graceful men and women, unlike any he had ever seen.

“What city is this?” he cried as the strange people walked past him unheeding. “I have never seen the like—”

Morlyn led him to the gateway of a mansion. “Look,” he said softly. “These gates are gold, Khalazar—gold, of which the people in this world have such an abundance that they use it even in their children’s toys. And on the gateposts, embedded in the marble—do you see the many-colored patterns, the intricate floral designs? Look more closely, and you will find that each leaf and petal is in fact a gemstone: emerald, ruby, lapis lazuli. These gates alone are worth a whole Zimbouran city . . . and this is but the house of a modest merchant.” The Zimbouran king tried in vain to prize a gleaming emerald leaf from its setting, swearing with frustration as his insubstantial fingers passed through it.

“Look!” Morlyn waved a white long-fingered hand toward the rooftops, and Khalazar lifted his eyes and saw a great palace with towers reaching to the sun, all alabaster and gold. It perched upon the summit of a green hill, like a sailing ship mounting the crest of a wave. “That, O King, is Halmirion, palace of the greatest sorceress in this world: the Tryna Lia. She is not that rather simple young woman whom you encountered in Trynisia: that was, I fear, a case of mistaken identity. The true Princess dwells here: Ailia Elmiria, daughter of Elarainia the Queen of Night.”

Khalazar fell silent, seized with sudden dread as he gazed up at those towers, so bright and confident beneath the sun. How many times had he reassured himself that his foe was but a woman, weaker in body and mind than he. Should they ever meet face to face in mortal combat, the advantage would surely lie with him. But now his heart sank. Who could defeat a monarch of such power, such inexhaustible wealth? She need never face him at all: she could surely raise a hundred armies to his one, and defeat him utterly upon the field of battle. And she had other allies, like the fearsome genii he had beheld in Trynisia . . .

“Help me,” he grated, wrenching his gaze from the hateful sight. “If you have the power, then help me defeat this evil sorceress!”

“You shall have my help,” Morlyn answered. “And that of the Valei, the servants of Valdur in other spheres, who hate this world of Arainia and its people more than you can ever know. But you have power too, Khalazar: in your armies, in the devotion you can inspire in them. Once your armies are joined with those of the Valei we will have a force that Heaven itself may fear, O Avatar of Valdur! This world is as rich and fair as Zimboura is dry and desolate. Only do as I advise, and its gold and jewels, its forests and game, its people—and its Princess—shall all be yours.”

“Agreed!” the king cried.

And then the echo of that cry was ringing from the stone walls of his chamber; he had been returned to his palace, to his own corporeal form. He spun around. No dark-cloaked figure was anywhere to be seen in the room, so that he might almost have been tempted to think the visitation a delusion or a dream. But from outside the open window there came again that soft rustling sound, like a bird’s wings beating in the night.
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The Phantom at the Feast

WHO AM I?

The girl lay motionless in her bed, staring upward with sleep blurred eyes at the white canopy. During the early days of her stay here in Halmirion, the first thing that she did on waking was always to wonder where she was, and that mental query was then followed by this second, far more unsettling one. The first question was easily answered, once full memory returned, and with time her mind ceased to pose it, but the other continued to trouble her. She was no longer Ailia Shipwright. There was no escaping that fact, though she still clung to the familiar name instead of using her true one, Elmiria. The identity that once had seemed as firm as the contours of her face had been torn away from her all in a moment, leaving her for a time bewildered and bereft. Ailia Shipwright had been raised quite literally in another world, by a family she still could not help thinking of as hers. Her “parents” Nella and Dannor, her “cousins” Jaimon and Jemma—they were all lost to her now. They lay on the far side of a void trackless as any sea and far greater in breadth: vaster than any distance she had ever before known or imagined. But more than that separated her old family from her. No bond of blood united them. All along she had been an alien in their midst.

Yet she missed them and worried about them still. Ana had told her that the community of sorcerers or Nemerei in the world of Mera would speak with Ailia’s foster family and assure them that she was now safe. But they could never be made to understand where she now was, and they must be anxious about her, too—even though Dannor and Nella had known she was not theirs to keep, and might one day be reunited with her true kin. Ailia sighed. Nella and the others would be first to tell her, as practical Great Islanders, that it would do no good to lie here and fret about it. Wherever she had been fostered, this was the world of her birth, and this was the life that she must now lead. And today was the anniversary of that birth, which meant official festivities she was obliged to take part in.

She got out of the bed, parting its filmy white curtains, and stood looking around her bedchamber. It was a spacious circular room, following the shape of the tower in which it was set, with windows looking out in three directions. On a marble-topped table next to the bed was a collection of toys from the early childhood that she could not recall: a mechanized bird in a golden cage, a doll’s house built by the city’s craft guilds complete with tiny leaded windows and miniature furnishings. These playthings stood exactly as she had left them when her mother had taken her from the palace over twenty years ago. Ailia had not had the heart to remove them: they were, for her, a link with her lost past. She really ought to have a few faint impressions of those days. It was not extreme youth but distress of mind that had erased her earliest memories, or so the royal physicians told her. For among them there must lie buried one horrific memory of a stormy sea, a holed and sinking ship . . .

Ailia dressed, then went to one of the deep-set windows and gazed out on her palace. Its roofs filled all her view: a wilderness of towers, turrets, domes, and cupolas, of gold-plated finials and weather vanes and flagpoles from which long banners streamed. Here the sky seemed very near, and at night there were brilliant stars, and the little blue moon Miria, and the Arch of Heaven (actually a system of rings that surrounded the planet) like a pale glimmering bridge spanning the sky from end to end. Ailia had lived in this world for only three of its brief years, but even now it was becoming difficult to recall that time spent beneath another sky empty of such wondrous sights. A sky with dimmer stars and a large white moon and no shining Arch, where the sun looked smaller because it was not so near, and rose not in the west but the east. A world where she had not been the Tryna Lia, prophesied ruler of the Elei, but an ordinary girl of Great Island to whom palaces and royalty were dreams. To this day she sometimes felt like a character in a story she had once read, who as an infant was substituted by villains for the son of a lord, and lived in luxury for years before the true heir returned. “I still half-expect the real Tryna Lia to show up,” she had confessed wryly to her friends, “and turn me out of her palace.” What she did not reveal was that she often wished it could happen.

Despite her title, she was not really a ruler in the full sense of the word. Her title, like her father’s, was honorary. The High Council that met in the Great Hall in the city, and was made up of representatives from all over Eldimia, the Territories and the Isles, formulated state policy and adjudicated disputes. The religious leaders of Arainia’s numerous faiths attended to spiritual matters. In fact, Ailia realized with humility, there was really very little for her to do, except read the occasional speech (written by someone else), approve each action of the Council (a mere formality), and host receptions for dignitaries. The populace almost never saw her: she was for them a figure remote as the moon, a demi-goddess dwelling in her palace-fane high on its wall-encircled hill, inaccessible and otherworldly. In many ways Ailia and her retainers trod delicate ground: for prior to her mother’s day the people of Eldimia had had no monarchy, and though many noble and royal families still existed, their titles were also honorary and conferred no real power. Though all Arainians had known of the Tryna Lia prophecy, some looked on it as an allegory or a fable. These had frowned when Queen Elarainia had been acclaimed as the goddess after performing some “miracles.” True, her sorcerous powers had been outstanding, but such powers were not uncommon in this world, as they had been in Mera.

Those who had been opposed to Elarainia’s coronation and deification had been relieved at her flight and the removal of her equally revered daughter. Ailia’s reappearance and ascension to the throne had upset this faction. Their objections subsided somewhat when it became apparent that Ailia was not going to abuse her position for personal gain. If anything she had been just as frightened of the crowds’ adulation. A document had been hastily drawn up, limiting her influence and ensuring that she remained little more than a figurehead. Not that any of this made a real difference. Those who believed outnumbered those who did not, and the former would have obeyed any edict she chose to issue regardless of any opposition by secular officials. That fact, she reflected with disquiet, must be troubling in certain quarters even though she did nothing to exploit it.

In the smaller turret next to hers was the guard-room; her friends Jomar and Lorelyn often frequented this room to play dice games with the off-duty guards, and when she glimpsed them in its windows Ailia would lean out of her own high casement and call across to them. But they were not there now. Beyond it was a round tower with a tall peaked window facing her own: that was Damion’s room. At night she could see his lamp glowing softly through the window, and know that he was there. It was a comforting thought. Damion . . . Always she thought of him as she had first seen him in the Chapel of the Paladins, in his white priest’s robe, shining in the golden light as if he and not the sacred fire on the altar were its source—a figure that at first sight had seemed to her more angelic than human. But it was the inner essence of Damion she had come to admire more and more as time passed: his kindness, his courage, his utter dependability. Once she had shyly worshiped him from afar; now he had become a friend, dearer to her than any other. And yet it was not enough.

She wondered where Damion was. In his room, in the palace gardens, or in the city outside the walls? Damion, unlike herself, was free to go wherever he willed; Jomar and Lorelyn, too. She hoped at least one of them was in, for she was feeling sociable today. At least, “sociable” was the word she used for her present state of mind: “lonely” sounded too absurd, in this great palace with its three hundred courtiers and retainers.

She left the bedroom and wandered through the other rooms of her apartments. All were large and luxuriously appointed. Yet she paced restlessly about them as if she were a prisoner in a cell. Halmirion was a cage constructed of velvet and marble and gold, and she felt its bars more keenly with each passing day. At a full-length mirror, she paused to eye the reflection framed by its gilded scrolls. She had grown slightly taller since her arrival on Arainia—an effect of this world’s lighter gravity—and the hot Arainian sun had brought out the gold in her hair, though its wispy ends (she noted with disappointment) still would not grow very far below her waist. She had dressed casually in an everyday gown, high-waisted with plain tight sleeves, but it was of sapphire-colored linen, finer by far than anything the Island girl had ever dreamed of wearing.

Her pet mimic dog, stretched out like a fur rug upon the floor, raised its head and gazed at her with great, brown, almost-human eyes. Ailia knelt beside it, hugging the massive neck with its thick tawny ruff and stroking the long, doglike muzzle. The mimic dog was a native Arainian beast, a curious blend of canine and ape, valued for its loyalty and playfulness. The creatures could perform any number of tricks and even carry out simple domestic tasks with their handlike paws. They were also ideal pets and nursemaids for small children, and this one had been Ailia’s special guardian when she was small; she did not remember it, but the animal had clearly never forgotten its young mistress. “Shall we go for a walk, Bezni?” Ailia suggested. The creature leaped up at once, tail waving.

In the corridor outside two guards in blue-and-gold palace livery immediately snapped to attention, their eyes widening. “Highness,” they murmured, bowing their heads as she passed. She sensed their awe at being so close to her: the Tryna Lia, titular head of all Arainian religions, figurehead of the state, believed by many to be the mortal daughter of an incarnate goddess. Ailia felt uneasily self-conscious as she walked away down the hall, feeling their eyes upon her. One of the men looked no older than she. Outside the first right-hand door she paused for a moment, before going in. This apartment was as elegantly furnished as her own, with murals and molded ceilings. Rose-colored curtains hung at the windows, and a carpet of the same tint covered the floor; the air was sweetly scented by a bouquet of fresh lilies, set in a vase on a marble table beneath a large full-length portrait.

Ailia had been born in this room: on her birthday it seemed only natural to come here.

She walked over to the portrait and stood looking up at it. The young woman in it might almost have been Ailia herself—an idealized Ailia, more beautiful, more spiritual, more serene. But this woman’s eyes were as blue as the gown in which she was clad, not violet-gray like Ailia’s; and the amazing ankle-length hair was a shade lighter than hers. Still, the delicate modeling of the face was like an echo of Ailia’s own features, and so too were the ivory-pale complexion and long graceful neck. The portrait showed her standing in the palace gardens, with a background all misty blues and greens. Elarainia, acclaimed queen of Eldimia, named by the Elei for the goddess herself: the greatest sorceress they had ever known. Gazing at this painting, one was drawn into its tranquility; though for Ailia there would always be a poignant ache as well. Her mother had vanished in the world of Mera long years ago, and many now believed her to be dead.

This room with its contents, and one lock of blonde hair preserved in a jeweled reliquary in the chapel, were all that remained of the queen. Once, when no one else was about, Ailia had removed the holy relic from its sacred confinement, holding the silken softness against her cheek. It had briefly evoked vague images and impressions from early childhood—long, honey-colored hair that had brushed her face gently, a warm softness against which she had rested, long ago. Ailia’s eyes misted at the thought.

“She was very beautiful,” a voice said suddenly, behind her, “wasn’t she?” Ailia turned to see her father standing in the doorway.

“I am sorry if I disturbed you,” he said.

“No, no—and you needn’t say any more about—about her. I know how you feel—”

Ailia and King Tiron went on apologizing awkwardly for a few moments. They still felt a slight discomfort in each other’s presence, sensing the chasm of time and distance that her mother’s flight had put between them. It was difficult to compensate for so much time lost.

“She was beautiful,” he repeated at length, entering the room. His dark gray eyes held sorrow as he looked at the portrait. “But her real beauty came from within her: gentleness, compassion, wisdom. They—illuminated her, like a candle in a lantern. Small wonder people believed she was a goddess. They would have made this room into a holy shrine had I let them. But I needed a private place of my own, where I could be alone with her memory.”

Ailia hesitated. “Father—do you think she could still be alive?”

He laid a hand on her shoulder. “I long to believe that she is. But my reason tells me she did not survive the wreck of her flying ship—”

“I shouldn’t have survived it, but I did.” Ailia gazed at the portrait again. “How could I have survived such a wreck alone when I was just a tiny child—not much more than an infant? If she died then how did I come to shore alive and unhurt?”

“I cannot say. It is a mystery, and it may always be.”

“If only I could have known her!” she burst out. Everyone else had, it seemed—her father, the courtiers, the people—even the mimic dog had known the queen’s caresses, and looked up into that lost, lovely face. The clerics in the city declared that the divine Elarainia had passed back into the realm of the Immortals, and was still with her people in spirit: so they comforted themselves and the faithful. But Ailia yearned for the mortal woman who had been her mother.

“You speak of her so seldom, Father,” she said. “I haven’t asked you to, because I know it hurts you to remember. But there’s so much I still don’t know about her.”

Tiron looked at her sadly. “I have been very selfish. You lost a mother, even as I lost a wife, and you’ve a right to know about her. But if only you could remember something of her, daughter, you would understand why my grieving is still keen after all this time.”

He was silent a moment, and she thought he would say no more. But presently he continued in a soft low voice. “She lived on the South Shore of Eldimia, in the wilds—as all the true Elei do.”

“The forest Elei are very different from those in the city, aren’t they?” Ailia asked. 

“Yes: for in our part of Eldimia the Fairfolk have dwelt among Merei—true humans—for many generations, and married them and brought forth children of mixed blood like ourselves. But their kin in the forests have no dealings with the rest of humanity. They do not barter or trade, only making for themselves things of beauty that they do not sell. They do not even farm. Each takes for him- or herself whatever is needed, straight from the forest. It gives to them fruits and vegetables, roots and nuts, and many of the herbs and flowers and even the bark of certain trees possess healing properties. Their clothing they make from cottony growths, harvested from a tree: some color the fabric with natural dyes, but most simply leave it white.

“Many years ago I departed on a journey to learn more of them. I went deep into the forests, even to the shadow of Hyelanthia, the Country in the Clouds—”

“I have heard of that place. Where is it?”

“It lies near the coast, where once there was a great tableland. Over many eons the rains have swept most of it away, leaving a few vast stone columns and plateaux. The Old Ones lived there long ago, it is said, together with many strange creatures, beasts and birds that have long since vanished from the world. The Elei revere it as the dwelling-place of the goddess. Your mother lived there, at the foot of one of the mountainous columns. Her home was just a cave in the cliff, floored with moss and screened by some climbing vines. Nearby there is an inlet of the sea, bright with reefs of coral, where she used to swim in the mornings. She had no family, no friends save for the animals that gathered about her—she had a magical touch with any kind of beast, furred or feathered, finned or scaled. The woodland Elei, the forest-dwellers, held her in a kind of awe. They truly believed she was the goddess herself, and sought her out for her advice on many things. When I learned of her I was curious and decided to seek her out, too.

“I had thought to find some aged wise-woman, such as I had seen in these forest communities: learned in herb-lore from many long years of experience. Instead I saw a woman both young and lovely, with golden hair that fell to her feet. I was smitten from the very first, though I had no real hope. ‘King’ they may call me now, but my blood is neither royal nor noble. I am not even the most handsome of men, and she . . . when I saw her, I knew at last what the words ‘divinely beautiful’ meant.

“I asked her about her parents, but she did not seem to know what I meant. She did not understand ‘father,’ and when I asked about her mother, she only pointed skyward and said, ‘She is there.’ Either she meant that her mother was in Heaven, or else she believed in some celestial goddess that watched over her: I never learned which. I realize she must have been orphaned at an early age in some tragic accident of which she had no memory, for she seemed quite unconcerned to be alone. I joined her followers, sat at her feet night and day and listened to her speak. When after some weeks had passed she told me that she returned my love, I could not believe my ears. It was as though a goddess stooped to love a mere mortal.” His voice had a tremor in it, and though his mouth worked for a moment he could not continue.

They were both silent for a time, her father deep in contemplation before the portrait while Bezni drowsed with her chin on his foot. Ailia was wrapped in her own thoughts.

BY SOME UNSPOKEN CONSENSUS Ailia’s birthday was always treated as a national holiday. No special decree had been given: the people of Eldimia simply abandoned their work and flocked to the streets in joyous celebration each year since her return. Halmirion marked the occasion as always with a special ball and banquet in the evening.

Ailia looked in her mirror as her ladies-in-waiting bustled about her, dressing her, binding up her hair in braids, and piling it into an elaborate crown atop her head. The style made her look older, she thought with approval: more mature. Tonight, too, she did not have to wear her formal regalia, and her gown was a floating filmy thing of lavender blue, with a diaphanous capelet that hung to her hips. On her right hand was a star sapphire ring that had been her mother’s, while around her neck she had placed Damion’s birthday present, a silver chain from which hung a single large pearl. Damion would be at the ball tonight, she thought, and he must look at her for once, not as princess or friend, but as a woman. Only Damion, who had known her before ever he learned of her true identity, was capable of loving her for her own sake.

If only he would!

Her old nurse Benia came into the room and beamed at her. “Oh, my dear, that’s lovely! You do look a vision.” Ailia smiled. Benia still begrudged the misfortune that had taken “her” girl away from her years ago, and Ailia, knowing this, allowed Benia to fuss over her a little. She was, truth to tell, quite glad for some mothering at times.

Lady Lira, chief of her ladies-in-waiting, had also entered. In her hands was something that flashed like frost. “You must wear a tiara at least, Highness.”

Three years ago Ailia would have exclaimed with delight at the jeweled thing Lira held; now she only felt irritated. “Must I? It would be so nice just to be me for one evening.”

“You are the Tryna Lia,” reproved Lady Lira. “That is who you are, and always shall be.” She was a small, almost birdlike woman with bright eyes of a rich red-brown, masses of auburn hair, a sharp high-bridged nose, and an air of irresistible authority that fully compensated for her lack of height. She pinned the tiara firmly in place, just in front of Ailia’s braided crown, while the princess submitted meekly.

“It was your mother’s, Ailia dear,” said Benia, her eyes touched with tears as she looked at the piece of jewelry. Ailia reached up to run her hand along the tiara, which was of gold set with pearls and little diamonds. So Elarainia had worn this, too: she felt a fleeting sense of closeness to her mother at the thought.

There was a sharp report from outside, followed by a larger explosion and then a flash of red light. Ailia went over to a window and looked down on the gardens below. The royal pyrotechnics display was underway, and the night was filled with fiery shapes: great glittering chandeliers that hung briefly from the sky as from a ceiling, and then faded away; scintillating comets, and flickers of many-colored lightning accompanied by roars of artificial thunder. Down on the ground were the set pieces, fire fountains and cascades whose every droplet was a blazing spark, and wheels of whirling flame dazzlingly mirrored in the ornamental pools. Flourishes of music accompanied them.

Ailia opened the pane and drew in deep breaths of flower-scented evening air. Miria, the little blue moon, was up: the moon whose name she bore, or rather that took its name from her. She had been told the old myth of its origin, of how the mother- goddess Elarainia had placed it in the night sky as a pleasure- garden for her beloved daughter. It was quite true that the moon had its own atmosphere, for woods and flowing waters could be seen on its surface through a spyglass. The Elei had visited Miria back in their starfaring days, it was said; now the lunar lands were unattainable. What flowers were blooming up there, what scents perfuming the air of that distant sphere?

She looked down at the earthly gardens again. Ailia always suppressed a little shiver when she gazed on one particular spot: the eastern slope of the hill where Morlyn had fallen wounded to the earth in dragon form, scarring the ground and crushing the greenery beneath him. All signs of the damage were long removed, but the memory was burned into her mind. Prince Morlyn, her most dangerous foe: he lived still, somewhere in hiding, and it had been said that she might have to face him again one day, perhaps at the head of an invading army . . .

“Are you ready, Trynel?” asked another lady-in-waiting, peering around the door.

She drew back from the casement and closed it. “I never feel ready for these functions. There are so many things that could go wrong. If you trip on your skirt, for instance, it’s just embarrassing. If I trip on mine the whole world will hear of it tomorrow—”

“Ailia, dear—” began Benia.

“Councils will be held,” Ailia continued in a tone of deadly calm, “to discuss the implications of the incident, the faith of believers will be shaken, my political opponents will rise up in arms, and I shall have no alternative but to flee the palace and live in the wilderness for the rest of my life, subsisting on roots and—”

“Nonsense, Your Highness,” said Lady Lira, brisk as ever. “Let us go.”

With her ladies in attendance Ailia set off down the hall, tottering a little in the special high-heeled shoes designed to boost her height. As she had spent most of her young life on Mera, a world of much heavier gravity, her growth was still somewhat stunted by Arainian standards. Veiled sibyls carrying silver candelabra went solemnly before her, chanting: “The Lady of Light approaches! Make way for the Daughter of Heaven, the Tryna Lia.” It was a ritual that Ailia found extremely embarrassing, but she did not dare ask them to stop.

Her father was already in the ballroom, greeting the guests with his own parents and grandmother standing at his side. With them was Ana, the aged woman who had helped Ailia and her companions find the Star Stone in Mera. She looked tiny and bent next to the others, but Ailia noticed that everyone here treated her with respect—even reverence. For Ana was in fact Queen Eliana—a Nemerei, a great sorceress, who had lived for more than five hundred years. She stood holding her cat Greymalkin in her arms, stroking her silvery-gray fur absently as she watched the festivities. Beyond the receiving line was a milling mass of splendid robes and gowns, heads circled with silver or gold, white arms and necks on which bracelets and necklaces studded with real gems were displayed. It would have been a scene of almost vulgar ostentation on Mera, where jewels were the costly perquisites of the wealthy. But Arainia abounded with gemstones, some of them unknown to Mera: the sea-green sorige, for example, which came from the far south, and fire-yellow reflambine, and the wondrous pale venudor that shone in the dark with its own inner luminescence. All were valued simply for their beauty, though some Elei revered the “powers” said to lie within them: spirits that, lingering within the crystal lattices of natural gems, turned them into conduits between the realm of matter and the higher plane. The Star Stone itself was believed to house a spirit manifesting itself in the form of a fiery bird, the Elmir. Many votaries had claimed to see it rise phoenixlike from the crystalline depths.

Ailia paused before the great doors, listening to the minstrels and the murmur of conversation. After attending several of these events she had learned to combat her natural shyness by trying to isolate a few familiar faces in the crowd. Tonight that would be no difficult task: there was but one face there that she truly wished to see. She took a deep breath and swept into the ballroom, her capelet flowing back from her shoulders like gauzy wings. There was a gratifying lull in the conversation, and the eyes of all those assembled turned at once toward her. But her own eyes were only for Damion. He was standing by one of the tall windows, arrayed in court dress to honor the occasion: a sky-blue doublet with white breeches and boots. With him was Lorelyn. Her gown was red—bright scarlet, an unheard-of hue even for a festal gathering. The white wall she stood next to was tinted with reflected color, as though blushing at her boldness. Yet it suited her, somehow. She looked like some exotic flower that had sprung up defiantly in the midst of a garden of tame pastel-colored blooms. Damion glanced toward Ailia, and then quickly away again, turning back to Lorelyn. Stung, Ailia averted her own eyes and proceeded to greet her guests with what she hoped would pass for enthusiasm. But she kept stealing little side-glances at Damion. How handsome he was—his fairness and those fine features could turn heads even in a world where beauty was commonplace. She heaved a little inaudible sigh. Three short words, so easy to say, were it not for this impassable gulf between mouth and mind. I love you. In Mera young women were taught never to speak those words to a man unless he himself spoke first; Arainian girls, she knew, were less inhibited, but still she could not speak. In her mind she envisioned herself saying those words, seeing Damion’s familiar features touched with surprise, embarrassment, awkwardness. He might even avoid her afterward, find excuses not to be alone with her.

I can’t lose Damion’s friendship, she thought in sudden panic, I just can’t.

Then a single musician began to play upon a man-high Elei harp, the notes plucked from the strings drifting toward Ailia like petals shaken from a flowering tree. All the Elei, she knew, were musically gifted—the heritage, as they believed, of an angelic ancestry. She listened as a woman’s voice was raised in song:


Whene’er I gaze upon thy face

To me it seemeth, more and more,

That in another time and place

I knew and loved thee once before.


O was it in that fairer land

That was before the worlds began

We met, and wandered hand in hand,

Ere grief was known to god and man?


On earth thy love is not for me,

And all my yearning is in vain.

Yet life must end; so it may be

In Heaven we shall love again.


It was a song of old Mera, penned by the unknown Bard of Blyssion. The court never tired of hearing Meran songs and stories: Ailia had often regaled her ladies-in-waiting with long-lost folk and faerie tales from that distant world. She had heard this particular song many times before, it was a great favorite at court, and it was simply stupid for her to have tears in her eyes as she listened. She took her seat and watched as the dances began—the dances of the Elei that were as pleasant to watch as they were to take part in, forming elaborate interweaving patterns as the dancers glided across the floor. In none of them did Damion offer to be Ailia’s partner, though he danced with Lorelyn several times.

“What a lovely couple your young friends make, dear.” Ailia turned to see that her great-grandmother had been following her gaze. She was more than 150 years old, for she had Elei blood: her hair was pure white, and yet she looked younger by far than would a Merei woman of four score years. And her eyes and mind were still keen. “They are both so tall, and blond!” she exclaimed, smiling. Ailia merely nodded, not trusting her voice to reply without a telltale tremor. Could it be—were the two of them . . .

A bell chimed, and the guests all drained from the room, flowing into the corridor and down the stairs to the banquet hall below. Damion and Lorelyn, she saw, walked together.

IT WAS A SPLENDID BANQUET in the Elei style, which dictated that food must feed the eye as well as the palate, so there were slices of fruit laid out to look like bright-winged butterflies and many-petaled blossoms, and melons with carved rinds, all cooled by blocks of ice sculpted to look like swans or dolphins or dancing maidens (these caused a sensation among those of the guests who had never before seen frozen water). There were blue eggs of halcyons lying in soft green nests of moss, candied flowers, and little cakes shaped like crescent moons and covered in thin layers of edible gold or silver. Ailia felt her spirits lift a little. It was a pleasure to feed people, to watch them talk and laugh as they savored the delicacies furnished by the royal kitchens.

She glanced up to see Jomar striding into the hall: she was not surprised that he was tardy, for she knew how he loathed court gatherings. Had it not been her birthday he likely wouldn’t have shown up at all. He was leading a large white dog on a leash—at least, he had one end of the leash, the dog another; there seemed to be a contest under way as to which of them was leading. 

“Why the dog, Jo?” asked Damion. “I didn’t think you liked animals that much.”

“It’s for her,” replied Jomar, gesturing brusquely at Ailia. “It’s my birthday present. I want you to take this dog with you whenever you go out in the grounds,” he instructed the princess. “I’ve trained him to attack anyone who tries to assault you or abduct you.”

The hound flung itself happily on Ailia, then on Damion, greeting them with sloppy kisses. “Oh, I see—it’s been trained to love people to death,” Damion said, trying to fend off its enthusiastic attentions.

“Don’t be stupid. It’s only fierce to assailants,” retorted Jomar. “Look—here, boy, attack!” He advanced on it in a menacing manner. With a merry yelp the faerie-hound pranced up to him, licking his face. Jomar cursed the animal with a comment on its parentage, technically correct in its case but not normally uttered in polite society. The other three laughed.

“All right, so he needs a little more training,” said Jomar sheepishly.

“Do you really think there’s any danger here, Jo?” Lorelyn asked. “Eldimia seems such a safe place.”

“So far,” retorted Jomar cynically.

Lorelyn was right though, Ailia reflected: this new Eldimian year was unfolding as had all the others before it, in unbroken peace and content. The world of Arainia was smaller than Mera, both in its physical size and in its population, and its events were smaller too: there were the usual minor dramas that occur wherever human beings are, but no great wars or social upheavals troubled its sphere. Yet still she felt a little shadow of unease at her heart. 

“What lives we lead, don’t we?” Lorelyn went on, her cheer undimmed by Jomar’s scowl. “Just like those stories you tell, Ailia. Don’t you feel as though you’ve fallen right into one?”

“Yes,” said Ailia. “I have often thought that life is like a story, only the people in it are also writing it. They can help to decide what will happen, and how it will all end.”

Lorelyn looked pensive. “I never thought of it that way. How would you choose to write your own story, Ailia?”

“I don’t know. At the moment it seems it’s being written for me.” And with that Ailia fell silent again.

Jomar surveyed the festal board with distaste. “No meat. No liquor. I can’t stand this!”

“Have some nectar, Jo,” said Damion, offering a pitcher of clear golden liquid. “It tastes good, and it doesn’t make you drunk.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” growled Jomar. But he settled into a chair and started picking at the dishes.

“What’s the matter with you, Jo?” Lorelyn asked him bluntly.

Jomar glowered down at his plate, his fingers toying aimlessly with slices of fruit. “Whenever we have a party like this, I keep thinking of Zimboura, and all the slaves still in the labor camps there. Why can’t we do something about it? Go and fight to free them?”

Ailia said nothing, her thoughts turning once more to her adoptive family in Mera. She wondered if they had remained on the western continent, or fled back to Great Island. They might not be safe for long in either place, if the king of Zimboura chose to send forth his armies. 

“Remember, Jomar,” said Damion, “no one in this world knows how to fight. There has been no war here in centuries.”

“And then there is the question of how we’re to cross the void to Mera,” King Tiron added. “Only the queen succeeded in doing so. No one else knows how to construct a flying ship, not even the Nemerei. Nor have we the aid of dragons or cherubim. For the moment, any army we build can only be for our own defense, in case of an invasion.”

Ailia wished they would speak of something else. It reminded her too much of the prophecy concerning herself. Me—lead an army into Mera! As if I ever could! she thought. But the people here really believe that I will, one day. I feel a perfect fraud.

The feast was followed by more entertainments. There were jugglers, singers, and, finally, a demonstration of magic by a troupe of white-robed Nemerei from the sorcerers’ academy of Melnemeron. Never had anyone present seen such superb illusions. Flocks of flying rainbow-colored birds, and fireballs, and spouting fountains appeared out of nowhere, only to be banished again with a wave of the enchanter’s hand. At one point the whole of the banquet hall was transformed into a forest: the frescoed roof was replaced by green foliage, while trunks of trees rose around the dining tables, and in the center of what had been the floor a stream ran bubbling. Then the illusory scene disappeared, and the revelers blinked about them at their restored surroundings.

“Well,” remarked Damion as they all applauded, “this lot would put all those sleight-of-hand conjurers on Mera out of work!”

“What is a Nemerei, anyway?” Jomar asked in his brusque way. “Just a better and cleverer conjurer?”

“Not at all: the Nemerei do not deal only in cunning tricks.” It was Master Wu, the aged and venerable court sorcerer, who answered. A small, stout man of Kaanish extraction, he sported a long silver-white beard that hung down to his belt. No one knew how old he was: he had lived in Mirimar for many years, and been an instructor at Melnemeron before coming here. As always he was flamboyantly attired, wearing for this occasion a robe of purple silk worked with silver stars and runes and a matching peaked cap. But he was a Nemerei of no mean skill, and Ailia had learned long ago to respect Wu’s wisdom and advice.

“Our power is very real,” the old sorcerer informed Jomar, in a tone of mild rebuke. “Nemerei are healers, augurs, warriors, ambassadors. Before priesthoods arose to mediate between gods and mortals, before the dawn of philosophy and the healing arts, the Nemerei existed. We are in all worlds, all races, all times. The ancients of Mera called our predecessors by various names: shamans, prophets, wizards, witches.”

“But how do you do what you do?” asked Lorelyn, curious.

“The source of what you call magic is the plane of the Ether. Some of us can faintly sense it, others are fully aware of it, fewer still are able to tap its power. The Nemerei are poised on the cusp of two realities, drawing on the one to influence the other. We can use ethereal power to heal physical injuries, divine possible future events, reach out to other minds.”

“But any power can be misused,” observed Ana in her quiet voice.

Wu inclined his head. “That is so, Queen Eliana. Magic can hurt as easily as it can heal. Mera’s King Andarion formed the Paladin Order to counter the cruelties of other armed knights; even so, the Nemerei have had to organize themselves against the abusers of magic. A sorcerer is far less likely to wield magic for evil if he knows he will be punished. The true Nemerei must be forever vigilant.”

As they fell silent, snatches of conversation from the other guests at the table could be heard. “. . . fearsome visions—stars falling out of the heavens, dragons in the sky—”

Jomar turned around to face the speaker. “Visions? What is all this? You Nemerei are always seeing things,” he said irritably.

It was Head Sibyl Marima who was talking. She had put back her sibyl’s veil to dine, and her young-old Elei face looked into his with a solemn expression. “Many dream portents at one time or another, but for so many to dream alike is a portent in itself, and cannot be ignored. The Great Comet that entered our skies was only a forewarning. There is plainly some evil at work in our world: the influence, perhaps, of a star or planet of ill omen.”

“A star and a planet, I think,” said Wu.

Ailia stared at him. “Do you mean Azar and Azarah?” Elei lore spoke of a small, dim star accompanied by a single planet that circled the sun, far out in the void. “Master Wu, please tell us more.”

But what Wu meant to say in answer they would never know. For at that moment there was a great flash, like lightning, and a figure appeared in the center of the hall. It was attired in a robe and kingly crown of strange design: its face was pale above a black beard, and its eyes glittered with savage light as it stared at the high table. “I am Khalazar of Zimboura!” thundered the apparition.

Greymalkin caterwauled and sprang from Ana’s arms onto her shoulder. Tiron leaped up in anger. “What is this? Who summoned this illusion?” he demanded. But the white-robed Nemerei all stood open-mouthed, as astonished as anyone else.

“It is none of their doing,” declared Wu, also rising to his feet.

“It is Khalazar!” Jomar leaped forward, knocking a chair aside. “Call the guards! Take him!” he shouted.

“Impossible,” Ana told him calmly. Alone of them all she had remained in her seat. She stroked the bristling cat on her shoulder. “He isn’t really there, Jomar. It is an ethereal double—a projection of his image.”

As the dark king drew nearer they saw that he was indeed transparent and insubstantial, objects behind him showing through his red robe and golden mantle as he moved. He glared upon Ailia with his ghostly eyes. “Vile enchantress! The days of your unholy reign are ended. My armies shall descend on your world, seize and conquer it, level your cities, and slay every man down to the smallest child. Arainia shall be mine—its cities, its wealth, its women, its cattle, and all else that lies within its sphere. And you, witch, shall be cast down from your throne!” He flung his mantle aside, exposing the sword-belt its golden folds had concealed, and with a flourish he drew forth a great scimitar and brandished it.

Somehow Ailia found her voice. “Why are you doing this?” she asked, as Damion and her father moved to flank her protectively. “What have we done to you?”

The spectral figure had already begun to fade at its edges, like a mist in the sun. “I go now, witch,” the harsh voice cried, “but when I return it will be in might, with many armies at my command.”

And with that his ethereal form vanished from their sight, leaving them all staring at the empty air.
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The Lords of Wind and Water

BY IMPERIAL COMMAND, the grand council of the Loänan gathered in its customary place of assembly, the Emperor’s palace of adamant. This was the largest of many such palaces built by the Old Ones, and like all of them it sported many towers and spires, rising to majestic heights and glittering like diamond; they were carved from a crystal pure and unclouded as fine glass, which no weapon of any kind could break nor even scratch. Like a few of its sister palaces, this one had been built without any foundation, so that it might be raised aloft by sorcery. Wingless beings visiting these aerial castles found it a wonder merely to look through the floors, which being transparent were also windows: to see, there beneath their feet, vertiginous views of valleys and mountain ranges, or dimpled seas, or white canopies of cloud. The Emperor’s palace was at this time suspended in the skies of Alfaran, the Motherworld. Beneath it spread a sea of blue and gold and purple cloud, with the crimson whorl of a storm visible on the far-distant horizon. No land showed through the misty gaps below, only more airy chasms floored with variegated vapors: clouds upon clouds. The planet’s surface lay submerged deep at its center, and nothing lived there. On such planets as these, it was not the surface but the upper atmosphere that bore life. Alfaran’s martlets and alerions and giant thunderbirds dwelt among the gyring clouds and branching bolts of its centuries-old storms, whose vortices could have engulfed many lesser planets. So did the scaly-headed safats that came here to lay their eggs in air. The pearly globes were buoyed up by the winds, light as bubbles, and from the moment the safat hatchlings’ beaks broke through the shells they were able to fly. Alfaran was a world of wind-riders.

For millennia Loänan had visited this planet to play in its mantle of many-colored clouds. But within the walls of the crystal palace the mood was grave. All the dragon monarchs of the Empire were in attendance in the vast central hall, kings and queens of the four races that took their names from their preferred abodes: the cave-dwelling earth-dragons, the water-dragons that made their homes in rivers and lakes and ocean deeps, the sky-dragons that lived in lofty mountain aeries, and the ethereal dragons that spent much of their time upon the higher plane, far removed from the worlds of matter. A fifth race, the Imperial dragons, had been specially bred in ages past by the Loänan to protect their stellar realm in times of conflict. Six members of this warrior caste watched over Orbion, Emperor of the Loänan and ruler of the worlds; their own draconic attendants and guards surrounded the other monarchs.

The dragons gleamed in the heart of the crystal chamber like a rainbow within a prism, for each race sported its own distinctive hue. The sky-dragons were blue as lapis lazuli, the water-dragons jade-green, and the earth-dragons red as the molten fires of the earth; while the ethereal dragons were white, and the Imperial dragons golden. Yet when seen up close no Loänan was all one color. The scales of the sky-dragons held a sheen of violet, like the iridescence on a blue butterfly’s wings; those of the green Loänan had a silver gloss like rime, and the earth-dragons bore glints of gold. Upon the white ethereal dragons, elusive pearly hues shifted and shimmered. And the eyes of the Loänan gleamed jewel-bright: irises of ruby red for the water-dragons and amethyst for the dragons of the sky, sapphire for the ethereal dragons, emerald for the guardians of the Empire, and smoldering topaz for those that dwelt within the earth. In the forehead of each was a round pale dracontias crystal, glowing with an opal’s veiled fires.

The Dragon Emperor called out in his great trumpeting voice, and the other dragons fell silent. He was an ethereal Loänan of great age, his mane and beard white as fresh-fallen snow, his nacreous wings billowing high above his head like the silken canopy that surmounts a human monarch’s throne. At his summons a lone Imperial dragon approached him, its golden scales flashing like a carp’s when it swims up from the bottom of a pool. It took a subservient position, horned head bowed low beneath the Emperor’s foreclaws. Orbion’s eyes, coldly blue as mountain tarns, rested long upon the golden dragon. Then he spoke in the Loänan tongue. 

“Come, Auron. You said you had something of great importance to divulge, yet dared not speak mind to mind.”

“That is so, my Emperor. It was too vital a matter: an enemy in the Ether might have overheard.”

“Now that you are come I shall judge whether you were right. There are no foes in this place. Speak!”

The Imperial dragon obeyed, meeting the Emperor’s eyes with his own deep viridian ones. “What I wished to tell you, O Son of Heaven,” he declared, “is that I am certain now. She is the one, without a doubt.”

There was a murmur among the Loänan, and a stirring of wings that sent light breezes flowing throughout the crystal hall. But the old Emperor remained motionless. “The human female you saved in Mera?” he replied. “How can you be so sure?”

“We saved one another, Son of Heaven,” the golden dragon corrected humbly. “I could never have escaped the mountain peak without her aid.”

“Yes—you were bound with iron, as I recall. That was careless of you, Auron.”

“It was, O my Emperor,” said the other, hanging his head. “I had spent many days on the mountaintop, guarding the gate of Heaven and awaiting the travelers of whom the cherubim spoke. I was very weary. Morlyn came and chained me while I slept before the gate, leaving me unable to fly or shift my shape or even to mind-speak to the cherubim. The girl Ailia was my salvation. She did not know, then, that I was a thinking being like herself: she would have seen me as a mere beast, and one larger than any she had ever encountered. What she did required not only compassion, but uncommon courage. She is the one, my Emperor: I began to suspect it from that moment. I have watched her in Arainia ever since, taking various forms natural to that world. Among them is a human disguise—”

A low hiss escaped the Emperor’s tusked jaws. “Dangerousss,” he rasped.

Auron bowed his head again. “I have taken all possible precautions: no one there suspects my true identity.”

A silence fell, broken only by the trilling cries of martlets as they darted in and out of the palace’s open door and through its high-ceilinged chambers. They resembled Meran swallows, save that they lacked legs: they spent all their lives on the wing, feeding upon airborne motes, never able to alight even in sleep. Through the glassy roof above them a fierce white sun blazed. Nine hundred years ago its rays had pierced the pellucid shell of Auron’s egg, calling him forth to a life of duty and service to the Celestial Empire. More than seven centuries ago Auron had left his native star, and after many wanderings had come to the world of Mera, then in its golden age. He had guarded the palace of the Elei in the land of Trynisia for generations.

But during the tumultuous Dark Age that followed, the Celestial Emperor had forbidden any further contact with humans, even with the Elei. They were a strange and troubling race, and he deemed it best to leave them to their own devices. Still, the Loänan continued to watch the worlds of Mera and Arainia, and occasional permission was given a Loänan to move among their inhabitants in sorcerous guise. Many humans forgot about the Loänan in time, and none of them knew of the dragons’ secret surveillance.

A red earth-dragon stepped forward. “You bring no proof of your claim.”

The Emperor and assembled monarchs watched as Auron turned and faced the red dragon, his head and wings lowered. But this deferential posture was at odds with his words. “What do you require by way of proof, King Torok? Or can it be that you prefer to follow Prince Morlyn? I saw many young dragons of your race flying with him in the skies of Mera. Has he deceived and subverted you also?”

The earth-dragon king responded with a sound like the rumble in a volcano’s throat. He stretched out his neck and took an aggressive stance, spreading wide his crimson wings. “My people are free to do as they wish. We Loänan of the earth will not be ruled by others. Many among us wish to select our leaders in the old way, by their prowess in combat.” He snapped his jaws shut on this last word, the crack of the mighty teeth echoing around the crystal chamber. 

There was an uneasy rustle and murmur among the dragons at this unusual show of belligerence. It was primitive, atavistic, a disquieting reminder of their ancestry. A hundred million years ago their ancestors had glided over primal seas, on a small lunar world where they could fly without need for levitation. Coasting on the ocean winds, they had snatched great fish and sea-snakes from the waves, and had battled one another for territory and for mates. Nature had made the Loänan predators without peer. But their descendants had long since ceased from hunting, finding through sorcery other ways to nourish themselves: the Loänan were now an enlightened race that abhorred violence.

“You wish for a return to barbarism, King Torok?” inquired the Emperor in his calm, dry voice. “Shall we go back to slaying and eating raw flesh? Fighting over mates? Choosing our leaders from among the young and headstrong, rather than the aged and wise?”

“Perhaps what you call barbarism is in truth the way we were intended to be,” returned the red king. But he lowered his wings and neck as he spoke, not wishing to challenge the Emperor—or his six guards.

“Your Majesty speaks of the way of the beasts,” said Auron to Torok. “We have long since left it behind, and turned to the realm of reason.”

“You, a warrior of the Empire, can say this?”

Auron growled, deep in his throat. “I fight only when I must, or at the Emperor’s bidding.”

The red dragon showed all his teeth again. “And what of the Meraalia—the Star Stone? Some of us had hoped that it was merely a myth. It was said that the one who claimed it would rule the Empire. Now that it is found, would you entrust that rule to a mere human creature?”

“To this human, yes. I trust her absolutely, Majesty. It is plain that the ancients intended her to have it. I tell you she is the true heir to their realm—our realm. If the people of her world are right, her mother was not of their kind at all, but an Archon: one of the last of that race to walk the worlds. Ailia has a rightful claim to the Celestial Empire.”

“Impossible!” King Torok snapped. “Our kind is older and greater than hers, whatever blood may run in her veins. The cosmos was ours before humans ever came to be. Shall we become like their captive beasts?”

There was much beating of wings and hissing among the Loänan at that. Some dragons sprang up and flapped about the chamber in agitation. “Peace!” commanded Orbion, and at his thundering voice the storm of wings subsided. “Listen to yourselves! When have Loänan sparred like this before? Only when the claw of Valdur divided us and sent us to war with one another, ages ago.”

“Could not one of the cherubim take the Stone, O Son of Heaven?” asked a sky-dragon. “They too claim descent from the Archons, or so it is said. So they must have a claim to the gem, now that it is found again.”

The Emperor said nothing. It was Auron who answered. “No cherub has claimed the Stone or the title of heir, Queen Kauri. They all look with eagerness for a new ruler to serve; not one of them wishes to be that ruler.”

Torok growled. “You know well that Loänan, T’kiri, cherubim, all the old races are sworn to obey the one who bears the Stone. If you are mistaken, you may end by making us all slaves to the whim of a foolish, infantile being!”

“You have not met her, Majesty,” Auron said: “How then can you judge her?” He turned back to the Emperor. “I beg you to let me continue protecting her, Son of Heaven. Our enemies also know of her, and she is in great peril.”

“You may return to Arainia, Auron, and watch over this human creature,” the Emperor said. “But do not reveal yourself to her, no matter what danger threatens. For I am still not satisfied that she is the one we seek. And if no proof arises that she is indeed the one expected, I shall have to look elsewhere for my successor.”

It was clear from his voice and posture that Orbion would brook no argument. Auron bowed his head, and beating his golden wings upon the still air he departed the Imperial presence.

BEFORE THE DRAGON THRONE OF NEMORAH a thousand men and women stood in silent rows.

To the outward eye every one appeared to be human. But they were all of them Loänei, children of dragons. The hall in which they stood was decorated with many murals, now mottled with mold and age, telling in picture form the strange and ancient history of their race, and the downfall of their empire. The murals began with the dawn-time, when dragons took human form to mate with men and women (for love, some said, though the Loänei declared that their human ancestors had been selected for their superiority). Then came the first human offspring with full Loänan powers, able to control the elements at will, to travel freely between the worlds—and, most wondrous of all, to take draconic form whenever they chose. These were depicted as godlike figures, receiving homage from their human vassals. In the present age such beings had ceased to exist: only a very few Loänei, oldest of all, could still take dragon forms, and even they could do so only for brief periods of time. The Children of Wind and Water were few in number now, inbred, their magic for the most part only a faint shadow of their ancestors’. Many of the Loänan were dismayed at the thought of having human kin. They had sought in ages past to destroy the Loänei race, not by slaying them, but by scattering them throughout many worlds and so forcing them to mate with common humans. With each generation the descendants of the dragon-folk showed fewer signs of their draconic heritage, including the powers it granted. But still they believed themselves superior. Still they were the Loänei.

Those gathered here were the most powerful of their fugitive race, highly gifted and skilled in sorcery. They had come to this world of Nemorah, to the remains of one of their ancestors’ proud-towered cities, to witness an execution.

Subdued light from the mist-shrouded sky outside seeped in through gaps in the vine-hung windows, gleaming dully on the gilded throne at the far end of the hall and the embroidered saffron robes of its occupant. Only the most powerful sorcerer could lay claim to the title of Great Dragon. The current claimant sat on his throne with serene confidence, gazing on the prisoner who stood facing him between two guards. The iron-shackled man was young and tall, his tawny hair sweeping broad shoulders, whereas the Lord Komora was thin and elderly, his face deeply lined, his eyes all but lost in folds of wrinkled skin. But among the Loänei age, not youth, conferred advantage. The younger a Loänei, the more his or her draconic blood was diluted and weakened by many human forebears. The Great Dragon Komora was nearly two hundred years old, closer to his Loänan ancestors, his blood more richly laden with the dragon-magic. And his mind was not enfeebled but rather fortified by wisdom and experience. He sat fingering his wispy beard—which, despite his advanced age, was still more gray than white—but said nothing. He had watched this particular dragon-sorcerer for some time from afar: the young man’s powers and his growing influence were much too strong for Komora’s liking.

Mandrake stood silent in his chains, returning the old one’s gaze. He had longed for many an age to join with the Loänei, ever since learning that some of that ancient race had hidden from the dragons in secret places and had used their undiminished powers to contact others in whose veins the forbidden blood yet ran. But they had made no such offers to Mandrake. It seemed that these people—his people—knew nothing of his ancestry and did not suspect that he was in fact Prince Morlyn. Their cunningly concealed refuges had eluded even his centuries of search, and it had become apparent that, for reasons of their own, they did not wish him to find them. After his powers were revealed in his confrontation with the Tryna Lia in Arainia, they had begun to set traps for him, seeking to take him captive. Even the other dragon-mages viewed him as a threat.

He had avoided their first attempts at capture with ease. But now he had allowed himself to be taken, for it seemed that only in this way could he confront them at last and learn the location of their secret retreat. They had not been long in this world, he judged—no more than a century or two. For he himself had dwelt in Nemorah two hundred years ago, drawn here by rumors of Loänei still dwelling in their fallen cities. Combing through the overgrown ruins, he had found to his despair that once again rumor had played him false: though carved likenesses of his people still stared down from the broken walls, no living dragon-folk remained.

But to this place they had at last returned, and it was hard to keep elation from clouding his thoughts. It must not, for his danger was very real. With these iron bonds he could not use sorcery, and if his plans went awry he could lose his life. This, clearly, was the reason for the Loänei’s earlier avoidance of him: Lord Komora and his predecessors must have feared in Mandrake a potential rival for the leadership. It was fortunate that Komora had gathered his people together, for this would give Mandrake’s arguments a wider audience. But it was not yet time for him to attempt to address them. Even by a condemned captive royal protocol must be observed: the ruler must speak first.

At last Komora left off stroking the gray strands of his beard and sat up straight on his throne. “No doubt you wonder, Mandrake, for what purpose you have been brought to Nemorah. But perhaps it is better not to know.”

This pronouncement sounded distinctly ominous. “Tell me, lord,” Mandrake replied, keeping his voice and gaze steady.

“It is said by our people,” Komora said, “that the fresh-spilled blood of a dragon can be distilled into a magical draught, conveying its power to the one who drinks it. For this potion to have effect the blood must be taken from the heart, so I fear the one providing it must be slain. We are too few in number for one of us to make such a sacrifice, even in so noble a cause. It is for this reason that I have sought you, Mandrake, and ordered you brought here to me.”

Idle tales and superstition, thought Mandrake in disgust. Is this what my people have come to? But he chose his words with care, knowing now how great his peril was. “There, lord, is your mistake,” he said, keeping his tone respectful. “I am not in dragon shape, as you can plainly see. I am a man. If you slay me while I am in this form it can do you no good.” 

Komora smiled. “You are cunning. Almost I wish I need not slay you, but could spare you and keep you for an ally. But it does not do to make a pet of a poisonous serpent. I know that you are a true wer-worm, able to take a dragon’s form at will. That is why you name yourself Man-drake in that uncouth Meran tongue—ah! Did you think I could not decipher its meaning? I am old, and a master of tongues, among many other things.

“How it is that one so young is able to take the draconic form, I cannot say. Perhaps you have found some spell long hidden from the wise. But this matters little. As a wer-worm your blood is as potent in one form as in the other: be your heart human or dragon when the knife pierces it, the result will be the same. I will make the draught, so that your power shall pass into me, and make me the stronger, and better able to serve my people. Be comforted, therefore, that you do not die in vain.” He gestured to his kneeling servants. “Bring the dagger and basin, and prepare the fire for the cauldron.”

The time for courtesy was clearly past. “What have we become?” Mandrake shouted as the servants went to do their lord’s bidding. “Have we Loänei not enemies enough, that we must murder one another? We should be uniting against our common foes.”

“It is to fight those foes that I require the blood-draught. I am old and powerful, but our enemies are also strong.”

The servants returned, bearing a huge bronze basin and a curved dagger, which they set before the lord, bowing deeply. “Do not slaughter me like an animal!” exclaimed Mandrake as Komora took up the dagger. “Let me fight for my life. You know I cannot win against you, lord.”

Komora raised his silvered brows. “Why fight, then? Only a coward delays what is inevitable.”

“To die fighting would give me some dignity and honor. Have the Loänei forgotten what those words mean?” Mandrake drew himself up and faced the assembly as he said this, and he could tell from their faces that they were moved at his words. Some vestige of the old proud Loänei race must remain in them yet.

The old leader, too, felt a trace of rebellion in the air, and he scowled. It would have been better, he now knew, to have had the young Loänei assassinated at a distance. He did not believe in the blood-draught. It merely provided him with a convenient excuse, so that the true motive for slaying his rival—fear—would not be too apparent to the Loänei. Now Mandrake had spoken, and the effect of his words on the dragon-folk could not be undone. Komora was once more trapped by the need to appear fearless. If he did not fight, it might seem that he did not dare to.

The old lord had not lived so long, however, by sorcery alone. Already his subtle mind had grasped and pondered the situation, and seen in it a possible advantage for himself. He would indeed pay his rival the high compliment of challenging him to single combat. It would still be an execution, after all; Mandrake was right that he could not hope to win. In the end Komora would reinforce his people’s respect by triumphing in single combat—the old traditional test of Loänei leaders. The killing itself would serve, moreover, as an effective demonstration of his power. Let any other potential challengers to his reign beware! He rose without speaking, and made a curt motion to the younger man’s guards to lead him outside. The Great Dragon followed, and all the Loänei flowed behind him into the outer court.

The jungle’s rambling growths had been encouraged to spread over the walls and roofs of the old cities, for this made them less conspicuous to any unfriendly Loänan that might overfly them. But the creeping verdure had been cleared from the old palace’s forecourt, exposing a paved area vast enough to accommodate the entire assembly of Loänei. When all were standing quietly on the moss-grown pavements, the old sorcerer commanded the guards to remove the prisoner’s chains. These were taken far away from the court, so as not to hinder either combatant’s power with their iron.

Komora made the first move. Raising his thin arms in their billowing saffron sleeves, he called forth power from the air. A blazing bolt of lightning arced between the cloudy sky and the prisoner. But the younger man deflected it with a quick gesture of his own, sending it crashing into the trees beyond the court. Fires sprang up, roaring. Komora jerked one hand skyward and the mist above began to roil and seethe, unleashing a fall of rain to quench the flames. But his opponent, long hair flying back in the wind of the Great Dragon’s sorcery, spread his own arms and the churning vapor was stilled, the rain cut off at its source. The assembled Loänei began to murmur.

Komora heard it. He too was amazed, though he dared not show it. Could one so young command such power as this—skills that had taken him nearly a full century to perfect? There was only one explanation: he must have a Loänan forebear in his immediate background. That would explain his ability to take dragon shape, too. Sweat broke out on the old man’s lined brow, but he knew he must not waste an instant.

He spread his arms like wings, turning instantly into a huge dragon-headed bird that flew screeching at the younger man, grasping him in its hooked claws and lifting him into the air. Mandrake immediately altered his own form. He became a horned dragon-snake, its coils binding the bird’s wings to its sides so that both creatures plummeted downward, falling with a splash into the green-scummed square of an ornamental pool. The bird became a dragon-fish, its slimy body slipping with ease out of the serpent’s coils. Spinning about, it attacked with teeth sharp as a shark’s—but in the same instant the serpent, too, had transformed, and was now a huge dragon-headed turtle. The fish’s teeth could make no dint in its armored shell. The turtle swung its head about, clamping its own steel-trap jaws upon the writhing fish’s spine. Moving heavily, the turtle clambered out of the pool to deposit its gasping prey on the pavement.
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