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      The future waxes cloudy and obscure before me.

      Rain sweeps off the sea to drench my robe and hair. Still I hover above the breakers, peering into the murky depths of time.

      I see the double fleet, aligned in a tight arc about the Jade Isles. I see fires dropping from above and soaring from below. I hear the screams of dying men and beasts.

      I see the decimation of the fleets, the burning timbers and sails, the broken men impaled on foreign lances, drowning in red waters ablaze. The face of Zyung peers back at me with eyes of solar fire.

      One last thing I see before I turn from this futile task: A pile of blackened ruins that used to be a city. By the coastal valley and its sluggish river I recognize it as Shar Dni. Where the remnants of the dead city have lain for thirty years, there gathers a mass of shadows, ancient and hungry. Long have they slumbered beneath the blood-spotted stones, after feasting on the blood and souls of innocents during the city’s doom.

      Now I see a pale citadel rise from those ruins, a towering edifice of shattered stone and a mountain of ground bones. It grows from the scattered debris that used to be temples, streets, the husk of a charred palace. There at the scene of Khyrei’s greatest crime, Zyung will create his beachhead. About this citadel of bone, his legions of Manslayers and Seraphim will gather and spread across the land like locusts. The ruins of Shar Dni will be the seat of the God-King’s power when he arrives. The carven image of his imperious face dominates the upper half of the structure, and the smokes of a hundred thousand flames fill the valley.

      The eyes of Zyung’s stone-wrought visage flare bright enough to blind me.

      I see nothing else.
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      Vod the Giant-King – Former ruler and rebuilder of New Udurum, City of Men and Giants; slayer of Omagh the Serpent-Father; sorcerer and legend; also known as Vod of the Storms; drowned himself in the Cryptic Sea

       

      Gammir the Wolf (formerly Fangodrel of Udurum) – Vod’s adopted bastard son; his true father was Gammir the Second, Prince of Khyrei, who was slain by Vod; also known as Gammir the Bloody, the Undying One, and the Black Wolf; former Emperor of Khyrei

       

      Ianthe the Panther – Former Empress of Khyrei; grandmother of Gammir; an ageless sorceress; slain by Vireon and Alua at the fall of Shar Dni; reborn in the body of Maelthyn of Udurum; also known as the White Panther and Ianthe the Claw

       

      King Vireon of Udurum – Son of Vod and heir to his sorcery; ruler of New Udurum; all the power and strength of a Giant in the body of a Man; also known as Vireon Vodson and Vireon the Slayer; crowned as King of All Giants after the fall of Angrid the Long-Arm

       

      Queen Alua of Udurum – Ageless sorceress married to Vireon; mother of Maelthyn; known for her mastery of the white flame magic; slain by Ianthe the Claw

       

      Maelthyn of Udurum – Deceased daughter of King Vireon and Queen Alua; consumed by Ianthe’s sorcery at the age of seven

       

      Dahrima the Axe – Blonde-haired Uduri (Giantess) who once served Vod the Giant-King; now she serves as one of the Ninety-Nine, King Vireon’s personal guard of Uduri spearmaidens; often considered Vireon’s “right hand”

       

      King D’zan of Yaskatha – Ruler of Yaskatha; reborn from a state of living death by the sorcery of Iardu and Sharadza after reclaiming his father’s usurped throne; also known as the Sun Bringer

       

      Sharadza Vodsdaughter – Vod’s only daughter and heir to his sorcery; Princess of Udurum; apprentice of Iardu the Shaper; former Queen of Yaskatha and First Wife of D’zan

       

      Emperor Tyro of Uurz – Twin brother of Lyrilan; swordsman of renown; also known as the Sword King; ordained as Emperor of Uurz after banishing his brother from the Stormlands

       

      King Lyrilan of Uurz – Twin brother of Tyro; scholar and scribe; also known as the Scholar King; former co-ruler of Uurz who fled to Yaskatha after being framed for the murder of his wife and banished from the Stormlands

       

      Queen Ramiyah of Uurz – Wife of King Lyrilan; born in Yaskatha; slain in Talondra’s plot to make Tyro the uncontested Emperor of Uurz

       

      Empress Talondra of Uurz – Wife of King Tyro; born in Shar Dni and survived its fall; recently slain by Lyrilan’s newfound sorcery as revenge for the death of Ramiyah

       

      Lord Mendices of Uurz – Warlord of Uurz; Tyro’s chief advisor and military tactician; willing co-conspirator with Talondra in the plot to frame and banish Lyrilan for the murder of Ramiyah

       

      King Undutu of Mumbaza – Nineteen-year-old ruler of Mumbaza; also known as the King on the Cliffs and Son of the Feathered Serpent

       

      Khama the Feathered Serpent – Ageless sorcerer whose true form is that of a great feathered Serpent; fostered the founding of Mumbaza, advisor to its Kings, and protector of its long peace

       

      King Angrid of the Icelands – Lord of the Frozen North; ruler of the Udvorg clans (blue-skinned Giants); slain by the behemoth of the Khyrein marshlands

       

      Varda of the Keen Eyes – Shamaness in service to King Angrid; blessed Vireon with the slain Angrid’s crown, making him King of All Giants

       

      Tong the Avenger – King of New Khyrei; a former slave who led a revolution assisted by Iardu the Shaper and a horde of the blind subterranean creatures known as Sydathians; also called the Slave King and Tong the Liberator

       

      Iardu the Shaper – Master of Shapes; an ageless sorcerer reputed to live on an island in the Cryptic Sea

       

      Zyung the Almighty – Ageless sorcerer and “God-King” of the Zyung Empire; seeks to conquer the Land of the Five Cities with his Holy Armada; also known as the High Lord Celestial

       

      Sungui the Venomous – A unique being of alternating male and female aspects; one of Zyung’s High Seraphim, a legion of ageless sorcerers who serve as the enforcers of his empire

       

      Vaazhia the Lizardess – Ageless sorceress dwelling in the ruins of a forgotten city beneath the Stormlands

       

      Indreyah the Sea-Queen – Ageless sorceress who rules an undersea kingdom of “sea-folk” from her hidden coral city; also known as the Mer-Queen
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      The two brothers met high above the world on the peak of a black mountain.

      They were not true brothers as Men understand the term.

      Nor were they true Men, or anything like them. Not yet. They were more like two great winds that sculpt the faces of mountains and stir the seas to wave and tempest.

      This world was not their home, for they were born of distant stars. Yet their kind had lingered here since the continents were mounds of cooling magma between boiling oceans. The world had cooled now, and the brothers had risen above the others of their kind. They had replaced the towering chaos of the previous age with a kind of stillness and order.

      Now they looked upon the green and fertile lands of the great continent below. Their eyes roamed beyond the purple horizons, past the golden deserts, across the vast swamplands, and even to the shores of the Cryptic Sea that divides the earth. They gazed into the low places and the high, observing the tiny things that climbed in the great forests and came down to wander the emerald plains.

      “See how these brave little creatures take to the land,” said the elder brother. “They have learned the secrets of fire and carving stone.”

      “They are clever indeed,” said the younger brother. “I have watched them for a long while now. They are unlike the many species our kind has created, for the earth itself has made them. Yet I cannot say for what reason.”

      “Our own creations were made only to amuse or serve us,” said the elder. “Yet these Earthborn seem to have their own sense of purpose. They are driven to master the land and they commune with its essence. Perhaps they know secrets that even we do not guess.”

      “Yet see how they gather in distinct bands and make war upon each other. They build and grow strong, only to destroy and become weak again. The cycle continues and they are unable to break it. They have great potential, yet they remain blind to it. There is no unity among them, therefore they may never achieve the greatness that is their inheritance.”

      “We must give them aid,” said the elder. “With our guidance they will grow wise and their numbers will flourish. If we teach them to overcome their own base nature, they may one day reach the destiny for which they were born. On that day we will know the answer to this mystery, brother.”

      “I have reached the same conclusion,” said the younger brother, watching two tribes of Earthborn slaughter one another over a narrow strip of hunting ground. “We must take their form and walk among them. We shall be sages, oracles, and voices of wisdom, shaping them gradually into something greater. Urging them with kindness toward their distant fate.”

      The elder brother’s breath was like thunder falling from the mountain. “No,” he said. “This is not the way. They are violent predators by nature; they will not understand our advice. We must take the shape of their Gods, conquer them, and force them to live according to the dictates of order. This is the only way to ensure lasting peace among the Earthborn.”

      The younger threw up his arms like flames dancing upon the mountaintop. “You are wrong, brother. If you do this you will crush the spirit that makes them unique. They must remain free to find their own way. You cannot force them to enlightenment, you must lead them. A mountain is not made in an instant; it is sculpted by the elements over the course of many ages.”

      “These creatures will battle one another to extinction long before they gain the wisdom of which you speak,” said the elder. “As the younger, you must follow my words.”

      “I will not do it,” said the younger. “You would trample the garden that you seek to grow. Can you not see the flaw in your vision?”

      “I will trample only those weeds that would spoil and choke the garden of peace. Otherwise the kindest blossoms will never bloom.”

      “Then we must part ways,” said the younger brother. “Go you into the west and build your garden as you will. I will travel east and begin my shaping of the Earthborn into something greater than their origins. Let us meet here again after an agreed period of time and compare the works we have accomplished. In this way we will discover whose philosophy is the wiser.”

      “Let it be done,” said the elder brother.

      And this period of time they agreed upon was five hundred years as Men reckon it.

       

      Five centuries later the two brothers met once more upon the mountain’s summit, and now they each wore the shapes of Men. The eyes of the elder brother were twin stars, and the skin of the younger brother was the color of burnished gold.

      “I united six great warring tribes,” said the younger, the winds of the upper earth tearing at his silver beard. “With my guidance and their own adroit skills they constructed three fine cities of granite and marble. I have achieved much by offering insight without conquest.”

      “So there is peace among your peoples?” asked the elder.

      The younger frowned, and a gray rain fell upon the pinnacle. “For a while there was,” he said. “Until two of these cities joined forces and destroyed the third, enslaving the survivors. Later these two cities warred upon each other as well, until only one was left. Yet it is a fine, tall, and proud city. There are philosophers, poets, dreamers, sages, and minstrels among the warriors and builders.”

      “So there is still war in the west?”

      “Sadly, there is.”

      “I unified eight mighty eastern tribes,” said the elder, “by killing their chieftains, casting down their temples, and making myself their only God. They have built a city of white towers and a temple-palace that bears my visage. In my name the people of the white city conquered ten more tribes in the surrounding lands. Now there are two cities that worship me. I have also enlisted a great number of our own kind to serve my endeavors. In doing so, they serve the destiny of the Earthborn. I ask now that you join us, brother.”

      “So there is peace among your peoples?” asked the younger.

      The elder smiled and the rain turned to sleet, crowning the mountaintop with ice. “Not yet,” he said. “For my holy armies march to conquer all the tribes of the world. They pursue a dream of grand unity that will result in ultimate peace and order.”

      “So there is still war in the east?”

      “Yes, along the growing frontier of the Holy Empire. But peace is our aim.”

      “Then we are both closer to our goal,” said the younger brother. “However, neither of us has yet achieved it.”

      “My philosophy of unity through conquest is superior to your gradual reshaping,” said the elder. “For my people possess three great cities unified by a single cause. Your people possess only one city, and they have no greater purpose.”

      “It seems to me that these three great cities truly belong to you, brother,” said the younger, “instead of to the Earthborn who built them. My people’s city belongs wholly to them, and each one of them is free to find his own purpose. Your people possess neither peace nor freedom.”

      “Still we cannot agree,” said the elder. “We must go back into the world below and continue our work. Let us meet here one more time, when another five hundred of Men’s years are passed. Then we will see once and for all whose philosophy is the wiser.”

      “Let it be done,” said the younger.

      And they soared upon stormwinds into the realms east and west.

       

      One last time the brothers met upon the frozen summit of the mountain. The world below had greatly changed in the second five hundred years. The Earthborn now inhabited every climate and domain of the great continent. Their villages and temples sprouted from plain, riverbank, mountainside, desert, forest, and seaside. They plied the deep waters with nautical vessels that harnessed the wind, and they tamed the beasts of earth and sky.

      “See here,” said the younger brother, who was a bright flame upon the mountain’s summit. “I have fostered eight more cities among the Earthborn, built by their own hands and belonging wholly to them. For a while they warred upon each other, but now these nine proud capitals have signed peace treaties, uniting distant lands by the words and deeds of their wise Kings. They have mastered the metals of the deep earth, harnessed the land to feed their masses, and developed written languages capable of profound expression. There is beauty and wisdom in their songs and their creations, despite their adherence to the ancient ways.”

      “So there is peace among your peoples?” asked the elder brother.

      “To a point,” said the younger. “The nine Kings still make war upon the barbarian tribes of the north and south, seeking to force the worship of their own Gods upon the heathens. Yet the cities have achieved peace between themselves. The Earthborn have grown as a species and will continue to evolve toward unity and peace for all Men.”

      “So there is still war in the east?”

      “Yes, along the borders of north and south.”

      “I rule over twenty united cities who call me their God and Master,” said the elder. “A thousand of our own kind serve my vision now, delivering my justice and decrees through their formidable power. My empire is strong, and it has grown to encompass all the lands of the west. My generals look to the east, north, and south, where they see the strange Gods worshipped by your people. Soon we will move eastward and bring order to the rest of the great continent.”

      “So there is peace among your peoples?” asked the younger.

      “There is,” said the elder. “For I have given them no other choice.”

      “Yet the west will make war upon the east in the name of peace.”

      “Yes, for ultimate peace can only come with ultimate conquest. When all cities and peoples are united under my name, the Earthborn will be freed from their predatory origins. Even your eastern barbarians will be part of this great dream I have fostered. As you can see, brother, my philosophy has proven the greater. I ask you again to join us, for my Earthborn realm will soon swallow your own.”

      The younger brother rose up like a whirlwind of light and fury. He smote the elder and cast him from the mountaintop, which crumbled beneath them and released its inner fires. The blazing blood of the mountain poured along its sides, melting its icy crown. The elder brother cast the starlight of his eyes like arrows into the flesh of the younger, burning him terribly. Then he cast the younger into the molten center of the mountain and shouted these words after him:

      “You may sleep in the depths of the earth if you wish while I go to conquer the lands your shaping has failed. Or you may rise up and serve me as do the others of our kind. If you still wish to aid the Earthborn and one day discover their destiny, there can be no other way. Confront me not again, or I will devour you as the stars devour dying worlds.”

      The elder brother departed the broken mountain and returned to his empire.

      After a while the younger brother crawled from the flaming pit and walked toward the nearest of his eastern cities. There he saw the western armies swarming across the plains and casting boulders at the marble walls. The city burned like the broken mountain, and its people refused to surrender, so they died in great numbers.

      The younger brother unleashed his wrath upon the invading horde, but an endless succession of conquering legions came over the horizon. A storm of death and destruction fell upon the peaceful eastern city, wiping it from the earth.

      The younger brother would not give up his dream of reshaping the Earthborn into something greater by preserving their free will. Their wild spirits must evolve according to nature and time, not be forced into false progress. He had seen Men steal the spirits of proud stallions by breaking them, and he loved his people too well to let this be their fate. Men were not beasts to be corralled and enslaved. They were the Children of Earth, and their descendants would be its inheritors.

      They called him the Shaper, and they knew well that he was no God, for the Gods remained deaf to their pleas while the conquering hordes marched on. An Age of Blood and Fire had begun, and the Gods of Men neither noticed nor cared.

      The Shaper gathered about him all those who would listen. He spoke of the false God that was coming to break and enslave them, the mighty numbers of the Conqueror’s armies, and the terrible powers at the Conqueror’s command. Running always just ahead of war’s red tide, the Shaper led his followers to the next eastern city, and the next, until he had assembled a multitude of families from each of the nine eastern realms. Yet there were multitudes who refused to flee, choosing instead to stay and defend their lands against the advancing western empire.

      The Shaper led his people to the sea, where a fleet of vessels was constructed from the wood of an ancient forest. They sailed across the arc of the world, leaving the great continent to the mercies of the western hordes.

      It is not known how long the People of the Shaper lingered upon the Cryptic Sea, or how many of them died in the perilous crossing. Yet with the Shaper’s constant guidance, and a deep patience born of wisdom, they came at last to a new continent on the far side of the world.

      This was the Land of Serpents, and life there was not easy.

      Eventually the Stoneborn, who were called Giants, rose up to cleanse this land of its monsters, driving the People of the Shaper south and claiming the north as their own. There was no place for Men in the Giantlands, yet mankind thrived south of the Grim Mountains.

      Still there were wars among Men, yet five great cities rose proud and shining.

      The Shaper’s dream endured, although at times even he needed to be reminded of it.

      Nor was he the last of the Old Breed to foster a kingdom in the Land of the Five Cities.
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              Those Who Listen
            

          

        

      

      Beneath an arbor of fig trees they lay at sundown, discreet as any other pair of lovers. Above their tender exertions starlight kissed leaf and blossom. The interplay of lean arms and legs mimicked the woven branches of the trees. An age-old dance of heat and flame, stoked by the friction of supple bodies.

      How many eons had passed since they learned the glorious secret of joining without subsiding, giving without loss, sharing without weakening? Nations had risen and fallen and risen again since the gaining of that mortal skill. A savage continent had grown into a bright empire since that primeval day when they took on fleshly bodies and learned to share them.

      Only the stars themselves were more ancient, blinking above the gnarled branches, casting no judgments on the lovers. During such rare moments they recalled for a time the ancient truth of those stars and the freedom of the dark gulfs between them.

      Sungui had taken her female aspect this evening, knowing that Mahaavar scorned its opposite. From lips to breasts to hips, even to the tips of her toes, he praised her womanhood with kisses and soft caresses. As a male she could only have been his comrade, a fellow philosopher, and perhaps a drinking companion. There were many who felt a keen desire for Sungui’s male aspect; yet the masculine form did not lend itself to intimacy in the same way.

      So many of the Seraphim did not understand this: To assume any form was to endure its intrinsic vitality, to the point where form and purpose might be blended beyond all hope of separation.

      So had the Old Breed been Diminished.

      The lure of the world was strong. The temptation to join the realm of flesh and stone and soil was what had brought them here so long ago. It drew them downward, welcoming them into its deep folds and valleys, the churning depths of its seas, the rolling emerald of its forests, the pristine wastes of its desert lands. The beauty and power of the world itself had Diminished them all.

      Zyung the Almighty had not been mastered by the earth. Instead, he had mastered it. Or so most of her kind believed, and his Living Empire proved it. The greatest among them had avoided the snare of the earth and its wonders. Zyung did not assimilate, he conquered.

      Yet the empire that he built – that all of them helped him to build – even now drew him into itself, calcifying his existence, his very identity, like nothing else ever could.

      Zyung was his empire; the Living Empire was Zyung. On the altar of his supremacy she had found the black shard of hope that was her deadliest weapon. She kept it hidden for generations, like a dagger tucked into the robe of a patient yet ambitious slave. No one else had seen the dark glimmer of its blade.

      Soon she would show it to them.

      The Garden of Twenty-Seven Delights lay in an obscure corner of the temple-palace complex, a labyrinth of trellised walls, sculpted avenues, and fountained walks. Orchards, arboretums, vineyards, and cloistered parks surrounded the garden. A white tower of five sides rose above the sparkling domes to block the view of the temple-palace proper.

      The Holy Mountain, the faithful called it. Yet the citadel was not carved from any existing mountain; it was built by the hands of Men to stand as high and magnificent as any natural peak. The work of a million slaves, their tiny, broken lives scattered across the centuries. The stones of the soaring walls were mortared with their blood and bones.

      Sungui recalled them swarming like ants across the unfinished ramparts of the flat-topped pyramid, swinging like a clutch of spiders from ropes as they sculpted the gargantuan face of Zyung on its southernmost façade. The last stone had been set, the last chisel laid down, more than five hundred years ago, yet the vision lived as clearly in her mind as if seen only yesterday. She avoided looking at that titanic face, both in the light of day and in the silver gloom of night.

      In the same way that she avoided the carven face, she had learned to avoid the true face of the Almighty when it suited her purposes. The trick was to focus his attention elsewhere, as it had been for centuries now. The Almighty dreamed of the ripe, untamed lands beyond the Outer Sea. His growing obsession with the expansion of the Living Empire gave her the opportunity she had awaited since the City of Celestial Truth had been a mud-walled village alongside a stinking river.

      Sungui arose from a carpet of grass and petals, donning a robe of iridescent silver. Mahaavar did the same, brushing purple blossoms from his shoulders. His shimmering vestment was identical in every way to her own. There were no distinctions among the High Seraphim. Another way in which Zyung reinforced their Diminishing: Making them equal.

      All save himself.

      None were equal to the Almighty.

      She smirked at the moon, which the earth’s shadow had divided precisely in half. Could there be an omen in that particular astronomic event? She had not consulted the moon charts when planning tonight’s gathering.

      They did not need to speak, Mahaavar and she. Their bodies had expressed everything in the ciphers of touch and sensation. The earthly manifestations of their eternal spirits. The complimentary nature of their bodies was their most effective communication. Mahaavar kissed her lips once again before leaving the garden; his were still hot and tasted of cinnamon.

      Along the Path of Contemplation they walked, two silver-robes strolling in the unhurried way common to those in power. Slaves tending the nightflowers scurried from the path, prostrating themselves; the clacking of shears resumed as they passed. Guards in hawk-faced visors stiffened as the two High Seraphim walked by their stations upon garden walls and bridges. A nightingale sang sweetly among the clustered vines that hemmed the pathway. Sungui’s bare feet on the polished marble made no sound; Mahaavar moved as quietly as she.

      They passed through an arch of jade carved into a parade of winged children, and so came into the Grotto of Sighing Flowers. A breeze stirred the hems of their garments, the naked breath of great, pulsing blossoms. At the nearest of the Inner Walls, they paused while an alabaster gate rose to admit them. They entered the courtyard of the Thirty-Ninth Tower and crossed a lawn where white-barked trees harbored flocks of nesting doves. Only here, away from the ears of passing slaves and functionaries, did Mahaavar speak to her.

      “How many do you expect?” he whispered.

      “It does not matter,” she said.

      “Will they listen?”

      “They have always listened,” she said.

      He said nothing, stifling his confusion.

      “Yet they never —”

      “Not yet,” she said. “Such things take time. Longer than you could guess.” She stopped in the middle of the courtyard, where the sound of cooing birds filled the branches. “Do you even remember how long it took to build the Holy Mountain? Do you remember – truly remember – how old you are?”

      Mahaavar looked at the shadows swimming about the tree roots. A holy viper crawled through the grass, its white scales speckled with a pattern of scarlet diamonds.

      “Sometimes,” he said. “Sometimes I recall… another life… or lives.”

      She smiled and caressed his cheek. “They were all you, Beautiful Mahaavar.”

      Sungui turned and the pace resumed. Through a second gate of whitewashed oak and iron they entered a narrow corridor with recessed candles lining the walls. A slave carrying a bundle of cloth paused before them, lying flat upon the floor so that they might walk upon his back. Sungui and Mahaavar stepped across the man’s bony frame one at a time. He neither groaned nor complained, although she did hear the complaint of his brittle bones. As they proceeded down the corridor, the slave was up again and carrying his burden in the direction from which they had come.

      “Why here, in this mean place crawling with slaves?” Mahaavar asked. “It stinks of sweat and fear.”

      She breathed deeply the close air of the Slave Quarters. She smelled only sweat, soap, and the exhalations of simple cuisine. Slaves’ cooking. Mahaavar was her spoiled lover, unaccustomed to walking in the lower precincts of the Holy Mountain. He was much like a boy, and she loved him for that as much as for their ancient and bloodless kinship. She allowed herself a lingering glance at his handsome face: high-set cheekbones, ebony hair, eyes blue as sapphire, the petulant mouth of a princeling. A lost and doddering God of the ancient world might look as fetching, were there ever any such beings. Adoring the beauty of his face, recalling the hot embrace of his body, she could understand why humans had created this notion of Gods.

      Yet that was long ago, and all those imaginary deities had been slain, forgotten, or suffused into the essence of the High Lord Celestial himself. Zyung was their only God now. The one God they could believe in because he walked among them working miracles, casting dooms, spreading his gifts of pain and death. For thousands of years it had been so. And it might be so for thousands more.

      Might be.

      “Relax, my love,” she told Mahaavar as they descended granite stairs. “Do you predict the Almighty’s eyes will turn from dreams of western conquest to search out the catacombs where his slaves dwell?”

      Mahaavar grinned. “Your cleverness amuses me. His Holiness would never expect to find a single one of his High Seraphim in such a place.” Sungui nodded, strands of her dark hair whispering against the flared shoulders of her vestment.

      Curtains of steam wafted in the damp air. A corridor of unadorned stone led them into an underground gallery dominated by a great, square pool of murky water. Young slaves tended two hearths where flames licked about hot stones. As the two High Seraphim entered, a terrified boy dropped a burning rock he was lifting with a pair of iron tongs. It fell steaming to the floor between his feet, glowing like a miniature red sun.

      Several adult slaves were bathing in the pool. Their faces lit with surprise, then abject fear. They rushed up out of the pool, grabbing towels to wrap themselves and shuffling the bath-tenders out of the chamber with a series of bows, prostrations, and nervous words. In a few seconds the chamber stood empty but for the two High Seraphim in their glittering robes, perspiring in the steam.

      Sungui raised a finger to her lips, ensuring Mahaavar’s silence. They did not have long to wait. Four dark archways glimmered silver as ten more High Seraphim entered the chamber to stand about the abandoned pool.

      Sungui’s eyes greeted each of them in turn. Damodar with his shaven skull and large ears, nose pierced by a hoop of sacred platinum. Eshad, whose impressive physique shamed even that of Mahaavar, cords of muscle coiled beneath the bright skin of his robes. Myrinhama, whose golden hair fell to her waist, and whose almond eyes were golden as well. Gulzarr and Darisha, who had been lovers for centuries, ageless and inscrutable behind faces of serene beauty. Durangshara, portly as any spoiled merchant, who took his joy from the fruits of the earth and his pleasure from the howls of slaves. Johaar and Mezviit and Aldreka, who could be triplets they were so alike in form, taste, and bearing. And finally Lavanyia, whose hair was a mound of sable silk piled atop her lovely head. She reminded Sungui of the great lionesses that roamed the Weary Plains to the south. She could also be as dangerous, as bloodthirsty, and as unforgiving as one of those proud beasts.

      Of them all, Lavanyia would be the hardest to convince.

      They used to be so much more. So much greater. Some of them remembered this. Others Sungui had to remind. A single decade or less was all it took for the world’s allure to smother and calcify these spirits who lingered in its fertile bosom. Yet Sungui had long ago found an advantage over her fellow Seraphim. Each of them had chosen a gender long ago and embraced it. She refused to do so. The flux of her aspects and the shifting of her form was her last defense against the tide of earthly influences that threatened to rob her of her true self.

      “Brothers and Sisters,” Sungui began. “The time has come to remember.” She nearly sang the words, so soft and melodious was her tone. She had learned how to charm them, imitating the ways of comely humans. It was partly why they all loved her. She catered to their whims, their secret delights, their hidden natures. She knew them better than they knew themselves. They knew her as two beings, twin aspects, and so she carried mystery and beauty with her like precious stones.

      She raised her hands as if to embrace them all. They took graceful steps about the edge of the pool, gathering into a close circle. Mahaavar stood at Sungui’s left hand, staring at the faces of the conspiracy he would join.

      Sungui sensed his eagerness. Mahaavar did not understand that there was no real sedition yet. No blasphemy. There was only this small group. Those Who Listen. There were only her words and these listeners’ undeniable need to hear what she would say. They had not gathered like this in several years. Yet years passed like days for their kind. There were a thousand more High Seraphim across the Living Empire who knew nothing of these assemblies. Yet an idea must take root in the minds of the few. Later it might spread like wild vines across the ranks of the Celestial Ones, and they might finally awaken from this worldly dream.

      These listeners were enough for now. The early seeds of a future forest.

      The contracted circle gleamed with curious eyes. A ripple of light flashed across the silvery robes. Sungui bowed her head.

      “In the time before time’s advent, we moved between the stars,” she said. “They were our mothers and fathers, our blazing progenitors. We sailed the vast ether and swam the oceans of eternity. Now we gather once more to recall the truth of what we are. We look back. We look inward. We listen once more to the music of our ancient selves, that it may remind us, reshape us, restore us.”

      “Hold,” said a liquid voice. Sungui raised her eyes to the leonine face of Lavanyia. Never before had a listener interrupted her guided meditation. The lioness stared at Sungui, as did the rest of the circle. Even Mahaavar’s eyes were upon her now. A chill crept up Sungui’s spine.

      “There is an Ear among us,” said Lavanyia. Her onyx eyes did not leave Sungui’s own. The eyes of the others darted nervously from face to face, peering into the shadows for any slaves that might be eavesdropping. There were none.

      Sungui sighed.

      “I am aware of this,” she said.

      “Then speak not another word until it has been removed,” said Lavanyia. Sungui stood transfixed by her imperious beauty. She longed to turn her back on them all and so reassert her dominance of the gathering. Yet she only stared at Lavanyia and blinked.

      “Now is not the time,” she said.

      Durangshara chuckled, his loose jowls quivering. “Shall we wait until His Holiness hears of this and annihilates us one by one?”

      Mahaavar laid his hand upon Sungui’s shoulder. His touch was firm yet gentle, as his lovemaking had been earlier. “A spy among us?” Mahaavar asked. “Let me kill him, Sungui. To prove my loyalty.”

      Sungui ignored the tightening of her stomach, the quickening of her pulse. She did not want this. Not tonight. She had hoped this ceremony would turn the Ear to her own purposes. Yet she knew the danger of such a gamble. The Almighty saw all there was to see in his realm, and the only way to avoid his gaze was to hide in the lowest of places, nooks and crannies that were beneath his attention. Hence the Slave Bath, where her listeners stood at odds in the fading steam.

      Her eyes narrowed as she leaned toward Lavanyia. An unspoken challenge beamed in the eyes of the lioness. Lavanyia would take control of this revolution before it ever grew to fruition, if only she could recall the truth as well as Sungui. Yet Lavanyia could not. How she must envy Sungui’s retention of identity while all those around her continued to Diminish. Perhaps Lavanyia even suspected that it was Sungui’s double aspect which made her less susceptible to the Almighty’s dominance. The lioness could not control the listeners, so she sought instead to control the speaker.

      The moment of challenge seemed endless. Sungui might have turned away, but she did not. Her upper lip curled. A ripple ran across her body beneath the bright vestment. A familiar passion rose from her groin into her stomach, nearly burst from her throat. Her jaw-line shifted, her nose grew hawkish, her shoulders expanded, and the muscles of her arms, legs, and chest swelled. Manhood rose like a granite obelisk, rushing through flesh like angry blood, and she grew somewhat taller. At the same time she drew from the left sleeve of her robe a dagger of black metal, hilt crusted with rubies, blade etched with dread sigils.

      Lavanyia did not flinch at the appearance of the weapon.

      Sungui’s female aspect was entirely gone. He stood utterly male and defiant amid the circle now. The iron blade glinted like the torch flames dancing in Lavanyia’s eyes.

      Mahaavar’s hand dropped from Sungui’s shoulder; he backed away from his transformed lover. Always discomfited by this shift. So locked into the role written for him by the Almighty that he did not even recognize the single nature of one who wore a double aspect. Mahaavar would not kiss, touch, or whisper any gentle words to the male Sungui, though perhaps secretly he fancied the blasphemous idea.

      Lavanyia did not blink at all. There was no element of fear on her splendid face. The maleness that had emerged so swiftly drew Sungui toward the lioness with invisible chains. Suddenly Sungui desired her, wished to conquer her stubborn femininity in the way that men have always conquered women.

      “Sungui,” insisted Mahaavar. “Let me kill whoever —”

      Mahaavar lost his words as the dagger’s blade plunged into his chest. It sank deep, and the hilt slammed against his skin with a meaty slap. He staggered backward two steps, but did not crumble. His eyes fell to the ruby pommel protruding from his breast like a piece of bizarre jewelry.

      Sungui stepped forward, placing himself between the listeners and the Ear.

      “I had hoped to reach you.” Sungui’s male voice was deeper, heavy with the weight of regret, laced with the poison of pity. In his female aspect he would weep over Mahaavar. Yet now not a single tear escaped his eye. His male aspect was used to tragedy, remorse, and the spilling of blood. It thrived on such sustenance.

      Mahaavar’s lips moved but he made no sound. Neither did he fall to the wet stone floor of the bath chamber. He stood bleeding and mouthing soundless pleas. Sungui avoided his eyes, looking instead at the faces of Those Who Listen. Lavanyia did not smile with her lips, but with her eyes. She gloated over Sungui’s remorse. She had driven Sungui to this moment, given him no choice in how to handle Mahaavar’s treachery. As soon as word of their gathering reached Zyung from the lips of Mahaavar, they would all be caught in the trap of the Almighty’s awareness. Hiding their fellowship from His Holiness then would no longer be possible.

      I probably could not have turned Mahaavar anyway. 

      The thought ran through Sungui’s mind as if dropped there, a cold stone rippling the waters of a still pond. His male aspect was forever justifying the cruelty of its actions. This is how Men lived. He leaned close to Mahaavar, who stuttered and trembled. Mahaavar could not fall, nor could he move in any other way.

      “I have aligned the metal of this blade with the Ninety Aspects of Higher Being,” Sungui whispered. “Your position in this universe is now fixed, the last shred of freedom left to you by Zyung torn away… until the stars shift themselves into new patterns.”

      Mahaavar’s eyes grew large, terror bleeding from his wound along with dark blood.

      “We could keep you this way for eons,” Sungui said, “trapped between the edges of life and death.”

      Durangshara laughed, a metallic chortle. So very cruel, that one.

      “Yet I pity you, Mahaavar,” Sungui said. “Instead of this lingering punishment, we will accept you in the Ancient Way.” Mahaavar’s wet eyes closed. Sungui reached a hand to grab his throat and sang the tones of an ancient song.

      The hand released the neck, and Mahaavar fell at last. His body clattered against the stones, no longer made of flesh and blood. The Ear was now a bone-pale statue, a perfect effigy of himself, dead of eye and limb. Sungui licked a finger and rubbed it along Mahaavar’s petrified cheek. He brought it to his tongue and tasted the salt. Bitter and strong as any earthly salt.

      Sungui grabbed the salt figure’s wrist and broke off the entire hand with a snapping sound. He raised it to show his fellow High Seraphim that the consumption was ready. Each of them came forward, male and female, reaching down to snap off an arm, a foot, a thigh. The head was divided three ways into odd-shaped blocks of grainy salt. They broke the salted Mahaavar into a dozen white lumps, shoving each of them into their mouths, and chewed at the chalky substance.

      Sungui crumbled each of the salt fingers into his hand and dropped them into his mouth, swallowing the bitterness easily as water. Then the rest of the hand, gnawed to dust and coursing down his throat while the others devoured the rest of the salt figure. When it was done, they arose from the floor with pale stains about lips and chins. All that remained between them were a few scattered grains which no slave would ever know to be any different from the seasoning used in the kitchens.

      Now the circle reformed itself. The imbibed pieces of Mahaavar turned to light in their bellies. The salt-eaters glowed from mouth, nostril, and eye, until the greatness of their own spirits subsumed the ingested shards of Mahaavar.

      So did members of the Old Breed die, consumed by their fellows, never tasting the sweetness of a mortal death; only divided into oblivion among those who remained. Sungui’s kind could neither be created nor truly destroyed. He hoped the death of his lover might remind these listeners of that essential fact. If so, then Mahaavar’s slaying would have some meaning. Some purpose.

      Sungui led them in the meditation once again. The imbibed power settled in their stomachs and spread throughout their limbs, becoming less than noticeable. His voice guided them through the depths of forgotten ages, back into the formless void that gave birth to all things, back to the source of their common essence. Back to the days when even Zyung himself was simply One of Many, and the deep cosmos was their playground.

      Now the listeners emerged from the trance, and Sungui saw it flickering in their eyes. He did not mistake it for the glow of Mahaavar’s faded essence. This was another fire. The fire of memory. The flames of outrage and epiphany. Now they remembered exactly what they used to be. They would remember for days, some even for weeks. During this time, their secret resentment would fester, and the Almighty’s rule would weigh on them like a bronze yoke.

      They would realize the similarities between themselves and the humans that were so expendable. Like Sungui, they would recognize the shape of their own slavery. Yes, even the High Seraphim were but slaves in the blinding glare of His Holiness. Now they remembered this fact.

      Yet they would soon forget. Zyung’s power over them always reasserted itself.

      So it had been for millennia.

      “Now is the time,” Sungui spoke. He met each of their gleaming eyes. “While memory lives fresh in your minds, while Zyung’s dreams of western conquest command his attention. His ambition is our opportunity. While he is distracted, we can rise up and take it all. We can end our bondage and claim his empire for our own. Join me in this, and we will be again what we were. Not Gods… but greater than Gods.”

      The faces of Those Who Listen were placid pools hiding untold depths of memory and experience. Johaar looked to Mezviit, and Mezviit turned to Aldreka. In the end they all turned to lovely Lavanyia.

      Lavanyia offered a smile of infuriating kindness.

      Sungui’s male loins ached.

      I will have her, if it takes a century. 

      “Sweet Sungui,” said Lavanyia. Her jeweled fingers rose to caress the muscles of his chest, not daring to plunge beneath the silvery satin, yet warm through the thin fabric. “You are well named Sungui the Venomous by those who fear you. Your ambition rivals that of His Holiness. Yet you are but a mote set to spinning about his bright sun. So are we all. Planets fixed in the gravity of his grand order. What you suggest – what you dream – is not possible.”

      Sungui frowned.

      How have I lost them so soon? 

      “We are Diminished in his presence now for ten thousand years,” said Lavanyia. “To live as a bright spark in the shadow of his divinity is far better than the darkness of annihilation. We must remain Diminished.”

      “You fear him,” said Sungui. His voice was broken gravel. Anger gnawed at his heart.

      “Of course we fear him,” said Damodar. “We listen… we remember… but we are not fools. If you believe this invasion will weaken him, or enable your treason in any way, you are very much mistaken.”

      “Perhaps the fate of Mahaavar lies too heavy on your soul,” offered Darisha.

      The salty remains lingered on Sungui’s tongue. “No!” he spat. “Let me show you more. Let me share another vision of our former greatness. You will see that he is no greater than any of us. And all of us together —”

      “Would stand no chance,” said Durangshara. His beefy hands rose in a dismissive gesture. “His will made us what we are. His will can unmake us. All talk of rebellion must be forgotten, scoured from our mind as the remains of Mahaavar shall be washed from this floor.”

      “They why did you come here?” Sungui faced the fat one, defying his arrogance with a puffed chest. “Why listen to me at all?”

      Silence ruled the chamber. The crackling of flames in the sconces.

      It was Myrinhama the Golden who finally answered. Her voice was honey and sunlight.

      “We listen because we must remember,” she said, “as an adult remembers the joys of childhood… the time of innocence when the boundaries of reality did not yet exist. We listen to honor what we once were, and what we are now. Yet the grown woman does not seek to become a girl-child again. Children have no power, and they are meant to grow… to become. There is no going back, Sungui.”

      How could he make them see past this conditioning? This was the earth working its magic on them. Zyung’s order took its power from the cycles of nature. Birth, Death, and Rebirth. These cycles did not apply to the Old Breed. They never had. Until Zyung had chained their kind to this world and so made them part of it.

      The others nodded at the perceived wisdom of Myrinhama’s words.

      “You are all fools,” Sungui said.

      Durangshara chuckled. “There is only one fool among us here. We indulge you, Sungui. Yet consider what we have said today. You cannot hide your true self from His Holiness forever. Before he discovers your ambition, we will ourselves send you to salt.”

      Sungui picked up the black dagger, stained with the pale residue of Mahaavar. He whirled to face the fat Seraphim once again, thrusting his chin forward.

      “There is no threat within you,” Sungui growled.

      Durangshara leaned back only a hair’s breadth. His glinting eyes followed the salty blade.

      Lavanyia spoke again, her voice calm as night. “Durangshara means only that you must forget this treason, Sungui. You will not find peace until you do so.”

      Sungui sheathed the dagger in the sleeve of his robe. The eyes of Those Who Listen followed him as he walked toward the arched exit.

      They listened, yes. But they did not hear.

      He would have offered some final word of defiance, but the chance was stolen from him.

      The gray brick walls began to tremble. A rain of dust and pebbles fell from the ceiling, and the waters of the cooled bath grew confused with ripples and splashing. A torch fell from its sconce and extinguished itself in the bathwater.

      Above the trembling of rock and soil and water, a tremendous note rang clear and powerful. The peal of the Great Horn, the voice of Zyung himself, giving at last the signal that was fifty years in coming. For a generation now, sons of the empire had labored to fulfill their fathers’ dreams of the coming conquest. The Holy Armada had been expanded and the ranks of the Almighty’s armies had swollen. The preparations for this westward expansion had captured the attention of the Inner and Outer Provinces for as long as any living man could remember.

      Now it had come, on this night of all nights. The night of Mahaavar’s consumption.

      The Almighty’s horn cast its thunderous knell across the Divine Province, and its din would roll on the evening currents into the lands beyond, igniting the cities where his flame-eyed visage loomed over Kings and Caliphs alike.

      The time had come.

      The Great Horn called them all to war.

      The Invasion of the West was begun.

      With a fleeting glance at the resigned listeners, Sungui ran from the chamber, leaping the prostrate forms of wailing slaves. Rising from the catacombs, he entered a courtyard and bounded up the heart-spiral of a tower, toward a series of arched stone bridges. This high route would bring him quickly to the dreadnought landing bay.

      Again his designs Diminish me. 

      There is no escape from it. 

      No time to convince Those Who Listen that Lavanyia is wrong. 

      No time for treason. 

      Today there was only time to serve Zyung.

      The Holy Armada would sail the wind.
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      What is time?

      A series of curtains rippling and waving, each one a doorway into past or future. There are many futures. Often I reach for the nearest curtain and pull aside its gossamer fabric, gazing into one of these possible futures. Yet there are so many curtains exactly like this one, shrouds against futures that might be, or will be, or should never be.

      At times I fail to pierce the veil of the future, and then I can only stand at the curtain and listen to the echoes of what has not yet come to pass.

      What is space?

      An infinite void sparkling with the energies of creation. An ocean of glimmering stardust spread across the gulf, taking on shape and form, spilling into comets and spheres and nameless singularities. Endless patterns, spinning through infinity. There are many worlds, worlds within worlds, and yet there is only the one in which I sit and contemplate the angles of possibility. This is the world I chose long ago to inhabit, revere, and sculpt into something greater.

      This is my world.

      Men call me the Shaper.

      Yet there is another world on the other side of this one. In fact, the two worlds are one and the same, two halves of a whole. Yet in many ways they could not be more different. Until yesterday the Kings of Men and Giants did not know that another Shaper exists. I have also shown them the true shape of their world… a sphere… and given them a vision of what is to come. Yet I fear that they will not be able to withstand it.

      The Old Breed came into this world when it was young. Our home was the vastness between the stars. Even I cannot remember what drove us from the infinite into the bosom of this tiny mote. We fell as thundering tempests, raging winds, and flaming meteors into the primal seas. We crafted continents and raised up the basest of organisms, birthing sentient races to worship our greatness. We toyed with these early species, casting them into terrible wars, smiling at the grim temples they erected in our honor, laughing at the mortal doom which inevitably came. The curse of Blood and Fire and Suffering. It fascinated us, this mortal delicacy, this predilection for pain and death. Sometimes we slaughtered entire empires and rebuilt them, as a child plays with stones. We reigned over an Age of Chaos.

      We strode across the world as its dark Emperors, weaving histories and legends, watching them fade in the mists of time, and we grew bored. Some of us returned to the vastness of the starry gulfs, while others Diminished into the world itself. We became seas, mountain ranges, glaciers, volcanoes, and ceaseless winds. Others fell lower, taking on the forms of those we had created for our own amusement; we exploited our status as monarchs and holy beings among the young races. Tired of playing with the world and its peoples as separate entities, we became them.

      And we began to forget ourselves.

      Now we forged nations and empires from inside the menagerie we had built. We walked in the bodies of those who came before Men, and each time the red plague of war came and struck us low. We warred among ourselves to prove whose creations were superior. We warred out of boredom and fickle emotions. We lost ourselves in the pain and pleasure of a small existence. Now we were tied to this tiny world, and so we destroyed and rebuilt it again and again.

      Now we had learned too much of mortal existence. It had changed us as surely as we had manipulated it throughout the ancient epochs. We began to forget one another, to find our own solitary places to sit and dream away eternity. But not all of us slept.

      In the wake of a great slaughter, the one I call my brother came to me. We were no more true brothers than we were true Men, yet there is no other word to express our common origins. He called together the last of the Old Breed who lingered among the mortal realms. A thousand of us gathered like clouds above the plain of blood and bones where the ravens feasted.

      The time has come, said my brother. Soon he would take the name of Zyung. The Earthborn have arisen, and they are not of our making. The time of chaos and destruction must end. Now it is plain to me what must be done: This world must be tamed so the Earthborn might prosper. A lasting order must be built. An ultimate domain that cannot fall, a Living Empire that will bring an end to strife and warfare. On this day I will begin shaping this world into an eternal paradise. Who will join me in the pursuit of this great dream?

      These are only my memories.

      They sometimes fade like night vapors in the light of dawn.

      It might have happened differently.

      Most of my brothers and sisters chose to serve Zyung. His Living Empire grew across the great continent. He pruned the tribes of Men as a gardener prunes a vine. His shadows cast by his bright light fell across realm after realm. Men called him their God; they conquered and slaughtered in his name.

      As the Living Empire grew, I witnessed the death of free will, the elimination of curiosity, the stamping out of higher thought among the Earthborn. Zyung’s everlasting peace could only be gained by enduring a long age of death and domination. I saw proud peoples become little more than slaves, choosing servitude over annihilation. Always the same choice he offered them, and always the dead outnumbered the living.

      One day there would be no more death, no more conflict. There would be only Zyung, who would be the world itself, and all those within the world would be Zyung as well.

      So I faced my brother and denied him. A handful of the Old Breed joined me in this. Some were eager to shirk the chains of obedience, while others dreamed of forging their own empires as they had done in past ages. There were not many of us, and so we could not stand long against the growing power of Zyung. We built a fleet of ships and gathered a host of Earthborn from the last of the free nations. We led our people across the Cryptic Sea and found a lesser continent on the other side of the world. The tribes we had saved were free to roam its interior and build their own kingdoms.

      Yet our new home was haunted by the great Serpents of old. So I raised up the race of Giants from the stones of the earth and set them to slaying the Old Wyrms. Once this was done, our transplanted tribes flourished, eventually giving birth to five great city-states. I will not describe the long ages of each kingdom’s birth and evolution, yet all the while Zyung’s empire grew and grew across the trackless ocean.

      A thousand years ago Zyung conquered the last of the lands on the far side of the world. The ancestral lands of the peoples known as Uurzians, Yaskathans, Mumbazans, Sharrians, and Khyreins were now gone, replaced by the homogeneity of the Living Empire. Yet the descendants of these five noble tribes have long forgotten their true origins. To them, the Land of the Five Cities is the entirety of the world itself.

      For such a long time I labored to keep them ignorant of the truth.

      Now that truth can no longer be denied.

      In his quest to build a paradise that encompasses the earth itself, Zyung is coming.

      Now the Kings of this land are united at last. Now they must face the Living Empire and I must face my brother. I do fear the greatness of his power. Yet I knew that one day this conflict would fall upon me. For a time I gave up on saving the Land of the Five Cities from Zyung’s dominion. For so very long I had tried and failed to rid mankind of its lust for war. I nearly lost the hope of ever doing so.

      Man was doomed to struggle, bleed, and die. There was no hope of changing his essential nature, which was that of a warrior, a direct manifestation of his predatory instinct. I had grown weary of trying to change the Earthborn.

      It was the heart of a single brave girl who gave me the strength to try again.

      Sharadza. 

      I clutch at my stray thoughts now and force them back toward Zyung.

      I love her. 

      Now is not the time for such illusions.

      The gray-green ocean simmers beneath a scattering of stars. A bank of stormclouds hides the sinking sun, harbinger of the darkness to come. War is a storm that clouds the affairs of Men as well as those who are more than Men. There will be great suffering.

      I hover, legs folded, above a crag overlooking the Golden Sea. The evening winds whip at my robes and make the blue flame upon my chest flicker. The black city of Khyrei smokes with ten thousand feast-fires behind me. Its people celebrate their liberation at the hands of Tong the Avenger, a slave who became a revolutionary. As their new monarch, Tong sits restless upon his throne. He must rebuild a fractured kingdom into something better and stronger, a nation freed from the ancient grip of Ianthe the Claw.

      Ianthe had crossed the world with me long ago, fleeing Zyung’s power. I was a fool for her charms, which blinded me to her wicked nature. In many ways, she was far worse than Zyung, yet I had set her loose upon the new continent to stoke the fires of the Earthborn’s worst qualities. She became a conqueror, a parasite, a tyrant. To rid the world of her was as difficult as changing the essence of the Earthborn. Yet now her dark kingdom has at last been stolen away from her, and she has left it behind.

      I see it now, clear as the rising moon: Ianthe has returned to Zyung, taking Gammir with her. They will feed him many secrets about my half of the world. Ianthe, who built kingdoms and destroyed them on a whim; who revels in the blood of innocents; whose pattern was blended with that of the predator. And Gammir, who was once perhaps her equal, but now is only her slave. Yet both of them will be little more than slaves in Zyung’s world. There is no room for anything else there.

      In the Khyrein harbor the double fleet prepares for a morning launch. I might weep for the fools who are doomed to die beneath those sails, but I do not have the luxury. The regal swanships of Mumbaza sit alongside the Yaskathan triremes, an impressive assembly of no less than seven hundred warships. Tong has pledged another hundred Khyrein reavers, newly liberated and pledged into his service. This brings the total close to one thousand vessels.

      The Southern Kings think their combined fleets invincible. They are good men, but they are fools. Even after I split the veil of the future and showed them the Hordes of Zyung only days from landfall, they still deny the truth of their weakness.

      When those ships sail in the morning, each man on board will be sailing to his death.

      One can bring a Council of Kings together, yet still fail to make them listen.

      So I sit above the darkening sea, striving to peer deeper into the corridor of the future. Which veil hides the truth from me? I must offer these brave Kings something more before they sail off to die. For the first time, I wonder exactly how much I have Diminished, living among the Earthborn for so long. Perhaps that single glance of what is to come, the golden cloud vision that I offered them, is all that I am capable of giving. Still I must try.

      The moon rises, split in half by the earth’s shadow, and no longer can I see the future clearly. The veils are too thick. Too numerous. This has always been difficult, for the future is nebulous and unformed. Yet now it becomes impossible.

      Perhaps it is Zyung himself who obscures my vision. Surely he has not forgotten me, or the exodus which I made possible so long ago.

      In the war room of Khyrei’s black palace, near to the ruins of Ianthe’s tower, the Kings and their advisors had gathered before sunset. They had all seen the golden cloud on the previous day, the vision of overwhelming forces that had sent even resilient Tyro into a delirious fever. Now they had gathered again, this time to decide a course of action.

      How I had hoped they would listen to me.

      Yet they are Kings, used to getting their own way.

      Prideful Kings, some of them, who would rather face death directly than run from it.

      Undutu of Mumbaza, barely nineteen years old, spoke the loudest. This was no surprise to me. “We have assembled the greatest fleet in history,” said the young King. “The only thing that has changed is our enemy.” His eyes, darker than his ebony skin, flashed with boyish bravado. The other Kings saw this naïve ignorance as nothing less than raw courage.

      “Well spoken,” said Tyro, King of Uurz, before I could correct the Mumbazan. “The war we intended to fight against Khyrei shall now be against Zyung. If the wizard’s vision is true —”

      “You know it is true,” Sharadza interrupted him. I avoided looking at her emerald eyes. It would not do to be seen fawning over the former Queen of Yaskatha while her husband sat at the same table. “The great horde approaches. You saw it in Iardu’s vision.”

      D’zan, King of Yaskatha, rubbed his unshaven chin. A platinum crown sat heavy upon his brow. He knew my powers well; he had no cause to doubt the vision. “Iardu,” he said, “you showed us a vast armada that sails upon the air, and in numbers far greater than even our combined forces. Yet what can you tell us of this God-King’s weakness? How may we best face these invaders?”

      The faces of the Kings fell upon me. Brave Tong, whose reign had begun only three short days ago, relied on a quick-witted translator to speak with these royal visitors. Vireon, King of Udurum, sat silent as stone, his great arms folded, a quiet storm brewing in his eyes. He wore now the crown of Angrid, a circlet of heavy iron set with a trio of sapphires; it made him King of All Giants. Tyro was the ambitious Emperor of Uurz, his golden breastplate gleaming
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