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It Is the Second Age of Man

Long ago, in the First Age, mortals became Exalted by the Unconquered Sun and the other celestial gods. These demigods were Princes of the Earth and presided over a golden age of unparalleled wonder. But like all utopias, the age ended in tears and bloodshed.

The official histories say that the Solar Exalted went mad and had to be put down lest they destroy all of Creation. Those who had been enlightened rulers became despots and anathema. Some whisper that the Sun-Children were betrayed by the very companions and lieutenants they had loved: the less powerful Exalts who traced their lineage to the Five Elemental Dragons. Others say that the Sun-Children’s advisors, the Sidereal Exalted, poisoned the minds of the Terrestrial Exalts. Either way, the First Age ended and gave way to an era of chaos and warfare, when the civilized world faced invasion by the mad Fair Folk and the devastation of the Great Contagion. This harsh time ended only with the rise of the Scarlet Empress, a powerful Dragon-Blood who fought back all enemies and founded a great empire.

For a time, all was well—at least for those who toed the Empress’s line.

But times are changing again. The Scarlet Empress has retreated into seclusion. The dark forces of the undead and the Fair Folk are stirring again. And most cataclysmic of all, the Solar Exalted have returned. Across Creation, men and women find themselves imbued with the power of the Unconquered Sun and awaken to memories from a long-ago golden age. The Sun-Children, the Anathema, have been reborn.

And all the while, the inscrutable Sidereal Exalted have watched and contemplated, guiding the destiny of Creation with small moves.
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Chapter One

“A moment, thrice-honored traveler.”

Swan stopped walking and turned around, a neutral smile coming easily to his face. He’d already sensed the men concealed in the waist-high grass on the west side of the trail, so it was with no great surprise that he watched them leave their hiding places and step onto the trail to confront him. Three stood before him, and though Swan made no move to glance over his shoulder, he knew that another two stood behind.

Hands open at his sides, stance relaxed, Swan said, “Good afternoon. And what might a humble traveler such as myself do for you gentlemen on this glorious day?”

And it was glorious. The cloudless sky was an unbroken expanse of perfect blue. The sun was just beginning its long descent toward the horizon, and though it was hot, there was little humidity. A gentle breeze helped mitigate the heat, and the wind rustled the marsh grasses and set them to whispering.

The men before him shuffled their feet and exchanged glances, as if unsure how to proceed. All were of peasant stock, wearing nothing but crudely carved wooden sandals and loose breeches woven from coarse brown cloth. Each carried a simple thrusting spear as his only weapon. The men were of medium height and lean—almost too much so, as if they hadn’t been getting enough to eat lately. Their skin was smooth, light brown, and their straight red hair was done up in topknots, as was the custom for Southeastern men. Their fine, delicate facial features were so similar that Swan suspected they were siblings, or perhaps cousins. He wondered if the two at his back were also members of the same family. Most likely, he decided.

The man in the middle stepped forward, shifting his spear into fighting position as he did so. Despite his malnourished state, the man moved with the surety and grace of someone who knew how to handle himself in battle. This, then, was the leader.

“We took notice of you back in our village,” the leader said.

Swan allowed his smile to widen a fraction of an inch, but he was careful to keep any trace of mockery out of his voice as he said, “Of course you did. As charming as your village is, I don’t imagine you get many tourists.”

Though Swan was dressed in simple traveler’s clothes—a triple-layer cloak over a light chain shirt, canvas pants and knee-high boots—his fine features, pale skin and long deep-violet hair and matching eyes marked him as an obvious foreigner.

Swan continued before the lead villager could speak again. “But then, these lands have seen better days, have they not?”

The leader blinked several times, as if he were trying to puzzle out how he had lost control of the conversation so quickly. His grip tightened on the spear, and Swan sensed that if he confused the man too much, the peasant would simply order his men to attack.

Swan did his best to sound sympathetic and nonjudgmental as he continued. He had seen much of the Southeast’s fertile river valleys and marshlands these last few weeks, but everywhere he went, the situation was the same: The people were suffering. “There were few cattle in your village. And those animals I did see were in poor health. I saw next to no vegetables or fruits: certainly none for sale anywhere in the village. From my understanding of the seasons in the South, the bounty of nature should be plentiful this time of year. But it is not.”

The leader relaxed his grip on the spear. His expression softened and sadness came into his eyes.

“You speak the truth,” he said in a soft voice. “Reeds Swaying at Sunset is but a pale reflection of its former glory.”

Even at the village’s height, Swan doubted that anyone who wasn’t born there would use the word glory to describe it. Reeds Swaying at Sunset was a tiny village perched on the edge of stagnant marshlands, little more than a few dozen huts surrounded by a half dozen farms. It wasn’t large enough to capture the attention of even the most thorough of mapmakers, including the one who’d drawn the map Swan carried on his person. He’d only chanced to learn about the village from a passing and quite talkative trader he’d encountered several days’ journey to the east.

The man to the left of the leader suddenly spoke. “It’s the cursed Varangians’ fault!” He spit onto the trail as if saying Varangians had left a bitter taste in his mouth.

Swan frowned. This wasn’t the first time during his travels in the Southeast that he’d heard Varangians cursed by common folk suffering misfortune. Far from it.

“If I might ask, what have they done to incur your displeasure?” Swan asked.

One of the men behind him let out a barking laugh, forgetting or perhaps no longer concerned about concealing his presence.

“What haven’t they done?” he said.

Swan kept his gaze fixed on the leader, for it was he who must be placated if a violent confrontation were to be avoided.

“They have altered trade routes and raised tariffs,” the leader said. “They’ve also created a list of favored trading partners. To get on this list, a village must render up a seasonal trading fee, which few can afford to pay once, let alone one season after another. And if anyone is foolish enough to take the Varangians’ offer of credit to obtain a place on this list, they face severe penalties if they cannot repay their debt in a timely manner. The Varangians take the best cattle and produce a village has to offer—and they keep taking them.” The leader paused for a moment, then continued in a voice tight with barely suppressed rage. “Worst of all, the youngest and strongest men and women are taken and sold in the slave markets of Kirighast.”

“From what I saw of your village,” Swan said, “I take it that you were one of those who set up a line of credit with the Varangians.”

As soon as the intended offer of sympathy left his lips, Swan realized that it was the wrong comment to make. The leader’s eyes grew cold, his jaw set in a determined line. He once more tightened his grip on his spear.

“Do not mock our misery,” he said in a low, dangerous tone. “We made the only choice we could at the time, and now, we must deal with the consequences of that choice.” The leader’s gaze remained cold, but his mouth stretched into a slow smile. “As you must now deal with the consequences of your choice to visit our village.”

Swan inclined his head. “My apologies; I meant no disrespect. But tell me, precisely what consequences are we talking about?”

The leader scowled and raised the tip of his spear until it was directly in line with Swan’s heart. “On those rare occasions when outsiders visit our village, we ask them to make a small donation before they leave.”

A couple of the other men chuckled at this, but Swan just kept listening, his expression carefully neutral.

The leader’s lips slowly peeled away from his teeth, but the expression was anything but a smile.

“I understand completely,” Swan said. “But we have a saying in the Coral Archipelago, where I come from: ‘Ill fortune reveals what good fortune conceals.’ What a person does during difficult times reveals the true nature of his character.”

Anger, perhaps laced with a touch of shame, twisted the leader’s features into a mask of fury. “Enough talk!” He jabbed his spear-point toward Swan as if to punctuate his words. “Give us what we want or die!”

“Permit me to offer a counterproposal,” Swan said. “Return to your village now, in peace. I have no wish to harm any of you.”

The leader looked at Swan, as if the violet-haired, fair-skinned foreigner had just told an incomprehensible joke. Finally, he said, “I tried to warn you. May you learn to better heed advice in your next life.”

With that, the leader lunged forward with his spear, needle-sharp tip hurtling straight toward Swan’s heart. The man moved with the speed and grace of someone who has spent his entire life fighting for his survival in the unforgiving lands of the Southeast. But no matter how swiftly he moved, compared to the speed Swan could summon, the man might as well have been standing still.

Swan waited until the spear-tip was a mere fraction of an inch from his chest before turning sideways. He avoided the leader’s spear-thrust and the man stumbled forward, suddenly off balance. At the same instant, Swan heard the scuff of a sandal behind him and sensed the disturbance in the air as another spear was jabbed toward his ribs. Without conscious thought, Swan’s left hand moved fast as a striking snake and grabbed the leader’s spear shaft. He brought his right hand down in a swift, sure arc and wood splintered at the impact of bone and flesh. As the front half of the spear began to fall, Swan yanked on the other half. The leader, who still held tight to the broken end of the spear, stumbled forward, and Swan swung him around and into the other villager who sought to puncture one of his lungs. The leader slammed into the other man with a meaty sound of flesh hitting flesh. Swan released his grip on the leader’s broken spear, and the two villagers went down in an unconscious tangle of arms and legs.

The remaining trio of bandits hesitated, as if debating the wisdom of attacking Swan after what had happened to their companions. But then, as if coming to silent agreement, they rushed him in unison. Unafraid, Swan leaped straight upward to avoid the attack. For an instant, he blocked out the sun, and to the villagers, he appeared as a silhouette surrounded by a glowing corona of light. The three men managed not to skewer one another as they collided, and as Swan came down, he seemed to hang motionless in the air for a split second, kicking three times in rapid succession. Swan then flipped forward, landed on the ground and rolled gracefully to his feet as the last three bandits collapsed, unconscious.

Swan stood for a moment, breathing slowly and evenly. He then checked on the five villagers and was gratified to find that none of them were dead or broken, though he doubted they would be feeling very good—or moving very fast—when they regained consciousness.

“I hope you’ll pardon my saying so, but you make better cattle herders than thieves.” He paused a moment, then reached into one of his pockets and withdrew a small leather pouch. “It’s not much, but perhaps it will make your circumstances somewhat more bearable.” Swan dropped the purse to the ground where it landed with a clink.

Then, without another word, he turned and resumed walking along the path in his original direction. He’d seen more than enough of the problems that plagued the Southeast. Now it was time to see if he could do anything about them.


Chapter Two

“Tell Declan that I’m indisposed, Father.”

“Indisposed?” Anbeyssa said. “And what, precisely, is that supposed to mean?”

“It’s a polite way of saying I don’t want to see him, and would he please go away.”

Maylea stood at her bedroom window, peering into a small golden cage that hung from the ceiling on a slender chain. Inside the cage, a tiny colorful songbird held tight to its wooden perch. The bird looked out through the open window at the blue sky and began trilling a soft, mournful song.

Maylea’s bedchamber was larger than many homes in Yane. The walls were curved, the doorways rounded. There were no sharp angles or corners to be found. The walls were decorated with constellations rendered in ovals of polished jade—beautiful, but cold to the touch. Her bed was a circular down-filled mattress big enough to fit a half dozen people comfortably. The sheets were delicate red satin, and small throw pillows embroidered with elaborate nature scenes were piled in a mound in the center of the mattress. When she’d been a child, Maylea had loved to run across the room, launch herself into the air and land giggling on the mountain of pillows. Although those days were only a few years past, it seemed like a lifetime ago. Several lifetimes.

“Why do we keep birds caged, Father?” she asked.

Though Maylea did not turn to face him, she nevertheless heard the frown in her father’s voice as he answered. “Don’t try to change the subject!”

She continued as if she hadn’t heard him. “We tell ourselves that it’s for their own good, that they are much safer within the cage than without. That the great gift of being privileged to amuse us is worth sacrificing their freedom. But does anyone ever stop to consider their feelings?”

Maylea was a beautiful young woman, with fine features, flawless chocolate skin and large soulful eyes. She was tall and slender, her crimson hair bound in a single long ponytail as was the custom for women in Yane. She wore a simple bustier, loose white pantaloons and wooden-soled sandals, though her clothes were of better quality than what the average citizen could afford. She also wore a pair of large dangling earrings that nearly reached her shoulders. Such ornamentation was not uncommon in Yane, but those of the ruling class especially tended to be restrained and conservative in their use of such personal accessories. But Maylea’s earrings were gaudy, showy things, more suitable for a lower-caste courtesan than a woman of her station. They consisted of seashells that had been painted gold and festooned with glittering faux diamonds and multicolored bird feathers. They were truly hideous, and her father loathed them. Maylea wore them every chance she got.

Her father’s voice softened as he replied. “Only you would think of such things, my gem.”

Maylea gazed at the bird a moment longer before reaching up and releasing the latch that kept the cage door closed. She swung the door open, then stepped back and waited, but the songbird didn’t leap off its perch and take wing. In fact, it didn’t seem to be aware that the door was open, or indeed, that there even was a door to be opened or closed at all. The bird remained on its perch, singing its sad song and looking at the blue sky forever beyond its reach in so many ways.

Maylea heard her father cross the bedchamber until he was standing next to her. “The bird is too conditioned to its captivity to accept your gift of freedom,” he said. “The creature also knows that it is safer in the cage, for there are many predators in the outer world that would devour it on sight. If the bird truly desired its freedom, it would leave its prison, regardless of what awaited it out there.”

“Even if it should be injured—perhaps even killed?” Maylea asked.

“Even then, if one truly desires a thing—if one needs it above all else—then no risk is too great, no potential outcome too disastrous to deter the attempt.”

Maylea grinned. “Why, Father! You sound as if you’re saying individuals must seek to fulfill their desires, whatever they might be.”

“Not at all! My point is that this bird has the good sense to accept its lot in this life.” He paused. “Unlike some.”

Maylea turned to her father and scowled. “What are you saying?”

“I’m concerned about your behavior. You’ve been restless of late, as well as short-tempered… almost to the point of open defiance.”

Maylea wanted to defend herself against these charges, but she knew she could not. What her father said was true.

Anbeyssa’s voice softened as he continued. “Do you feel another of your dizzy spells coming on? Shall I send for the family physician?”

Maylea had to fight to keep herself from laughing. “No, Father. I feel fine.” Physically, at least, she thought.

“Then perhaps you have been, ah… indulging in various recreational substances? One must take great care when doing so, for there are hidden dangers—”

If she hadn’t known that her father spoke out of love, Maylea would’ve been insulted. “I do not enjoy such pastimes, Father.”

Anbeyssa smiled, though it was clearly forced. “Perhaps then it is nothing more than the imaginings of an overprotective father. We will speak no more of such things for now.”

Maylea didn’t like the way Anbeyssa had tacked on for now, but she was glad that the matter had been put to rest for a time. Although she understood her father’s concerns—indeed, she shared them—she had no idea what was causing her strange behavior. She had such odd thoughts and feelings… it seemed almost as if she were becoming a completely different person. Or perhaps she’d always been a different person inside, and the real Maylea was finally beginning to come forth.

“At times such as these, I wish your mother was still with us,” Anbeyssa said. “I always relied on her insight and advice—especially when dealing with our willful daughter.” He paused, then grinned. “Make that very willful.”

“Father!” Maylea playfully swatted Anbeyssa on the arm, just as she had done so many times as a little girl when he had teased her. And for a wonderful moment, they were simply father and daughter, with no differences between them.

But the moment passed far too quickly, and Maylea turned back to look at the songbird once more. “Have I told you I’ve been thinking of becoming a bird collector? I would travel throughout Creation, seeking and capturing the most exotic songbirds that I could find. I would build a great glass dome for them to live in, one filled with trees and plants from their native lands. I would release the birds there so that they might intermingle and blend their songs into one harmonious whole. Doesn’t that sound wonderful?” She finished wistfully, this last thought expressed more to herself than to her father.

“I imagine it would be a great cacophony. But you’re just baiting me, of course. As usual. A master astrologer began working on your chart mere seconds after your birth. His findings were most clear on the matter of your future. You are destined to marry a prince and live a long and happy life in Yane. The astrologer said nothing about bird collecting being thrown into the bargain. And speaking of marriage, your betrothed is still waiting to see you, though I cannot guarantee he continues to do so patiently.”

Frustration boiled up inside Maylea. What did it matter what some dusty old astrological chart said? It was her life wasn’t it? She should be the one to decide her future, not some astrologer! But she held her tongue. She’d had this argument with her father many times before, and it always ended the same way. Anbeyssa had been born into Yane’s ruling class—which was, of course, the only way to become a member—and the citizens of Yane believed everything in Creation, from world-shaking events that changed the course of history to the seemingly random flight pattern of a drifting bit of dandelion fluff, was controlled by the movements of the heavens. And Anbeyssa was nothing if not a loyal and devout son of Yane.

Maylea gazed into her father’s face, and she was startled to see tiny wrinkles at the corner of his eyes… and when had his hair become so white? It seemed only yesterday that his topknot was as red as her hair, along with his close-cropped beard. He was still a broad-shouldered, well-muscled man, but he was developing the beginnings of a midriff bulge. It was almost as if she were truly seeing Anbeyssa for the first time. When had he gotten so old?

On impulse, she threw herself into her father’s arm and hugged him tight.

“Does anyone ever escape destiny?” she asked in small voice.

Anbeyssa held her for a moment before answering. “There is no such thing as escaping destiny, little one. Some fail to recognize it until its time comes. Others recognize it and embrace it, especially those whom fate has favored with fortune or great power. People like you and me. And we accept that we have duties to perform.”

Maylea suddenly felt a great desire to please her father. She kissed him on the cheek and then withdrew from his arms. “Very well. Tell Declan I’ll meet him in the solarium in a few moments. I’d like to freshen up a bit first.”

Anbeyssa looked skeptical.

“Truly, Father—I promise.”

Anbeyssa gazed at her for one moment more before finally smiling. “You know, it would have saved us all some time if you’d just said that in the first place.” He looked at her appraisingly. “And you might consider putting on a different pair of earrings.”

“Father… “

“Oh, very well.” He left to give Declan the good news.

When Anbeyssa had departed her bedchamber, Maylea remained where she was instead of going to the lavatory to freshen up. Not for the first time she wondered why she was so different. Others didn’t seem to have any difficulty accepting whatever fate the stars predicted for them. If the heavens foretold that you would become an architect, you did so happily. If the stars proclaimed that you were destined to die alone and unloved, then you refrained from socializing with anyone throughout your life, and though you might not be happy, you had the satisfaction of knowing that you were fulfilling your destiny. Besides, you would be born under a different configuration of stars in your next life.

But Maylea had always felt… discontented. As if there was something inside her—something grand, glorious and terrifying in equal measures—waiting for the proper time to emerge. This feeling had grown worse over the last couple of years, and Maylea had grown increasingly confused and dissatisfied. Sometimes, she felt as if she didn’t belong to this world at all, that she was instead standing off to the side, observing but not participating. Almost as if…

“I was locked in a cage,” she said softly, glancing at the songbird. But the question was, when someone finally opened the door for her, would she have the courage to step through?


[image: ]



Glass panels in the ceiling were propped open to allow fresh air to enter the solarium, and a gentle breeze circulated around the room, stirring the fronds of the plants that surrounded them and setting bamboo wind chimes to clacking softly.

Declan sighed. “How long have we been waiting, Shadi?”

He was beginning to wonder if his coming here this afternoon had been a mistake. As Maylea’s betrothed, it was his duty to call on her at least once a week, and although he was an extremely busy man, he made certain to fulfill that duty. Yet, it appeared that Maylea wasn’t in the mood to receive callers today—not even one she planned to marry, it seemed.

The woman beside him glanced up at an open skylight. “Judging by the position of the sun, not more than a quarter hour, my prince.” She lowered her gaze and gave Declan a smile. “Though I do feel I must point out that you are waiting for Maylea to arrive. I’m simply performing my duty by standing here.”

Declan, one of the many princes of Yane’s extended royal family, sat upon a divan in the solarium of Lord Anbeyssa. As was customary, two chaperones were present, one apiece for the bride and groom-to-be. Maylea’s chaperone was Eurus, one of her family’s most trusted servants: a well-muscled man with crossed arms and a deep, unwavering scowl. Acting as Declan’s chaperone was Shadi, his personal assistant and bodyguard. A slim, petite woman, she was one of the swiftest and deadliest fighters Declan had ever seen. She stood close to Declan, while Eurus stood a dozen yards away, in visual range but far enough away so that he didn’t intrude on Declan’s conversation with Shadi.

Shadi didn’t look all that deadly at the moment. She stood in a relaxed stance, arms at her sides, eyes half closed, as if she were content to continue waiting for all eternity if need be.

“Let me guess: You’re going to tell me that, while you appear to be on the verge of nodding off, you are, in truth, highly alert and ready to protect me at the first sign of danger,” Declan said.

Declan was his parents’ first-born and, therefore, first in line to inherit all of his father’s holdings. Unless one or more of his five younger brothers succeeded in having him assassinated so they could all move up a rank in the family hierarchy. For the ruling class in Yane, bodyguards weren’t a luxury or an affectation. They were an absolute necessity, as vital to sustaining one’s existence as air to breathe, water to drink and food to eat.

Shadi nodded, eyes still half closed. “That’s right, my prince. Should a deranged fig tree suddenly uproot itself and attack your most honored person, I’ll make a dash for the nearest pair of pruning shears.”

Declan frowned. He glanced in Eurus’s direction, but if Maylea’s chaperone was listening, he gave no indication. He too appeared as if he might be half asleep, but Declan knew the man was wide awake. A servant who was lax in performing his duties would never have lasted in Anbeyssa’s service as long as Eurus had.

Declan shifted position on the divan in a vain attempt to get more comfortable. “I suppose you think you’re quite amusing.”

“What I think doesn’t matter, my prince.” Shadi’s eyes were completely closed now. “After all, I am but a humble servant whose only purpose in life is to fulfill your each and every wish.”

“In that case, I wish you would be quiet for a change,” Declan grumbled.

“And forgo the pleasure of engaging in playful banter with you? If nothing else, you must admit that it helps pass the time. But if you had a greater appreciation for the beauty surrounding us, we wouldn’t need to make small talk. I can’t think of a more lovely place to wait for your intended.”

Shadi had been with Declan for many years and, therefore, could get away with teasing him where other servants could not. Even so, her last comment had come near to crossing the line, and it might have done so if it hadn’t been so damnably accurate. Declan was born to manage his family’s substantial holdings, and as such, he’d spent his entire life learning all there was to know about the ways of trade. There had been no room in his education—indeed, no point given the astrological configuration he’d been born under—for studies of a more aesthetic nature. Even so, he could understand what Shadi meant. Anbeyssa’s solarium was quite something, even by the high standards of Yane’s royal family.

The structure was dome shaped and located at the very top of Anbeyssa’s section of the royal complex. The roof comprised a dozen skylights, all of which were open right now, allowing sunlight to stream in. The walls and ceiling were covered with glossy white tile that caught the light and reflected it gently, so it was not too harsh on the eye. Inside the solarium was a garden filled with fig, date, butterspoon and boerbean trees, along with hundreds of varieties of flowers: orchids, irises, violets, torch lilies and many more. Most of the blooms were colored naturally, but some had been hand-painted, and it was difficult to say which was lovelier. Tiled pathways wound through the garden, with benches and divans placed at strategic intervals so that guests could sit and examine a particular aspect of the garden or simply rest, relax and enjoy the solarium’s peaceful atmosphere. Gentle birdsong filled the air, a soothing counterpart to the delicate scents of mingled greenery, fruit and flowering plants. With the skylights open, birds came and went as they pleased—from tiny songbirds no larger than a man’s little finger to colorful parrots with hooked black beaks and eyes that seemed to glisten with mocking amusement.

Yes, it was beautiful here. Calming… Declan spent so much of his time dealing with numbers, with dry facts and figures that he often neglected to attend to matters of the spirit. Perhaps he should be grateful that Maylea was taking so long. Sitting here like this was a restorative for him… a welcome respite… from…

“Declan?”

The prince started awake. He looked up to see Maylea gazing down at him, clearly amused. Shadi’s expression mirrored Maylea’s amusement.

Declan jumped to his feet and bowed low. “My apologies, beloved.”

Maylea smiled. “No apologies are necessary, Declan. I often doze off while in the solarium. Shall we sit?”

“Yes… of course.”

Declan waited for Maylea to sit first, then he sat beside her, making sure that their bodies did not touch, as was only proper. They sat in silence for several moments, and while the quiet didn’t seem to bother Maylea, it quickly began to irritate Declan, until he could no longer hold his tongue.

“Did I tell you that I met with a representative of the Tri-Khan last week?” he said, speaking a little too fast and sounding a bit too desperate, but unable to help himself. “As you know, my family has enjoyed favored trading status with Chiaroscuro for several generations. Once every three years, we meet with one of the Tri-Khan’s officials to renew the status, though such renewal has always been little more than a formality.”

Maylea’s jaw muscles tightened as she took a deep breath through her nose. Declan realized she was yawning with her mouth shut to keep from embarrassing him. He wished that he hadn’t begun to tell her such a dull story. If only his astrological chart had forecast that he’d grow up to be a poet. Perhaps then he would’ve been able to find the right words to tell Maylea how he really felt about her in his heart. How beautiful and graceful she was, how intelligent and strong of spirit… But he wasn’t a poet; business and trade were all he knew. That was all he was really supposed to know.

Besides, he thought, if you were a poet, Anbeyssa would never have acceded to your request to court his daughter. Anbeyssa was a former member of the Council of Elders, and though he had suffered a loss of status in recent months, he was still one of the wealthiest and most powerful lords in Yane. A man such as he would never allow his daughter to speak to a poet, let alone be courted by one.

But Declan had begun the story, and it would rude to stop before he was finished. He resolved to tell the rest of it as rapidly as decorum would permit. And if he could find a way to make it more entertaining, so much the better.

“The Tri-Khan’s representative was a short, squat man with a face like a pig. At first I thought he might be some manner of supernatural being, for what human could possibly be so ugly?” He glanced at Maylea to gauge her reaction, but her face remained expressionless, her eyes downcast, gazing at her hands folded demurely in her lap.

Mouth suddenly dry Declan hurried on.

“But then again, he didn’t look all that much like a pig. I mean, he did, but then again he didn’t, if you know what I mean.”

Maylea didn’t lift her gaze from her hands, but a small smile played about her lips.

Gods, she must think I’m an idiot!

Shadi suddenly cleared her throat. When Declan and Maylea turned to look at her, she bowed deeply, then straightened.

“My prince, a thousand apologies for interrupting you, but I would be remiss in my duties if I did not remind you of your impending appointment with Caravan Master Hattrick.”

Declan frowned. “Who?”

Shadi winked, so quickly that Declan might have imagined it. Understanding came upon him then, and he nodded vigorously. “Yes, yes! Hattrick! I’d almost forgotten.”

He turned back to Maylea and tried not to sound as relieved as he felt. “Forgive me, my beloved. I do not wish to depart your luminous presence, but my duties demand it.” Great, he thought. Now that you’re leaving, you suddenly find your poet’s tongue!

Maylea finally looked up and met Declan’s gaze. Although her face remained composed and her voice mild, amusement danced in her eyes. “Of course I forgive you, Declan.” She reached out and patted his hand, the contact sending a tingling sensation running up the length of his arm. “We are all servants to duty, are we not?” The amusement faded from her eyes to be replaced by a great sadness.

Declan sensed that there was some hidden import to Maylea’s words, but he had no idea what it might be. Now that he was about to leave, he wanted more than anything to stay and comfort her, to learn what the cause of her sadness was, and if he couldn’t relieve Maylea’s burden, then share it with her. But he would look even more foolish than he already did if he suddenly reversed himself, so he stood and gave Maylea’s hand a loving squeeze—though strictly speaking, this went against courting protocol. He bowed to her a bit lower that was necessary and said, “May I be permitted to call on you again later in the week?”

“Of course,” Maylea answered. “You are my betrothed. How could I deny you?”

Declan wasn’t certain how to take this last statement, so he bowed one last time (again, too low) and said, “Until then, my treasure.” Then he turned and walked away from his bride-to-be, Shadi walking on his right side, a half pace behind, as was only proper.

“I did it again, didn’t I?” he whispered.

“It was a most impressive performance, even for you,” Shadi whispered back.

Declan groaned inwardly. “Do me a favor, Shadi. The next time an assassin’s arrow comes streaking toward me, don’t bother pushing me out of the way.”

“As you wish, my prince.”


Chapter Three

Maylea watched Declan depart with his bodyguard. When they had left the solarium, she gestured to let Eurus know he was dismissed. The servant, who also served as her bodyguard, nodded then left. Maylea knew Eurus wouldn’t go far, though. He never did. When she was finally alone, Maylea burst out laughing.

Poor Declan! He really was hopeless! A prince was supposed to be calm and confident, and though she had never witnessed him at work, by all accounts that’s precisely what he was when dealing with business matters. Yet, when it came to talking to her, he was like a tongue-tied little boy. She might have been flattered if it weren’t so pathetic. She then thought of the way Declan had squeezed her hand toward the end of his visit.

All right… perhaps not pathetic.

She had to admit that in his own fumbling way, Declan could be rather sweet. Still, he wasn’t exactly a grand hero out of a First Age saga, was he? In fact, he—

Maylea felt suddenly lightheaded and dizzy. She feared she might pitch forward onto the floor, and she grabbed hold of the divan to steady herself. The solarium seemed to be spinning around her, and she felt like she was plummeting to the center of Creation itself. She squeezed her eyes shut, but that only made the sensation of vertigo worse. She tried to cry out to Eurus, but all that came out of her mouth was a weak mewling sound like that of a frightened newborn kitten.

Then, just as suddenly as it had began, the dizziness stopped. Maylea took a deep breath, then another, and when the vertigo didn’t return, she slowly opened her eyes.

At first, Maylea didn’t understand what she was seeing. The solarium was gone, and she now seemed to be within a vast chamber that consisted entirely of walkways and balconies. Even stranger, there seemed to be no rhyme or reason to their construction. The floor, walls and ceiling—although since she couldn’t tell which direction was up and which was down, she supposed the terms were meaningless—were covered with balconies, walkways and entrances to passages. They existed at odd angles to one another, and as confusing as that was, far stranger was the fact that people, dozens if not hundreds of them, moved along the walkways, stood chatting on the balconies, stepped in and out of passageways. Some seemed to be standing upright in relation to Maylea, some sideways, and some upside down. The effect was far worse than the vertigo she had suffered only moments before, and a wave of nausea twisted her stomach. She thought she was going to vomit, but then, the nausea subsided and though the topsy-turvy conglomeration of walkways and balconies still seemed alien to her, looking at it no longer made her feel ill.

None of the others that inhabited this nightmarish place seemed to be disturbed by its impossible construction. They walked purposefully, without alarm, as if this were an everyday experience for them. Those who stood still while engaged in conversation also did not appear concerned about their surroundings. They spoke calmly, sometimes even laughing, as if nothing were wrong. Although Maylea felt perfectly grounded where she stood—and when did she stand up, anyway?—she nevertheless gripped the edge of the balcony railing for support.

Balcony…?

It was true: She stood upon a balcony. The divan, like the rest of the solarium, her home and perhaps even Yane itself, was gone.

She looked out and saw that a vast tapestry that resembled nothing so much as a gigantic map, with land masses and bodies of water woven into its surface was stretched between the balconies, ramps, walkways and stairs. But the longer she looked at it, the less it seemed as if she were looking at a piece of cloth and the more it seemed that she was looking down upon the world itself from an unimaginable height. Tiny puffs of clouds drifted above the surface of the tapestry, and she could detect swirls and eddies within the rivers and oceans.

But as remarkable as all this was, most amazing of all were the weavers of this vast tapestry. Scuttling across the surface were metallic spiders that appeared to be the size of large dogs, though their precise size was difficult to determine from Maylea’s vantage. Threads trailed out behind them as they went, threads that were grabbed by other spiders and deftly woven into the tapestry. Maylea had no idea how many there were—they moved so swiftly, their metallic bodies clicking and whirring as they went, that she couldn’t even begin to estimate their numbers. The spiders didn’t confine themselves to the tapestry, however. They crawled along the walls of the chamber ignoring the people in their midst and in turn being ignored by them.

Maylea supposed she should have been terrified by what she was experiencing, but the longer she remained here, the more acclimated she became and the less strange this place seemed. She was beginning to find it almost familiar, as if she’d been here before.

Perhaps in another life, she thought.

She found her gaze drawn to a particular couple standing on one of the walkways that stretched above the tapestry. A tall woman with ivory skin and tangled alabaster hair stood beside a short bald man with an unkempt beard. Their clothing—coats, pants, boots and gloves alike—was made entirely from thick animal hide. Maylea couldn’t tear her gaze away from them or even bring herself to take a breath. She didn’t understand why she found the pair so fascinating. Although she didn’t recognize either of them, was absolutely certain she’d never seen them before, she nevertheless felt a strong sense of kinship with them.

An eerie blank expression settled across the woman’s face, and she raised her right hand. Even before Maylea saw it, she knew that the woman held a silver dagger and that she intended to slay her companion with the blade. Maylea was paralyzed, caught in the grip of a dispassionate, dreamlike fascination, and all she could do was watch in horrified silence as the alabaster woman brought the dagger down in a swift arc and plunged the blade into the bald man’s chest.

The man’s eyes widened, and he staggered backward. The dagger was lodged to the hilt in his flesh, and blood fountained forth from the wound, soaking his fur garment with wet crimson. He reached for the hilt and tried to get a grip on it, clearly intending to pull it out, though Maylea didn’t see how removing the blade could possibly help the man now. But there was too much blood, and the man’s gloved fingers slid off the hilt. The alabaster woman’s face remained blank and slack as her companion stepped back against the railing and tumbled over backward. The bald man fell toward the tapestry without a sound. He gazed up at the alabaster woman, eyes filled with disappointment, but most of all, with love.

As he plunged through the air, dozens of silver spiders swarmed onto the tapestry with lightning-fast speed and clustered beneath him. The man flailed his arms and legs as if in desperate hope of gaining some purchase on the air itself. But he continued to fall and dropped into the mass of waiting spiders. The metallic creatures caught and engulfed the man, and he screamed as their chelicerae began to tear his flesh.

Maylea watched in horror as the spiders pulled not skin and organs from the man’s body, but rather silken threads. The spiders worked quietly, and the man’s screams died away as he was reduced to nothing more than strands of thread. The spiders then scurried off, each carrying a separate length of thread, and began weaving the strands into various places in the tapestry of Creation. Within mere moments, the deed was done, and the spiders scuttled off to attend to other duties.

Unable to believe what she had just witnessed, Maylea looked up to behold the alabaster-haired woman. Tears of grief and shock streamed down the woman’s face, as if she too were unable to credit what had occurred. Then, the woman’s expression changed to one of weary defeat, and she climbed over the balcony rail. Before Maylea could say anything, the woman jumped. As she fell, the spiders came scuttling onto the tapestry once more, and Maylea screamed.
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“Mistress, are you all right?”

Maylea’s opened her eyes and found herself looking up at the face of Eurus. She was back in the solarium.

“What… happened?” She tried to sit up—which was when she first realized that she was lying down—but Eurus put a gentle hand on her shoulder to keep her from rising.

“Rest a moment,” he said. “Give
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