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Nothing but idiot gabble!

For the prophecy given of old

And then not understood,

Has come to pass as foretold;

Not let any man think for the public good,

But babble, merely for babble.

For I never whisperd a private affair

Within the hearing of cat or mouse,

No, not to myself in the closet alone,

But I heard it shouted at once from the top of the house;

Everything came to be known.

Who told him we were there?



Not that gray old wolf, for he came not back

From the wilderness, full of wolves, where he used to lie;

He has gatherd the bones for his oergrown whelp to crack;

Crack them now for yourself, and howl, and die.



Alfred, Lord Tennyson,

from Part II.v of Maud
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The Prophecy of the Destroyer

A day will come when bora will be

Two babes whose blood will tie them.

That born to Wing and Horn will hate

The one they call the StarMan.

Destroyer! rises in the north

And drives his Ghostmen south;

Defenceless lie both flesh and field

Before Gorgraels ice.

To meet this threat you must release

The StarMan from his lies,

Revive Tencendor, fast and sure

Forget the ancient war,

For if Plough, Wing and Horn cant find

The bridge to understanding,

Then will Gorgrael earn his name

And bring Destruction hither.



StarMan, listen, heed me well,

Your power will destroy you

If you should wield it in the fray

Ere these prophecies are met:

The Sentinels will walk abroad

Til power corrupt their hearts;

A child will turn her head and cry

Revealing ancient arts;

A wife will hold in joy at night

The slayer of her husband;

Age-old souls, long in cribs,

Will sing oer mortal land;

The remade dead, fat with child

Will birth abomination;

A darker power will prove to be

The father of salvation.

Then waters will release bright eyes

To form the Rainbow Sceptre.



StarMan, listen, for I know

That you can wield the sceptre

To bring Gorgrael to his knees

And break the ice asunder.

But even with the power in hand

Your pathway is not sure:

A Traitor from within your camp

Will seek and plot to harm you;

Let not your Lovers pain distract

For this will mean your death;

Destroyers might lies in his hate

Yet you must never follow;

Forgiveness is the thing assured

To save Tencendors soul.



1
The Day of Power

It was a long day, the day Axis tried to kill Azhure, then married her. It was a day filled with power, and thus power found it easy to wrap and manipulate lives. The power of the Enchantress  untested and, for the moment, uncontrolled  had dominated the morning. Now, as the Enchantress smiled and kissed her new husband, it lay quiescent, waiting.

But as the gate that had imprisoned Azhures power and identity had shattered that day, so had other gates shattered, and so other powers had moved  and not all of them welcomed by the Prophecy.

As the Enchantress leaned back from her husband, accepting the warmth and love of her friends and family about her, so power walked the land of Tencendor.

It would be a long day.

Axis pulled the Enchantress ring from a small secret pocket in his breeches. He held it up so that all in the room could see it, then he slid the ring onto the heart finger of Azhures left hand. It fit perfectly, made only for this woman, and for this finger.

Welcome into the House of the Stars to stand by my side, Enchantress. May we walk together forever.

Forever? the GateKeeper said. You and the Enchantress? For ever? As you wish, StarMan, as you wish.

She laughed, then, from one of the bowls on the table before her she lifted out two balls and studied them.

Forever, she muttered, and placed them with the group of seven sparkling balls at the front of her table. The Greater. Nine. Complete. The Circle is complete! At last  at last!

She fell silent, deep in thought. Her fingers trembled. Already he had one child, and more to follow. And then  the other.

She held a hand over one of the bowls again, dipped it in sharply, and brought out four more balls. She dropped them into the pile of softly glowing golden balls which represented those who did not have to go through her Gate. The Lesser.

Yet one more! A spasm of pain crossed her face. Her hand lifted slowly, shaking, then she snarled and snatched a dull black ball from the pile of those who refused to go through her Gate.

She hissed, for the GateKeeper loathed releasing a soul without exacting fair price. Does that satisfy your promise, WolfStar? Does it?

She dropped it with the other four on the pile of the Lesser.

Enough, she said in relief. It is done. Enough.

Faraday tightened the girth on the donkey and checked the saddlebags and panniers. She did not carry much with her: the bowl of enchanted wood that the silver pelt had given her so long ago; the green gown that the Mother had presented to her; some extra blankets; a pair of sturdy boots should the weather break; and a few spare clothes.

It was not much for a widowed Queen, thought Faraday, fighting to keep her emotions under control. Where the retainers? The gilded carriage and the caparisoned horses? The company of two white donkeys was paltry considering what she had done for Axis and for Tencendor  and what she would yet do.

Carriages and horses? What did she need with those? All she needed, all she wanted, was the love of a man who did not love her.

She thought about Azhure and Caelum, envying the woman yet sharing her joy in her son. Well, she thought, no matter. I am mother to forty-two thousand souls. Surely their birthing will give me pain and joy enough.

The stables, as the rest of the palace of Carlon, were still and quiet. When she had left the Sentinels earlier Faraday had heard that the princes and commanders closest to Axis and Azhure had been called to the apartment where Faraday had left them.

A wedding, I hope, Faraday murmured, and did not know whether to smile for Azhures sake, or cry for her own.

She took a deep breath and steeled herself. She had her own role to play in the Prophecy and it would take her far from Carlon. Faraday could not wait to leave the palace and the city. There were no happy memories here. Even the recent eight days and nights she had spent at Axis side had turned out to be nothing but a lie and a betrayal. It was their memory Faraday wanted to escape most of all.

Why had no-one told her about Azhure? Everyone close to Axis  indeed, many distant from him  had known of his love for Azhure, yet none had thought to tell Faraday. Not even the Sentinels.

You let me think that once Borneheld was dead Axis would be mine, she had cried to the Sentinels. All I had to comfort me during that frightful marriage was the thought that one day my efforts for the Prophecy would be rewarded with Axis love, and yet that comfort was a lie.

Ogden and Veremund hung their heads in shame, and when Yr stepped forward to comfort Faraday, she jerked away.

Did you know? Faraday shouted at Jack. Did you know from the very beginning that I would lose Axis?

None of us know all of the twists and turns of the Prophecy, sweet girl, Jack replied, his face unreadable.

Faraday had stared flatly at him, almost tasting the lie hed mouthed.

She sighed. Her meeting with the Sentinels had not gone well. She now regretted the harsh words shed lashed at them before shed stalked out the door. Ogden and Veremund had scurried after her, their cheeks streaked with tears, asking her where she was going. Into Prophecy  where you have thrust me, Faraday had snapped.

Then take our donkeys, and their bags and panniers, theyd begged.

Faraday nodded curtly. If you wish.

Then she had left them standing in the corridor, as much victims of the Prophecy as she was.

Now all she knew was that she had to go east and that, sooner or later, she would have to begin the transfer of the seedlings from Urs nursery in the Enchanted Woods beyond the Sacred Grove to this world.

Faraday gathered the leads of the placid donkeys and turned to the stable entrance. A heavily cloaked figure stood there, shrouded in shadows. Faraday jumped, her heart pounding.

Faraday? a soft voice asked, and she let out a breath in sheer relief. Shed thought that this dark figure might be the mysterious and dangerous WolfStar.

Embeth! What are you doing down here? Why are you cloaked so heavily?

Embeth tugged back the hood. Her face was pale and drawn, her eyes showing the strain of sleepless nights.

Youre leaving, Faraday?

Faraday stared at the woman, remembering how Embeth, like the Sentinels, had urged her into the marriage with Borneheld. She also remembered that Embeth and Axis had been lovers for many years. Well could you dissuade me from Axis and urge me to Bornehelds bed, she thought sourly, when you had enjoyed Axis for so long.

But Faraday forced herself to remember that Embeth had been doing only what she thought best for a young girl untutored in the complexities of court intrigue. Embeth had known nothing of prophecies or of the maelstrom that had, even then, caught so many of its victims into its swirling dark outer edges.

Yes. There is no place for me here, Embeth. I travel east, she replied, deliberately vague, letting Embeth think she was travelling back to her family home in Skarabost.

Embeths hands twisted in front of her. What of you and Axis?

Faraday stared unbelievingly at her before she realised that Embeth probably had no knowledge of the days events.

I leave Axis to his lover, Embeth. I leave him to Azhure. Her voice was so soft that Embeth had to strain to hear it.

Oh, Faraday, she said, hesitating only an instant before she stepped forward and hugged the woman tightly. Faraday, I am sorry I did not tell you  about  well, about Azhure and her son. But I could not find the words, and after a few days I had convinced myself that you must have known. That Axis must have told you. But I saw your face yesterday when Axis acknowledged Azhure and named her son as his heir and I realised then that Axis had kept his silence. That everyone had. Faraday, please forgive me.

Faraday finally broke down into the tears she had not allowed herself since that appalling moment at the ceremony when she had realised the depth of Axis betrayal. She sobbed, and Embeth hugged her fiercely. For a few minutes the two women stood in the dim stable, then Faraday pulled back and wiped her eyes, an unforced smile on her face.

Thank you, Embeth. I needed that.

If you are going east then you must be going past Tare, Embeth said. Please, Faraday, let me come with you as far as Tare. There is no place here in Carlon for me any more. Timozel has gone, only the gods know where, my other two children are far distant  both married now  and I do not think either Axis or Azhure would feel comfortable with my continuing presence.

As mine, Faraday thought. Discarded lovers are a source of some embarrassment.

Judith still waits in Tare, and needs my company. And there are  other  reasons I should return home.

Faraday noted the older womans hesitancy. StarDrifter? she asked.

Yes, Embeth said after a moments hesitation. I was a fool to succumb to his well-practised enticements, but the old comfortable world I knew had broken apart into so many pieces that I felt lost, lonely, unsure. He was an escape and I  I, as his sons former lover, was an irresistible challenge.

A wry grin crossed her face. I fear I may have made a fool of myself, Faraday, and that thought hurts more than any other pain I have endured over the past months. StarDrifter only used me to sate his curiosity, he did not care for me. We did not even share the friendship that Axis and I did.

We have both been used and discarded by these damn SunSoar men, Faraday thought. Well, she said, as far as Tare, you say? How long will it take you to pack?

To her surprise Embeth actually laughed. As long as it takes me to saddle a horse. I have no wish to go back inside the palace. I already wear a serviceable dress and good boots, and should I require anything else then I have gold pieces in my purse. We shall not want for food along the way.

Faraday smiled. We would not have wanted for food in any case. She patted one of the saddlebags.

Embeth frowned in puzzlement at the empty saddlebag, but Faraday only reached out her hand. Come, let us both walk away from these SunSoar men. Let us find meaning for our lives elsewhere.

As Faraday and Embeth left the palace of Carlon, far to the north Timozel sat brooding on the dreary shores of Murkle Bay. To his right rose the cheerless Murkle Mountains that spread north for some fifty leagues along the western border of Aldeni. Relentless cold, dry winds blew off the Andeis Sea, making life all but impossible within the mountain range.

The darkness of the waters before Timozel reflected the blackness of his mind. If, far to the south, Embeth worried about her lost son, Timozel spared no thought for his mother  Gorgrael dominated his mind awake and asleep.

Over the past nine days Timozel had ridden as hard as he dared for the north. With each league further away from Carlon and Faraday he could feel Gorgraels grip clench tighter about his soul.

The horror Timozel had felt when Faraday dropped the pot and shattered the ties that bound him to her had dimmed, but had not completely left him. In those odd hours when he snatched some sleep, nightmares invariably claimed him and he always woke screaming. Three times this day he had dropped off in the saddle, only to find Gorgrael waiting for him in his dreams, his claws digging into Timozels neck, his repulsive face bending close to Timozels own. Mine, the dream-Gorgrael would hiss. Mine! You are mine!

And with his every step further north the more potent became the nightmares. If only he could turn his back on Gorgrael and ride for Carlon. Beg forgiveness from Faraday, find some way to reconstitute his vows of Championship. But Gorgraels claws had sunk too deep.

Despair overwhelmed Timozel, and he wept, grieving for the boy he had once been, grieving for the pact he had been forced to make with Gorgrael, grieving for the loss of Faradays friendship.

Beside him lay the cooling carcass of the latest horse hed killed. The animal had staggered to a halt, stood a moment, and then sunk wearily to the sandy beach. This was the sixth horse he had literally ridden into the ground in recent days  and Timozel had slid his feet quickly from the stirrups and swung his leg over the horses wither as it slumped to the ground, standing himself in one graceful movement.

As Timozel sat on the gritty beach, watching the grey waves, he wondered what to do next. How was he going to keep moving north now this damned horse had died on him?

And what had driven him to the shores of Murkle Bay in the first instance? It was many leagues to the west of where he should have been heading  Jervois Landing, then north into the Skraeling-controlled Ichtar through Gorken Pass and then north, north, north to Gorgraels Ice Fortress. It would be a hard journey, perhaps months long, and only Timozels determination and his bond to Gorgrael would see him through.

As each horse fell Timozel had stolen another one  not a difficult proposition in the well-populated regions of Avonsdale. But he was unlikely to find a horse in the desolate regions surrounding Murkle Bay or in the mountains themselves.

He squared his shoulders. Well then, he would walk and Gorgrael  if he truly wanted Timozel  would no doubt provide.

But not today. Even his fear of Gorgrael-sent nightmares would not keep Timozel from sleep tonight. He shivered and pulled his cloak closer, shifting uncomfortably on the cold, damp sand. Somehow he would have to find enough fuel for a fire to keep him warm through the night. A rumble in his belly reminded him that he had not eaten in over two days, and he wondered if he could snatch a fish from Murkle Bays depths.

His eyes narrowed as he gazed across the bay. What was that out to sea? Perhaps a hundred paces distant from the beach Timozel could see a small, dark hump bobbing in the waves. Hed heard stories of the whales that lived in the Andeis Sea and wondered if perhaps this dark shape was the back of one of the mammoth ocean fish that had strayed into Murkle Bay.

Timozel stared, blinking in the salty breeze. As the dark shape came closer Timozel leapt to his feet.

What? he hissed.

The hump had resolved itself into the silhouette of a heavily cloaked man rowing a tiny boat. He was making directly for Timozel.

Timozels dull headache abruptly flared into white heat and he cried out, doubling over in agony. But the pain died as quickly as it had erupted and after catching his breath Timozel slowly straightened out. When he looked up again he saw that the man and his boat were almost to shore.

He shivered. The man was so tightly cloaked and hooded Timozel could not see his face, yet he knew that this was no ordinary fisherman. But what disturbed him most was that although the man made every appearance of rowing vigorously, the oars that dipped into the water never made a splash and the boat itself sailed as smoothly and as calmly as if it were pushed by some powerful underwater hand.

Magic! Timozel took a step back as the boat slipped smoothly ashore.

The man shipped his oars and stood up, wrapping his cloak about him. Timozel could feel but not see a smile on the mans face.

Ah, Timozel, he said in a deeply musical voice, stepping smoothly out of the boat and striding across the sand that separated them. How fortunate you should be waiting for me.

Sweat beaded in the palms of Timozels hands and he had to force himself not to wipe them along his cloak. For the first time in nine days thoughts of Gorgrael slipped completely from his mind. He stared at the dark man who had halted some three or four paces in front of him.

Timozel, the man said, and despite his fears Timozel relaxed slightly. How could a man with such a gentle voice harbour foul intent?

Timozel. It is late and I would appreciate a place beside the warmth of your campfire for the night.

Startled, Timozel looked over his shoulder at where the man pointed. A bright fire leaped cheerfully into the darkness; a large rabbit sizzled on a spit and a pot steamed gently to one side of the coals.

How ? Timozel began, doubt and fear resurfacing in his mind.

Timozel, the man said, his voice slipping into an even deeper timbre. You must have lit the fire earlier and, in your exhaustion, forgotten the deed.

Yes. Timozels shoulders slumped in relief. Yes, that must be it. Yes, my mind is so hazy.

Beneath his hood the Dark Mans smile broadened. Poor, troubled Timozel. His mind had been shadowed for so long that it was now an easy task to manipulate it.

The rabbit smells good, he said, taking Timozels arm. Surprisingly, all traces of Timozels headache faded completely at the mans touch. Shall we eat?

An hour later Timozel sat before the fire, feeling more relaxed than he had in months. He no longer minded that his companion chose not to reveal his features. In these past months he had seen stranger creatures, like those feathered abominations that now crawled over the fouled palace of Carlon. His lip curled.

You do not like what you have seen in Carlon, Timozel.

Disgusting, Timozel said.

Oh, absolutely.

Timozel shifted, his loathing of the Icarii rippling through his body. Borneheld tried to stop them, but he failed.

The Dark Man shrugged. Unfortunate.

Treachery undid him.

Of course.

He should have won! Timozel clenched his fists and stared across the fire at the cloaked man. He should have. I had a vision

He stopped. Why had he mentioned that vision? Would this strange man laugh at him?

Really? The Dark Mans voice held no trace of derision; indeed, it held traces of awe. You must be beloved of the immortals, Timozel, if you have been granted visions.

But I fear the vision misled me.

Well, the cloaked man said slowly, as if reluctant to speak, I have travelled widely, Timozel, and I have seen many bizarre sights and heard even stranger stories. One of the things I have learned is that visions can sometimes be misunderstood, misinterpreted. Would you, his hands twisted nervously before him, would you share your vision with me?

Timozel considered the man through narrowed eyes. He had never shared the details of the vision with anyone  not even Borneheld, although Borneheld knew Artor had enabled Timozel to foresee his victory over Axis.

But Borneheld hadnt won, had he? And Artor seemed powerless in the face of the Forbidden invasion; even the Brother-Leader had gibbered impotently before Axis. Timozel dropped his gaze and rubbed his eyes. Perhaps the vision was worthless. A phantasm, nothing more.

Tell me of the vision, the Dark Man whispered. Share.

Timozel hesitated.

I want to hear of it. Share.

Perhaps I will tell you, Timozel said. It came time and time again. Always the same. I rode a great and noble beast  it cried with such a voice that all before it quailed. As Timozel spoke he fell under the spell of the vision again, and his voice sped up, the words tumbling from his mouth. I fought for a Great Lord, and in his name I commanded an army that undulated for leagues in every direction.

Goodness, the Dark Man said. A truly great vision.

Hundreds of thousands screamed my name. Now Timozel leaned forward, his voice earnest. They hurried to fulfil my every wish. The enemy quivered in terror; they could do nothing. Remarkable victories were mine for the taking  in the name of my Lord I was going to clear the filth that invaded Achar!

If you did that then your name would live in legend forever, the Dark Man said, and Timozel could hear the admiration in his voice.

Yes! Yes, it would. Millions would thank me. I saw more

Tell me!

I saw myself seated before a fire with my Lord, and Faraday at our side. The battles were over. All was well. I  I had found my destiny. I had found my light.

He dropped his face into his hands momentarily, and when he raised his eyes again the Dark Man could see they were reddened and lost. But it was all a lie.

How so?

Borneheld lies dead  I saw Axis tear his heart out myself. His armies are dead or have betrayed his name and fled to Axis. In any case, Borneheld would never give me command.

He did not trust your vision. Perhaps that is why he lost, the stranger said, and Timozel nodded slowly.

Now Faraday lies with Axis and becomes his wife, and we are all lost. Lost. And now  now

Now? the Dark Man asked. Do you experience other visions? Dreams, perhaps?

Timozels eyes flared, his suspicions aroused. How did you know?

Oh, the Dark Man soothed. You have the look about you. The look of a man troubled by visions.

It is not visions that wrap my thoughts now, but dark nightmares that ensorcel my soul!

Perhaps you have misinterpreted

How can I misinterpret the fact that Gorgrael has his talons locked into my soul! It is over! Finished!

He stopped, appalled. He had never, never, mentioned Gorgrael to another person before. How would Gorgrael punish him, now he had shared the secret?

The stranger did not seem overly perturbed by Timozels mention of Gorgrael. Ah yes, Gorgrael is a good and dear friend of mine.

Timozel recoiled in horror, almost falling backwards in his haste to put more distance between himself and the cloaked man.

Your friend?

Ah, the Dark Man said. I fear you have fallen under the spell of the evil rumours about Gorgrael that sweep this land.

Timozel stared at him.

Timozel, my friend, how can Gorgrael be evil and dark when he fights the same things that you do?

What do you mean? How could that appalling creature not be evil and dark?

Consider this, Timozel. Gorgrael and Borneheld fight  fought  for the same thing.

What? Perhaps he should slice this strangers head off and be done with it, Timozel thought.

Listen to me, the Dark Man said, his voice soothing, calming. Gorgrael hates the Forbidden  the Icarii and the Avar  as Borneheld did. Gorgrael wants to see them destroyed as much as Borneheld did. Both shared the same purpose.

Timozel struggled with the strangers words. Yes, it was true that Borneheld hated the Forbidden and ached for their destruction. And Gorgrael wants the same thing?

He surely does, the Dark Man whispered. He surely does.

But the Prophecy says  Timozel tried to remember exactly what it was that the Prophecy said.

Bah! The Dark Man grinned to himself under his hood. The Prophecy is nothing but a tool of the Forbidden to cloud mens minds and blind them to their true saviour  Gorgrael.

Yesyes. Timozel thought it through. That makes sense.

And Gorgrael aches to kill Axis as much as Borneheld did.

Axis. Now Timozels voice was edged with unreasoning hatred.

Who has brought the Forbidden back to crawl over Achars lands, Timozel?

Axis! Timozel hissed.

The Dark Man spoke very slowly, emphasising every word. Gorgrael is committed to killing Axis and ridding this fair land of the Forbidden. Is that not what you want?

Yes. Yes, that is what I want!

Gorgrael will help rescue Faraday from the foul clutches of Axis and the Forbidden.

Faraday! He will help rescue Faraday? Was there hope for Faraday yet?

With your help, Timozel. With your help.

With my help? Could he redeem himself in Faradays eyes?

Ah, Timozel, the Dark Man said dejectedly. Gorgrael is truly misunderstood and he fights for a true cause, but he is not a good war leader. He sighed, and Timozel leaned even closer, eager. Timozel, he needs a war leader. He needs you and you need him. Together you can rid Achar of its foul corruption.

A small voice deep in Timozels soul told him not to listen to this man, not to believe his smooth words. Had not Borneheld fought Gorgrael as well? Were not the Skraelings as evil as the Forbidden? But, caught as he was by the weight of the enchantments being woven about him and by the blackness that was eating into his soul, Timozel pushed those thoughts out of existence. Gorgrael would be the one to restore sanity and good health to Achar.

He would give me command of his army?

Oh, surely. He knows that you are a great warrior.

Timozel sat back, enthralled. A command of his own, at last! Even Borneheld had not done that for him.

Dont you see, Timozel? the Dark Man asked, drawing the net of his lies closed. Dont you understand? Gorgrael is the Great Lord of your visions. Fate must have sent me south to fetch you, to bring you north so that your Lord can give you control of his armies.

Truly? Perhaps there was still a chance the visions would be fulfilled. That there was still a chance he could do some good. Yes, fate must have manoeuvred this meeting.

Very truly, Timozel.

Timozel thought about it, one thing gnawing at him. But why has Gorgrael been disturbing my sleep with such dark dreams?

The stranger reached out his hand and rested it on Timozels shoulder. The Forbidden are desperate to turn you from Gorgrael. They have been the instigators of those dreams, not Gorgrael. You will have no more bad dreams from now on.

Certainly not once I have a word with Gorgrael, the Dark Man thought. There had never been any need to disturb the boys mind with such dreams  but Gorgrael was ever inclined to the melodramatic.

All doubts had gone from Timozels mind now. At last he had found the right path. The visions had been true.

Gorgrael will free Faraday from Axis foul clutches? he asked.

Oh, assuredly, the Dark Man said. Assuredly. He will be a master whom you will be proud to serve. You will sit by the fire with your Great Lord, Timozel, with Faraday by your side, sipping wine.

Oh, Timozel breathed ecstatically, letting the vision engulf him.

Now, the Dark Man rose with the Icarii grace that he could not completely repress, why dont I take you to Great Lord? I have a boat, and in only a few short hours we shall reach his fortress. Your saviours fortress. Will you come?

Friend. Timozel stood by the Dark Mans side, shaking sand from his cloak. You have not told me your name.

The Dark Man pulled his hood closer. I have many names, he said quietly, but you may call me Friend.

As Timozel climbed into the boat he realised how familiar Friends voice sounded. Why? Who was he? Where had he heard the voice before?

Timozel? Is anything the matter?

Timozel stared at the man, then he shook himself and climbed in.

No, Friend, he said. Nothings the matter.

Jayme abased himself before the icon of his beloved Artor the Ploughman, the one true god of all Acharites  or at least, who had been until the setbacks of recent weeks.

Once the powerful Brother-Leader of the Seneschal, most senior mediator between Artor the Ploughman and the hearts and souls of the Acharites, now Jayme mediated only between his own broken soul and the ghosts of his dreams and ambitions. He had once manipulated kings and peasants alike; now he manipulated little more than the buckles on his sandals. He had once resided in the great Tower of the Seneschal; now the Forbidden had reclaimed the Tower and burned the accumulated learning of over a thousand years. He had once sat easy with power, protected by the might of the military wing of the Seneschal, the Axe-Wielders and their BattleAxe. But now the remaining Axe-Wielders had cast aside their axes to serve the ghastly Forbidden, and their BattleAxe now claimed to be a Prince of the Forbidden. The BattleAxe. He had been as a son to Jayme, yet had betrayed both Jaymes love and the Seneschal in leading the Forbidden back into Achar.

Jayme had once enjoyed the friendship and support of his senior adviser, Moryson. But now Moryson had deserted him.

Slowly Jayme rose to his knees and stared about the chamber where he had been incarcerated for the past nine days. They had not left him much. A single wooden chair and a plain table. A bedroll and blanket. Nothing else. Axis believed Jayme might try to kill himself, and so guards had emptied the room of everything save what Jayme needed for basic comfort.

Twice a day guards came to bring him food and attend his needs, but otherwise Jayme had been left alone.

Apart from his two visitors. His eyes clouded as he remembered.

Two days after the death of Achars hopes in the Chamber of the Moons, the Princess Rivkah had come to see him

She entered the room silently and Jayme did not know she was there until he stood from his devotions before the sacred icon of Artor.

The moment Jayme turned and saw her his mouth went dry. He had never expected to be confronted by the woman he thought he and Moryson had murdered so many years previously.

For long minutes Rivkah just stood and stared at him. Jayme could not but help contrast her proud bearing with his own hunched and subservient posture. How is it, he thought, that the woman who did Achar and Artor so much wrong can stand there as if justice was on her side? How is it that she can stand there so beautiful and queenly when all Moryson and I deposited at the foot of the Icescarp Alps was a broken woman near death? Artor, why did you let her survive? Artor? Artor? Are you there?

Why? she eventually asked.

Surprising himself, Jayme actually replied in a moderately strong voice. For the wrong that you did your husband and your country and your god, Rivkah. You did not deserve to live.

I was the one wronged, Jayme, she said. Yet you would that I had died a horrible death. You did not have the courage, as I remember, to put a knife through my throat.

It was Morysons idea, Jayme said. He thought it best that you die in a place far enough removed from civilisation that your bones would not corrupt Artor-fearing souls.

Yet you let my son live.

He was innocent of your evil  at least, thats what I thought at the time. I did not know then what it was that had put him in your belly. Knowing what I know now I would have put a knife to your throat, Rivkah. Well before you had a chance to give that abomination birth.

Rivkahs hands jerked slightly, the only sign she had been disturbed by Jaymes words. At that moment she longed to flee, so great was her loathing for him, but she had one more thing to ask.

Why did you name my son Axis?

Jayme blinked at her, surprised by the question, and fought to remember. He shrugged slightly.

Moryson named him.

But why Axis?

I do not know, Rivkah. It seemed a good enough name at the time. I could not have known then that he would prove to be the axis about which our entire world would turn and die.

Rivkah took a deep breath. You denied me my son and warped his soul for almost thirty years, Jayme, while you left me to die a slow, lingering death. She stepped forward, and spat in Jaymes face. They say that forgiveness is the beginning of healing, Jayme, but I find it impossible to forgive the wrong you have done myself, my son and his father.

She turned and strode to the door.

Just as she reached it Jayme spoke. Where the words came from he did not know, for the knowledge behind them and their sudden ferocity were not his.

It is my understanding that the birdman you betrayed Searlas for has now betrayed and rejected you, Rivkah. You have been discarded, thrown aside because of your ageing lines. Betrayal always returns to those who betray.

Rivkah turned and stared at him, appalled. This was not strictly correct, but it was close enough to the truth to hurt. Had the price for her betrayal of Searlas been the eventual death of StarDrifters love for her? What price would she pay for the hurt she had caused Magariz so many years ago? She licked her lips and silently cursed her voice as it quavered.

Then I am confident you will die a ghastly death, Jayme, she said.

Despite her brave words, Rivkahs entire body shuddered, and she flung the door open, running past the startled guard and down the corridor.

Jayme smiled, remembering Rivkahs agitation. But the smile died as he recalled his second visitor.

Jayme had heard Axis well before he entered the room.

Axis stood outside the closed door for several minutes, talking with the guard posted there. Jayme knew Axis was toying with him, letting the sound of his casual conversation outside increase Jaymes trepidation.

And his tactic worked. Jaymes stomach heaved as he heard the key in the lock.

Jayme, Axis said flatly as he stepped inside the room.

Axis had always carried an aura of power as BattleAxe  now it was magnified ten times and carried with it infinite threat. Jayme opened his mouth to speak, but there was nothing to say.

I have decided to put you on trial, Jayme. Rivkah has told me of your conversation, Axis said, and of your wretched effort to lay the blame for her attempted murder at Morysons feet. But it is not only the wrongs you have done me and my mother that you should answer for, Jayme, but the wrongs you have done the innocent people of Tencendor.

Jayme found his voice and his courage. Yet how many innocent people have you murdered for your depraved purposes, Axis? Justice always seems to rest with the victor, does it not?

Axis stabbed an accusing finger at the former BrotherLeader. How many innocent people did I murder in the name of the Seneschal, Jayme? How many people, guilty of nothing save innocent questions, did you send your BattleAxe out after, to ride down into the earth? How many innocent people have I murdered? You tell me. You were the one who sent me out to murder them in the name of Artor!

I only did what Artor told me, Axis. I only did what was right for the Way of the Plough.

The anger faded from Axis face and he stared incredulously at Jayme. Have you never thought to question the world about you? Have you never thought to question the narrow and brutal Way of the Plough? Have you never stopped to think what beauty the Seneschal destroyed when it drove the Icarii and the Avar beyond the Fortress Ranges a thousand years ago? Have you never stopped to question Artor?

Axis, Jayme said, stepping forward. What has happened to you? I thought I knew you, I thought I could trust you.

You thought you could use me.

Axis stared at Jayme a moment longer, then turned for the door.

I only used you for Artors sake, Jayme said so softly that Axis barely heard him.

Axis looked around to his once-beloved Brother-Leader. I shall spare no effort in dismantling the Seneschal, Jayme. I shall grind it and the cursed Way of the Plough into the dust where it belongs. I shall bury your hatreds and your bigotry and your unreasoning fears and I shall never, never, allow it or any like it to raise its deformed head in Tencendor again. Congratulations, Jayme. You will yet live to witness the complete destruction of the Seneschal.

Jaymes face was now completely white and his mouth trembled. He held out a hand. Axis!

But Axis was gone.

The memory of that visit disturbed Jayme so much that he abased himself once more before Artors icon, seeking what comfort the crude figure could give him.

The guards had taken from his room the beautiful gold and enamel icon of Artor that had held pride of place in the centre of the main wall. During the first two days of his captivity Jayme had laboriously carved out a life-sized outline of the great god into the soft plaster of the wall. Even though he had torn his nails with the effort, at least he had an icon to pray to.

He pressed his forehead to the floor.

The sound of noisy celebrations in the streets below finally roused him in the early evening. Curious despite his despondency, Jayme wandered over to the window.

Cheerful crowds thronged the streets and Jayme listened carefully, trying to make out what they shouted. Most held beakers of beer or ale, a few had goblets of wine. All were smiling.

A toast to our lord and lady! Jayme heard one stout fellow shout, and the crowd happily obliged.

A marriage made in the stars, they say! shouted another, and Jayme was horrified to see that it came from one of several winged creatures in the crowd.

He frowned. Had Axis married Faraday already?

A tiny piece of plaster fell to the floor behind him. Then another. Deep in concentration on the scene below him, Jayme did not hear.

To Axis!

And to Azhure!

Large cracks spread across the wall, and a piece of plaster the size of a mans fist bulged into the room.

Azhure? Jayme said. Azhure?

More plaster crumbled to the floor as further cracks and bulges raced across the wall, but Jayme was so engrossed in the crowds celebrations he did not hear it.

Who is this Azhure? Now Jayme had both hands and face pressed to the window pane in an effort to catch the shouts of the crowd.

She is one of the many reasons for your death, fool.

Jayme whimpered in terror and his eyes refocused away from the street below him and onto the reflection in the glass.

Plaster fell to the floor in a torrent as the wall came alive behind him.

Jayme whimpered softly again, so horrified he could not move. His eyes remained glued to the terror in the reflection.

Nothing in his life could have prepared him for this, and yet he knew precisely what it was.

Artor, come to exact revenge for the failings of the BrotherLeader of his Seneschal.

Beloved Lord, Jayme croaked.

In the reflection Jayme saw the wall ripple and a form bulge through, taking the shape of the icon Jayme had scratched in the plaster days ago.

It was too much, and Jayme screwed shut his eyes in terror.

Have you not the courage to face Me, Brother-Leader? Have you not the courage to face your Lord?

Jayme felt a powerful force seize control of his body. Suddenly he was spun around and slammed back against the window; he retained only enough power over his muscles to keep his eyelids tightly closed. Some part of his mind not yet completely numbed with terror hoped that Artor would use too much force and the window panes would crack behind him, allowing him to fall to a grateful death on the cobbles below.

But Artor knew His own power, and Jayme did not hit the glass with enough force to break it.

He was held there, his feet a handspan off the floor, and none of the crowd celebrating Axis and Azhures marriage spared so much as a glance above to see Jayme pinned against the window as effectively as a cruel boy will pin an ant to a piece of paper.

The great god Artor the Ploughman completed His transformation and stepped into the room. He was stunningly, furiously angry, and His wrath was a terrible thing to behold. Jayme had failed Him. The Seneschal was crumbling, and soon even those fragments that were left would be swept away in the evil wind that blew over the land of Achar. Day by day Artor could feel the loss of those souls who turned from the worship of Artor and the Way of the Plough to the worship of other gods. He was the one true god, He demanded it, and Artor liked it not that those gods He had banished so long ago might soon walk this land again.

Jayme had failed Artor so badly and so completely that the god Himself had been forced from His heavenly kingdom to exact retribution from Brother-Leader Jayme for his pitiful failure to lead the Seneschal against the challenge of the StarMan.

What have you done, Jayme?

Jayme shuddered, and found that Artor had freed those muscles he needed to speak with. I have done my best, Lord, he whispered.

Meet My eyes, Jayme, and know the god that you promised to serve.

Jayme tried to keep his eyes tightly shut, but the gods power tore them open  and Jayme screamed.

Standing before him was a man-figure, yet taller and more heavily musclebound than any man Jayme had ever seen before. Artor had chosen to reveal Himself in the symbolic attire of the ploughman: the rough linen loincloth, the short leather cape thrown carelessly over His shoulders, its hood drawn close about Artors face, and thick rope sandals. In one hand Artor held the traditional goad used to urge the plough team onwards; the other hand He had clenched in the fist of righteous anger. Underneath the leather hood of His cape Artor had assumed the heavy, pitted features of a man roughened by years of tilling the soil, while His body was roped with the thick muscles needed to control the team and the cumbersome wheeled plough.

And underlying this immensely powerful and angry physical presence was the roiling fury of a god scorned and rejected by many of those who had once served Him.

Artors eyes glittered with black rage. Daily My power diminishes as the Seneschal crumbles into dust. Daily the souls of the Acharites are claimed by other, less deserving gods. For this I hold you responsible.

I could not have foreseen  Jayme began, but Artor raised the goad menacingly above His head and took a powerful step forwards, and Jayme fell into silence.

The power of the Mother threatens to spill over into this land as the bitch you failed to stop prepares to sow the seeds of the evil forest across Achar. The Star Gods now threaten to spread their cold light through this land again.

I had not the knowledge or the power to stop these gods of whom you speak 

Yet you incubated the egg that would hatch the traitorous viper. You nursed the viper to your  to My  bosom! You raised him, you taught him, you gave him the power and the means, and then you turned him loose to destroy all that I have worked to build.

Axis! I could not have known that he 

As the Brotherhood of the Seneschal falls to its knees so the worship of the Plough fades and I grow weak. Long-forgotten gods seek to take My place and banish Me from this land.

Give me another chance and I will try to 

But Artor did not want to hear empty excuses or useless promises. His judgment was final.

I shall seek out among those remaining to find one who will work My will for me. One who is still loyal. One who can steer the Plough that you have left to wheel out of control. Die, Jayme, and prepare to live your eternity within My eternal retribution. Feel My justice, Jayme! Feel it!

As Artor stepped forward, Jayme found breath enough for a last, pitiful shriek.

The guard standing outside the door thought he heard a cry, and he started to his feet. But the next moment a burst of fireworks lit the night sky and the guard relaxed, smiling. No doubt the noise had been the echo of the street celebrations below.

Another burst of fireworks exploded, drowning out the screams from the chamber as Artor exacted his divine retribution.

Faraday and Embeth, almost a league into the Plains of Tare, paused and looked back as the faint bursts of the fireworks reached them.

He has married her, Faraday said tonelessly, and now the people celebrate.

She turned the head of the donkey and urged it eastwards.

Later that night, when the guard checked his prisoner, all he discovered was a pile of plaster by the far wall and a bloody body lying huddled underneath the locked window.

It looked suspiciously like  well, like it had been ploughed.
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The Song for Drying Clothes

Restoration of the royal apartments in the ancient palace of Carlon had been going on since Axis had defeated Borneheld, but the workmen doubled their efforts in the days after Axis married Azhure. Helping them  else how could so much work have been accomplished in so short a time?  were twelve of the best Icarii Enchanters who discovered the ancient lines and colours hidden behind a thousand years of veilings, and who directed the workmen and sewing women in the best and simplest ways to redecorate the chambers to suit the StarMan and the Enchantress.

The Icarii were amazed by the news that the Enchantress ring had resurfaced to fit snugly on Azhures finger  and yet, they said among themselves, who better to wear both ring and title than the woman who already commanded the Wolven and the Alaunt and the heart of the StarMan? Those who had seen her in the past few days had noted how the promise of strange power lay in the shadows of her eyes, and they wondered whether the ring had placed that power there, or whether the power released during her ordeal of her wedding day had called the ring to her.

None, whether Icarii or human, doubted that Azhure was a figure who could be as powerful as the StarMan, a legend in her own right.

Now Axis, Azhure and StarDrifter sat in their living chamber, Caelum playing quietly in a corner. On two walls windows stretched from the floor to the foot of a great jade dome, gauzy curtains billowing in the cool breeze of late afternoon. They had been there for some hours, and Azhure was clearly tired. Axis turned from her and addressed his father.

These rooms are of Icarii origin, StarDrifter, and the Chamber of the Moons is obviously patterned on the Star Gate. How so? I thought Carlon an entirely human affair.

StarDrifter, sprawled on his belly across a couch some paces away, his wings spreading across the floor on either side, shrugged his shoulders.

The Icarii had to live somewhere, Axis. In the time of Tencendor gone, both human and Icarii must have lived in Carlon  it is a very ancient city.

He rolled over onto his back and stared at the ceiling. Both Axis and Azhure, wingless, wondered at StarDrifters grace in rolling completely over without entangling himself in his wings.

I have no doubt that Carlon would have been a popular residence for Icarii, Axis, StarDrifter continued, as close as it is to the sacred Grail Lake and Spiredore. He paused, his face dreamy. One could lift directly from those windows into the thermals rising off the great plains.

Azhure smiled briefly at Axis. StarDrifter looked far too lazy to do anything more than loll about the chamber. Her smile died as she shifted uncomfortably and pushed a pillow into the small of her back  every day the unborn twins grew larger and more cumbersome.

Axis looked at her, concerned. We have tired you, beloved.

No, she said, although both StarDrifter and Axis could see the exhaustion tugging at her eyes. No, I want to try again. Please, one more time before you go back down to your army.

Axis had belatedly realised how much time had elapsed since his defeat of Borneheld, and he was in the process of organising a force to speed northwards to bolster the defences of Jervois Landing. Every hour brought them closer to autumn and Gorgraels inevitable attack.

StarDrifter sat up, as concerned as Axis was with Azhures condition. Faraday had obviously healed her back (and how much more desirable the woman was with her back clean and smooth and aching to be stroked, StarDrifter thought), but Azhure remained very weak from both the physical and emotional battering she had been forced to endure four days ago. Neither Axis nor StarDrifter was prepared to argue with Faradays prediction that Azhure would have to rest until the birth of her children.

And yet how desperately I will need her against Gorgrael, Axis thought. How desperately I need her skill with both bow and command, her Alaunt, and her power. I can ill afford to lose her to a drawn-out recovery over the next few months. But how much less can I afford to lose her to inevitable death should I push her too hard now? Axis was still trying to come to terms with his guilt, not only over the events of a few days ago, but also over the fact that, unknown to him, Azhure had fought through the dreadful Battle of Bedwyr Fort while encumbered with such a difficult pregnancy. His hand tightened about hers as he realised his good fortune that Azhure had managed to survive the past weeks at all.

Please, Azhure said. One more time. She raised her free hand to brush some strands of hair from her forehead, and the Enchantress ring glittered in the golden light of late afternoon.

Today was the first time Axis and StarDrifter had tried to teach Azhure the use of her Icarii power  but all in the room had been disheartened with the results, including Caelum who, wide-eyed, had watched the proceedings from his corner.

StarDrifter moved to a stool close to Azhures side, remembering, in comparison, how easy he and MorningStar had found Axis to train. Azhures father, WolfStar, must not have spent the time or the trouble training her as he had the young Axis. She had been completely ignored by WolfStar, and StarDrifter smouldered with anger thinking how WolfStar had abandoned Azhure to her awful fate in Smyrton.

As StarDrifter and MorningStar had once done for him, Axis now cupped Azhures face gently in his hands.

Hear the Star Dance, he said.

Yes, she replied, barely audible.

At least hearing the Star Dance had been as easy for Azhure as it had for Axis  but then she had been hearing it for some time without being aware of what it actually was. Every time Axis had made love to her shed heard it; sometimes when she had suckled Caelum; sometimes when she stood at an open window and let the wind rush about her; oftentimes at night when she dreamed of distant shorelines and the tug of strange tides at rocks and sand.

But Azhure also heard the Dark Music, the Dance of Death, the music renegade stars made when they left their assigned courses. Neither Axis nor StarDrifter, nor any other Icarii Enchanter, could routinely hear that music, although they recognised it if it was wielded by someone else. StarDrifter had heard its echo in the Chamber of the Moons the night Axis had battled Borneheld. Axis had witnessed two of the SkraeBolds use it at the gates of Gorkentown, and both he and StarDrifter recognised its presence the morning Azhure had used Dark Music to tear the Gryphon apart atop Spiredore.

Now Azhure put the ghastly discordant sounds of the Dark Music to the back of her mind and concentrated on the supremely beautiful Star Dance. All Icarii Enchanters wielded the power of the Star Dance by weaving fragments of its power into more manageable melodies, Songs, each with their own specific purpose.

Axis and StarDrifter had been trying to teach Azhure one or two of the more simple Songs. Songs so simple that all Icarii training as Enchanters mastered them within an hour or two. But they had been trying to teach Azhure for almost five hours now, and she had failed to grasp a single phrase.

Azhure closed her eyes and concentrated on the Song that Axis sang slowly for her. It was a Song for Drying Clothes, a ridiculously easy song requiring only the tiniest manipulation of power, yet it seemed totally beyond her ability.

Axis finished, and both he and StarDrifter held their breath.

Relax, beloved. It is a simple Song. Sing it for me.

Azhure sighed and began to sing. Axis and StarDrifter winced. Her voice was harsh, utterly toneless, and completely lacking any of the musical beauty that had, until now, come instinctively to any of Icarii blood, whether they were Enchanters or not.

Axis remembered how Azhure had tried to join in the songs about the campfire on their trip down through the Icescarp Alps for the Beltide festivities. Then her voice had also been as completely toneless, as gratingly harsh, but Axis had felt sure that now that the block concealing Azhures true identity and power had been removed her musical ability would naturally surface.

But apparently that was not to be. If Azhure had any power at all then obviously she would be unable to use the conduit of Song to manipulate it.

Unnoticed, Caelum tottered on unsteady baby legs to his parents couch.

Mama, he said, startling the other three. Simple. See?

And he hummed the Song for Drying Clothes as beautifully as Axis had.

Azhure opened her eyes, stared at her son, and burst into tears.

Axis glared the boy into silence and gathered Azhure into his arms. Shush, sweetheart. Im sure that

No! Azhure cried. Its hopeless. Ill never be able to learn.

Axis, StarDrifter said gently. Perhaps the trouble is that, while Azhure is of SunSoar blood, the blood link is too far removed from either of us for us to be able to teach her.

The gift and powers of the Icarii Enchanters were passed on only through blood, from parent to child, and Enchanters could be trained only by one of their own House, or family, and usually only by someone of close blood relation. Normally it was a parent who trained a new Enchanter, although someone else of close blood link within the family could also assist. Thus Axis grandmother, MorningStar, had been able to assist her son StarDrifter teach his son, Axis.

But WolfStar came from a generation of SunSoars four thousand years old. He had died, been entombed, walked through the Star Gate, and had then come back for purposes that neither Axis nor StarDrifter could yet fathom.

Axis stared at his father, then looked at his wife. Azhure, StarDrifter could be right.

Azhure sat back. Yet WolfStar could train both you and Gorgrael, Axis. You are as far removed from him in blood as I am from you.

None of us knows how powerful WolfStar has become, StarDrifter said. He obviously has the power to use whatever blood link there is, while neither Axis nor I can do that.

Then perhaps Caelum can train me, Azhure said. See how easily he has learned the Song for Drying Clothes! Oh, how much it stung that she could not learn even a ridiculously mundane Song while a child less than a year old could do so! And he is as closely blood linked to me as WolfStar.

Surprised, for he had never thought of such a thing, Axis raised his eyebrows at StarDrifter in silent query. A child teach a parent? It had never been done before  but then never before had an Icarii Enchanter come to his or her powers after they had fathered or birthed a child.

Neither Axis nor StarDrifter liked the thought  a largely untrained child could do enormous damage to an equally untrained parent, but what harm could the Song for Drying Clothes cause? At most, it could cause a warm breeze to fill the room. And if Caelum could teach Azhure, then it would be best to find out now.

StarDrifter caught Axis thoughts and nodded slightly.

Axis turned his gaze to his son, still cross at him for showing off in front of his mother. Even Caelum at his tender age should have had more sensitivity.

Well Caelum, would you like to try?

It was a thought that all in the room caught. The ability to hear and, eventually, speak with the mind voice was one of the earliest powers Azhure had demonstrated, and it was a skill she developed day by day. At least she had that much.

The child nodded soberly, ashamed for the hurt he had caused his mother.

Axis picked the baby up and sat him on his knee. The child reached out his chubby hands and Azhure, after a slight hesitation, took them in her own.

Again they went through the routine, Caelum using his mind voice to talk to Azhure  for it was easier for him than his still cumbersome tongue. Azhure closed her eyes and concentrated as hard as she could, and yet, when he had finished singing and it was her turn, all that issued forth from her mouth were such discordant notes that the three Enchanters faces sank.

Useless, Azhure said, and turned away from the others so they would not see her tears.

Azhure, StarDrifter said. No-one knows how changed WolfStar was when he came back through the Star Gate. How his power was altered by his experiences beyond the Star Gate. It is more than conceivable that WolfStar has bequeathed you power through his blood that is different to any the Icarii have known previously. So different that you cannot be trained through traditional methods. You cannot even use your power in the traditional way. Axis  His voice firmed. Azhure obviously has power, we both witnessed her tear that Gryphon apart.

Axis nodded, and even Azhure wiped her eyes and stared at StarDrifter.

We witnessed Azhure use power, Dark Music, to destroy the Gryphon that threatened her and Caelum, but we did not hear her sing!

Stars! Axis said, shocked he hadnt remembered that himself.

StarDrifter suddenly laughed, his beautiful face joyous, and he deposited Caelum on the floor and seized Azhures hands in his own. Azhure! You have power, magnificent power, but it is so different to what any of us have experienced before that we do not know how to teach you. We probably cant teach you, anyway.

Azhure smiled as she absorbed what StarDrifter was saying. Then what use is such magnificent power, StarDrifter, if the only time I can use it is when I am attacked by a Gryphon?

Despite the concern evident in her words, Azhures voice was more relaxed now and her tone lighter.

Azhure, Axis said. There are many reasons why you may be finding it so difficult to use your powers. StarDrifter has perhaps discovered the main one. But also you effectively blocked out your power for so many years that I am not surprised you find it almost impossible to call it willingly to you now.

Azhure reflected on his words, her smile losing some of its brilliance. Over the past few nights vaguely troubling dreams with even more troubling voices had disturbed her rest, but she could never remember the details when she woke. Were they a manifestation of her newly freed power bubbling uncontrolled to the surface? Perhaps she ought to talk to Axis about them  but all thoughts of dreams were forgotten with her husbands next words.

And, Axis continued, our unborn children may also be causing a block.

Three days ago Axis, according to the right and duty of every Icarii father, had awoken her twin babies. When he had done this for Caelum, calling the baby to awareness within her womb, it had been a joyous affair, but this awakening  the whole pregnancy  had been so different. The babes had witnessed what she and Axis had seen when he had forced Azhure to remember her mothers death and her subsequent physical and emotional torture at Hagens hands. As she and Axis had endured the pain and the horror, so had her two unborn babies. Faraday had said that she thought the babies would be affected by the experience, although she did not know how. Now, both Azhure and Axis knew.

The awakening had been successful as the babies were now fully aware and active. But during the awakening, and in the days since, it had become painfully obvious that the twin babes distrusted and disliked their father. Azhure and Axis could feel their resentment every time Axis touched their mother; even now, cuddled together on the couch, both could feel the rising hostility from the twins. It made anything more intimate an impossibility; both Azhures weak state and the twins antagonism meant Axis and Azhure had yet to consummate their marriage. Axis had tried to harm the woman who carried them and, unlike Caelum, the twins were not prepared to forgive him. Yet even Azhure did not enjoy their affection; she sensed total disinterest seeping into her from the babies. They existed only for each other, their parents either untrusted or inconsequential.

Axis had not realised Azhure was pregnant for so long because hed never felt the tug of the growing babies blood. Even before the trauma of four days ago, he mused, the twins had been so self-absorbed that their SunSoar blood had not reached out beyond each other.

It made him wonder what kind of children hed fathered.

The twins, as would be natural for children conceived of such powerful parents, would be Enchanters in their own right  even now they demonstrated their awakening powers in the womb. Azhure sighed. Since their awakening the twins had refused to listen to Axis on the five occasions hed tried to teach them.

Were they somehow blocking Azhures powers now?

Axis and Azhure glanced at each other, then at StarDrifter, letting him share their thoughts. They had told him of the problems with the twins and, unbelievably, when he had tried, StarDrifter actually had more success communicating with the babies than Axis did. Azhure had not let StarDrifter touch her when she was pregnant with Caelum, but she knew that StarDrifter would undoubtedly be the Enchanter who conducted the majority of the twins training while they were in the womb.

Now StarDrifter shook his head. No, I dont think they would do that. Powerful as they might be, they arent yet that powerful. And why would they want to block your power, in any case? No, Azhure. Unless you slip naturally into your powers, ease into them as time goes by, the only person who can teach you is WolfStar.





3
The Sentinels

Several floors below, the Sentinels sat in a circle, holding hands. They were silent as they remembered.
 
It had been a fine night, some three thousand years ago, when the Charonites had massed in the chamber below the well that led to the cave on the banks of the Nordra River.

The races of the Charonites and Icarii, both descended from the original Enchantress, had separated some twelve thousand years previously. As the Icarii loved the open sky and worshipped the stars, so they developed wings to give vent to their longings. But the Charonites were far more introspective, preferring the depths to the heights. Eventually they discovered and developed the UnderWorld and the waterways. They still studied the stars  and their very waterways reflected the music of the Star Dance  but they became increasingly reclusive, until even most of the Icarii doubted their existence.

Every few score years the Charonites gave vent to their urge to see once again the star-lit night, to feel the soft wind of the OverWorld in their faces, to smell the scent of flowers and of the damp leaves that lined the floor of the forest, and to sail the lively waters of the Nordra, so different from the still waterways.

On this night, scores of Charonites sang and danced as they climbed the well leading to the OverWorld; the Charonites loved to dance and the figures carved about the walls of the well inspired them to ever more joyous efforts.

Once in the
































































OPS/images/logo.jpg
HARPER
Voyager





OPS/images/cover.jpg
2
3
&
]
z
=
3
b5
&
&
&
oo

Starman
Book Three of the Axis Trilogy

du
[=]

Sara Douglass





OPS/images/cover.png
E Starman

55 Book Three of the Axis Trilogy
9 s

b4 ]

5

Sara Douglass






OPS/images/map.png
Isxruee Ocean

“AnD Town
fcHTAR

&, Ichtar il
Urgfars 7l
N

P
Stomory ST
sincaxg A %ﬁ“
R, Acke )

_— Sftvels
Tadem Bendf/ LATIDING R Nordre

Arbeni

Smyrron

IDowmAKER SEea

Seagrass Plains

R, Fluriat
SKARARGST

JKasraeon

AveonspaLE

Carton

il

Gl T qwen

EAY _or THE
SERESCHAL

=

Benwvr

Foxr X
RomspaLE ot

N

®
N
B






