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The Threads of Probability sang haunting, metallic notes as Ammadhan strode amongst them, brushing the strands of wire-fine platinum with gnarled, knobby fingers.

Held taught from low, arching walls in patterns intricate enough to earn a spider’s envy, they took on a glow when stroked, showing in warm reds, cool blues, and hot oranges that lasted with the ring of their vibrations. The eerie light picked out the crags of the ancient gnome’s face, visible with his frayed hood pushed back from unruly silver wisps of hair. It highlighted the ancient stonework of the walls and the sour faces chiseled into them, jeweled eyes seeming to glare, as if in disapproval.

Though built short and blocky in the way of the Gnomes and bent by the wear of the ages, Ammadhan’s motions were those of the artist within him. Arthritic digits strummed chords of impossible beauty, bringing forth the songs of the past, present and future, weaving them together into harmonies of meaning. As the song swelled and his motions became more fluid and frantic, it seemed as though four thousand years sloughed away from crooked bones and cavernous features.

The Threads’ purpose was to transcend the limits of time, after all.

But song and motion derailed as a crook of finger plucked a note of such ugliness, such dissonance, that it seemed as though the platinum wire shrieked in agony.

Edisten watched his former tutor and master stiffen as if struck. A wince pinched across his own features as fingernails of pain dragged across the back of his mind. But Ammadhan let the ugly note ring, attentive to its horrid tale as the Thread’s light died in a slow dazzle of sparks that left the half-sphere of the chamber in near-darkness.

“Teacher?” Edisten called into the silence. “Teacher, what did you—”

The old gnome shuffled forth from the gloom, waving a hand for silence. Darkness left the meaning on his features unclear as he hobbled to the iron-banded door of the room, crafted from petrified wood and engraved with dizzying whorls and hatch-marks of protective runes.

Edisten hurried after him, dread forming a cold fist in his gut. The door grunted as Ammadhan shouldered it aside and waited with impatience crackling about him. Edisten glanced at the ancient gnome as he hastened out into the stagnant chill of the corridor and felt the fist become ice. Without comment Ammadhan threw the door shut with a boom that scattered dust from stone blocks that rarely witnessed passersby.

The instant before the ancient mass of the door sealed the chamber, Edisten caught the glimmer of the carved faces’ jeweled eyes mocking him from the blackness.

***
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AMMADHAN’S STUDY WAS a claustrophobe’s nightmare. Dusty tomes of lost ages weighed upon shelves leaning inward from all sides. Brittle, flaking maps of places that had once been—and some that had not—peeled from the walls. The tools of the Diviner, globes of wire and silvery beads, crystalline gauges, compass-like devices whose needles never settled on a direction, crowded the corners and glinted in the yellowy, uncertain glow of dozens of candles.

The older gnome stepped around the cobwebbed mass of his desk and settled with a grimace into an enormous chair. He released a lengthy breath, seemed to diminish before Edisten as the younger gnome removed books cluttering a footstool, dragged it before his former master and sat down. Candlelight wavered in Ammadhan’s eyes and gave them a glassy look, like that which mars the face of a child just woken from a nightmare.

“It will be as you have forseen, my pupil,” he said. “Arneus Ithradyneum will become Shaedar of the Fey.”

Edisten felt the fist in his guts tighten and forced himself to nod. “And with him comes the Bloody Hand. I feared it was so but...my calculations and tools are not as refined as your methods.”

“I have watched him a long time, this Fey. Always has he been a puppet of the darker forces of the universe—and of his own heart.” Ammadhan inhaled slowly, breath rattling in his lungs. “I should have seen this coming sooner.”

Edisten shook his head. “The future has fickle currents, Teacher.”

“Yes...” Ammadhan leaned his face into a hand and kneaded his temples with the fingers. “And now the hour is late—too late.”

“No, Teacher.” Edisten shook his head more emphatically. “You’re mistaken. There is still time...and hope.”

The ancient gnome chuckled into his clenching and unclenching fingers. “You refer, of course, to the humans.”

The bitterness in the last word chilled Edisten’s blood. “I know what you think of them—”

“Oh, you do?” Ammadhan snapped, the hand that had been massaging his head chopping downward onto an open tome and jolting dust into the air. “You are a mind-seer now, Edisten?”

The younger gnome bent his head, shock making his voice husky as he said, “I meant no disrespect, Teacher.”

“They are greedy, these Men, divisive, short-sighted, too easily guided by their anger, too easily distracted.” Ammadhan drove home each point with a jab of gnarled, extended index finger. “This is who we placed so much hope with?”

Edisten looked up, clenching his teeth against despair at his master’s words. “Of all the young races, Teacher, humanity has shown the most potential for change, growth, and evolution. They, alone, can raise the banner of high civilization again after all these millennia of barbarism.”

Ammadhan settled back into his chair, shaking his head with cold, bitter light in his eyes. “You are an optimist, Edisten. You always were. But that is to be expected in one so young.”

Edisten’s jaw relaxed, teeth unclenching into a little smile at the hint of a joke. In two thousand years, there had not been a gnome who could truly be called young. In fact, there were no young now, at all. That fact stole most of the warmth from Edisten’s grin because it foretold another, certain future:  the gnomes were dying. And with them would go the last strands of knowledge of the vast civilizations that had once ruled not only the world, but the stars beyond it.

“Humanity is flawed, there is no doubt,” Edisten conceded. “Everything you’ve said is true. But there are lights among them. I have seen, living amongst them. There is courage and strength and love. If we only preserve these lights, they will come to shine over all.”

“It will not be enough.” Ammadhan looked upon his prize pupil with a face carved from the death of more dreams than any one being should have to shoulder. “The Bloody Handed One’s minions are everywhere and strengthening with the knowledge that their tide is on the rise. They whisper in the ears of monarchs, they agitate the commoners in the streets and wildernesses, and always they bring the promise of greatness, glory, riches – for only the meager price of one’s soul. And what is that worth in a world as dark as this one?”

“So, we are to give in to cynicism?” Edisten stood and leaned forward over his Master’s desk, both hands defiantly on its surface, no longer the pupil, but the accomplished Master, himself. “The Gnomes, who have fostered humankind from its darkest hours under the yoke of barbarism, are simply to abandon their charges, pull the rug out from under them and slide back into isolationism? We will hoard our knowledge, bury ourselves in our books, carry out our pointless experiments, and meditate on oblivion?”

Ammadhan regarded Edisten with a bitter upturn in the corner of his mouth, but said nothing.

Edisten shook his head in disgust and looked around at the moldering library, the relics of forgotten ages, materials of metal and crystal and things not yet identified. They stared back at him, as thoughtless, motionless, and inert as the past his people dwelt upon to the detriment of the present. Frustration flared within him and he slapped his palms down on the desk.

“By the One God, curse this stuffy darkness!”

Edisten straightened and stepped past the desk to the shuttered window in the corner. Ammadhan may have protested, but Edisten didn’t hear over the creak and groan of the shutters parting as he tore at them.

Sunlight and the shocking cold of a winter wind off the Earadark Ocean washed into the Diviner’s chambers, snuffing candles, ruffling open pages, and scattering dust. Squinting, Edisten looked down over the city of Evenforge, its crooked, mismatched towers carved into the very face of the cliffs of Nomlar, looked down over Holdfast Bay and its churning whitecaps and rocky beaches. He took an exhilarating breath of lung-stinging, brine-tinged air and grinned wildly.

“Curse it, Edisten...”

“Isn’t that better, Teacher?” Edisten asked, turning to face the ancient gnome.

A scowling Ammadhan rose from his chair, shielding his eyes with one hand and waving with the other. “It’s cold, you fool.”

“Yes, it is!” Edisten replied with a laugh. “Makes one feel alive with the wind and the light. Reminds me that I’m young.” His smile changed, as did his tone. “It reminds me of hope, Teacher.”

Ammadhan lowered the shielding hand and squinted at his former pupil. There may have been less bitterness to his half-smile.

“I know it wasn’t all darkness in the Threads,” Edisten said. “I know there was a little hope. Wasn’t there?”

Ammadhan nodded once. “There was a little, my pupil. A very, very little hope.”

Edisten clenched his jaw into a tight-lipped and furious smile.

“I’ll take whatever I can get.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

Shaedar of the Fey


[image: ]


Arneus Ithradyneum stepped to the edge of a balcony overlooking the courtyard of the Shaedaran Palace, the faint smells of smoke, pitch, and burnt flesh catching in the back of his throat. Fingertips touched cool stone and he leaned forward to look out upon Obzidiak, Black Capital of the Feyan Empire and home of its rulers.

Among whose ranks he was about to take his place.

The Banished One, they once called me.

His lips twisted into a half-smile of satisfaction as he took in the gargoyle-capped towers, stiletto-sharp spires, and everywhere black stonework adorned with skulls and streaked in the rust red of rain-stirred dust, looking very much like blood. Father, of course, had invented worse names.

His eyes came to rest on columns of smoke purling skyward to be lost in a low-hanging overcast under-lit with quivering tongues of red. The coup that had brought him here had not been completely without opposition. What name will they give me now, I wonder?

Plate steel clanked over mail and leather at Arneus’ back. He half-glanced at the Fey waiting at his flank. Daedon Nazrak, Grand Aga of the Janizarry Corps, stood nearly as tall as Arneus with the lean, straight-backed build of one who has given and taken orders his entire life. The light of his silver-blue eyes was nearly as cold as the gleam of the conical helm held under one arm and matched by the glimmer of the white strands marring the otherwise perfect black of his back-length hair.

“It is all done, Great One.”

Arneus turned fully to face the Fey who had been both advisor and never-wavering devotee for the decades of their exile in the wilds. “What of my good brother, Ezmet?”

Nazrak’s stone face shifted again. “We will find him, my Lord.”

Arneus nodded. “Fled before we reached the outskirts, did he? Unusually clear-thinking for him. He must have been sober, for once.” He turned to stare back across the city with a headshake and a snort. “And my late father and his sycophants thought him a more stable choice than I.”

“We will find him,” Nazrak said. “There is nowhere he can go.”

“Yes. Well, it’s of little import now, other than the symbolism. With Etraedean II, the ‘Long-Lived’, now finally gone to his grave, there is little remaining to tarnish my legitimacy.”

Arquebus shots crackled in the distance, screams playing a faint counterpoint. Arneus glanced at the Grand Aga.

“There were pro-establishment uprisings in the lower districts,” Nazrak replied to the look. “And the usual slave revolts. They are contained.”

“All is done, indeed,” Arneus said with a smirk.

Nazrak stiffened. “Disgruntled lesser nobles and human slave agitators are hardly a threat to your Throne, Greatness.”

“We shall see,” Arneus replied in a taunting voice. When his companion didn’t relax, he let out a cackle and turned back to the overlook with an amused headshake.

Below, an infantry column in the red cloaks, black plate, and notorious white hoods of Janizarries hustled across the courtyard. Compact builds, broad shoulders and the bent postures of folk accustomed to the lash betrayed them as the human slaves they were—but exalted slaves, pledged to the glory of the Shaedar and His Eternal Holy War against the Impure.

Each was raised from early childhood to worship the God Incarnate that was the Shaedar and the honor of their Corps, which had served for ages as the Empire’s shock troops against enemies external and internal. Only the last couple centuries of Etreaden II’s defeatist policies had dimmed their history of service and glory and relegated them to frontier hardship postings and mistrust.

Nazrak came to stand at Arneus’ side, his icy eyes thawing a bit at the sight of his own. Mounted Fey officers in similar black plate mail and crimson cloaks clattered along at the column’s flanks as the courtyard main gates ground open. The officers carried blade-tipped leather lashes at their sides or balanced casually over their shoulders, fully functional, to be certain, but more symbols of office.

The Janizzary Corps did not typically require such crude motivation; glory sufficed.

Arneus laid a hand on the Grand Aga’s shoulder plate. “They served as well as their forebears of old, my friend,” he said.

“Yes.”

“And they will serve better in the days to come.” Arneus removed the hand and clenched it into a fist. “The back-sliding of my father’s rule is done. No more will we humble ourselves before the human merchant-lord usurpers of the north. No more will we be slaves to our own nobles’ greed and avarice. We will revive the empire, Daedon, bring it back to the ages of conquest and Holy War and glory. We will purge the Impure.”

“And we will give the people a God worth believing in.”

Arneus didn’t govern his reflexes as well as the cold, motionless Nazrak, jumping at the unexpected voice. He turned with a snarl cooled by the knowledge that the newcomer had not been hailed by the Janizarry bodyguards at the balcony’s entrance but stood behind him nonetheless.

“I did not send for you,” Arneus snapped.

The newcomer waited in the shadows, hands folded into robes of white trimmed with blood red and topped by a pointed hood. Eyes more chilly than even Nazrak’s regarded Arneus through holes that allowed the only hint of the being within. The symbol of a hand was splashed in what appeared to be fresh, still-clotting blood across the breast. When the hooded being stepped into the torchlight at the balcony’s edge, the cloaks made no sound.

“We are here to congratulate you on your ascendance,” the hooded Fey said.

Arneus glanced at Nazrak, who had bowed at the cloaked figure’s approach. Suddenly wishing he was armed as the Grand Aga was, Arneus folded his arms before him. “No one has ascended, yet. But when it is done, your congratulations will be appreciated.”

“Shaedar Arneus II,” the hooded one said with a bow deep enough to be nearly mocking. “The ruler who gives his people back their greatness.” The figure straightened again, hooded eyes meeting Arneus’ with the deadly promise of polar waters. “And the Fey who resurrects our blessed Bloody Handed One.”

“Yes,” Arneus replied with hesitation. He forced himself to relax and permitted himself a slight bow of the head. “Yes, of course, Holy Master.” Looking up, his eyes flicked to the shifting curtains near the balcony’s entrance. “Are...other of the Masters present in the Palace with you this day?”

The hooded Master’s pause might have contained satisfaction at his unease. “We felt only one necessary for such a message.”

“Indeed,” Arneus replied, despising the involuntary shudder in his bowels.

“With you on the Black Throne, Lord Arneus, our religion will once again be able to practice in the open, as it did in ages of past glory, and these—” the Fey gestured to his hood “—may no longer be necessary.”

“A glorious day, Holy Master,” Nazrak said from Arneus’ side in a reverent near-whisper. Arneus could not help the wave of hairs standing across his neck at his advisor’s tone—and the sudden realizarion that there might possibly be something Nazrak worshipped more than his Shaedar and his beloved Corps.

A call came from one of the sentries inside at the balcony entrance. Arneus shook some of the inexplicable dread from him and replied with relief, “I may be approached.”

Curtains parted and a figure tall, even for a Fey, bowed through the door and straightened to respectful attentiveness before the trio.

Bare-chested, his torso crawling with spidery tattoos that made their way up his neck and across his completely shaved scalp, the Fey wore only baggy black pants, no shoes to cover naked toes, no cloak to shield his frame against the late autumn chill. The wedge of muscle of his upper body was unusual among the lithe Fey and his huge, calloused hands had more of the brute power of a human laborer. Eyes black and devoid of inflection regarded the three Fey on the balcony. Arneus noted with no little satisfaction that even the Bloody Hand Master shrank from looking directly at this visitor.

The Fey had no name, was known only by a title, one he and generations of grim, expressionless forebears had held before him.

The Strangler.

“Speak,” Arneus said.

“As you ordered, the task is done,” the Strangler said in an unnerving monotone.

“All of them?” Arneus asked.

“I said, the task is done.” The Strangler’s reply held no disrespect. “All that remains is the method of disposal. My subordinates can take care of it privately or, as has occasionally been requested in the past, in a more public fashion.”

“Publicly,” Arneus replied.

“Great One, is that such a—”

“Yes, publicly, I think,” Arneus spoke over Nazrak’s protest.

The Strangler gave a single nod, spun on his heel and left the balcony.

Arneus turned back to the courtyard, a hand up to prevent further words from Nazrak. His gaze rose over the walled compound to the cluster of five, knife-sharp towers stabbing skyward just beyond the Palace. Windows of bloody-colored stained glass glowed from lights within and the ruby glitter of the highest tower’s jeweled top was barely visible in the sagging overcast. In daylight, the High Temple of the Avatars, carved from monstrous slabs of obsidian, would gleam in cold, black glory.

“The Einars are gathered?” Arneus asked Nazrak without looking at him. The Einars, high priests to each of the three Avatar-gods the Fey worshipped, had to perform the coronation ritual to make his rule official.

“In the high chambers, yes, Lord,” Nazrak replied.

“I trust they have not been too roughly intimidated?” Arneus turned to wink at the Grand Aga.

A smile very nearly cracked the granite of Nazrak’s face. Even the Bloody Hand Master, whose demi-god the Einars had forbidden upon Etraedean II’s ascension, folded his arms before his chest in poorly-concealed satisfaction.

“I think,” Nazrak said with obvious relish, “you will find them most agreeable, at this point.”

“And the senior nobles and my father’s former ministers?”

“They await your pleasure in the Hall of Audience, under supervision, of course.” Nazrak’s expression changed slightly. “Greatness, if I may please speak freely?”

Arneus was about to remind the older Fey that his patience was not endless when the sound of a door whining open in the courtyard below drew the attention of all three on the balcony.

A side portal swung back to allow a procession onto the open grounds. The Strangler led the way, flanked by figures in rusty-hued cloaks and hoods bearing torches. Similarly-clad figures followed, laboring under the weight of something that gleamed ivory and silver in the torchlight—a casket. The procession lengthened, a second casket and pallbearers appearing then a third, then more...

The miniature city of lavishly-appointed apartments adjacent to the Palace was known as the Velvet Prison. Within it lived in absurd luxury the Shaedaran family, concubines, their offspring, royal siblings, their families, any Fey with blood ties strong enough to claim the Black Throne. Occasionally, sons were summoned from its opulent interior and sent through rigorous schooling in order to replace an elder sibling dead by accident, illness, or war – or banished, as had been the case with Arneus and later his treacherous, drug-addicted younger brother, Ezmet. But for the most part, those that dwelt in the Velvet could expect to die in the Velvet when a new Shaedar took his place on the Black Throne—

—and sent the Strangler to purge his predecessor’s seed and smother the threat of a succession war.

The main gates parted with a grating certain to draw attention. The procession snaked out into the streets of Obzidiak, guttering torches, swishing cloaks, ivory caskets, and morbid silence. Arneus could imagine the whispers already spreading from household to household, the dread and horror as eighteen Ithradyneum siblings and their families were born to their final rest. Queasiness flickered through his stomach as his eye settled for an instant on a child-sized casket. He looked back to his companions on the balcony, banishing the brief fit of nerves with a smirk.

“That should give my nobles and the people an idea of the kind of ruler they are dealing with now.”

Nazrak did not quite meet his gaze, eyes fixed icily on some point just over Arneus’ shoulder. The Bloody Hand Master, though, looked at him with a gleam that suggested approval and what appeared to be a kind of hunger.
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THE HALL OF AUDIENCE stank with fear.

The hot pitch bite of torches crackling in wall sconces, the spicy tang of hundreds of scented candles gleaming from black crystal chandeliers and candelabras, and the woody redolence of fires roaring in several hearths along the Hall’s perimeter warred with the sickening amalgamation of perfumes thrown on heavy to hide the sweat of hundreds of Fey crammed into confines too tight to suit their packed mass.

And still fear soured the chamber.

Kai Manzarba, Grand Vizier to the late Shaedar Etraedean II, watched the aristocracy, some of the most powerful Fey in the entire Empire, quiver and perspire and very nearly soil them selves as they milled about like cattle outside the slaughterhouse. A few, he noted with the sardonic half-smile of a professional courtier, took advantage of even these uncertain moments to gossip and politick – the gathering of so much of the Imperial power base in one place being a unique opportunity. Judging by most expressions, though, the nobles knew the gathering was a unique opportunity, indeed.

An opportunity to wipe them all out in one fell swoop.

Still, Manzarba reflected, it was impressive to see such a cross-section of the Empire. Tall, lethally slender, black-haired Yvannians such as himself, native to Obzidiak and perhaps the greatest power among the Fey, mingling amongst slightly shorter, golden-haired Syvannians, haughty in silver-traced robes of the most stylish cut with jewels gleaming about throats and fingers. Both groups attempted to avoid the boorish company of compactly-built, sun-burnt Wild Ones in cloaks of tooth- and bone-adorned furs, tugging nervously at hip-length braids of ratty brown hair.

But Manzarba’s eye came to rest on the short, animal-faced humans in black plate and crimson cloaks standing at the exits and along the walls and he sighed inwardly.

Janizarries in the Hall of Audience, Arneus? Your father worked decades—nay, centuries—to clear the taint of human impurity from these Holy grounds and ease away from previous rulers’ reliance on the slave-cattle. In a day, you undo so much.

Every third Janizarry carried an arquebus at his shoulder. The slow matches weren’t lit and the arquibusiers’ traditionally-armed companions wore their scimitars sheathed. But the threat was obvious to all.

Times have changed. Everything has.

A Syvannian in shimmering azure robes with a silver chord belt and a red sash eblazoned with his family crest slipped through the crowd to stand at Manzarba’s side. The cut of the expensive fabric and the way the sash hung hid the bulge of the Fey’s gut until he stood close. The softness of later middle-age had softened the once hard line of his jaw and pricey dyes failed to conceal the silvery gleam in his blonde hair. But the blue-gray eyes still held the crafty, saber’s edge gleam of an intellect that had made him one of the greatest power-brokers in the Empire.

Meeting those eyes, Manzarba offered a respectful nod. “Lord Anleinus.”

“Manzarba.” Taedon Anleinus of Ulnya broke into a cool, close-lipped grin. “You are a mystery to me.”

“In what way, my lord?”

Anleinus glanced with disdain at the aristocratic throng. “A room full of nobles shitting themselves, yet you are as cool as the polar snowmelt. Why is that?”

Manzarba smiled. “You appear to be in control of your bowels, Your Grace.”

“Ha!” Anleinus barked a laugh that drew a few uncomfortable glances from the other nobles. The defiantly projected volume of his voice drew more. “I am the Grand Duke of Ulnya and have been a member of the Diet since this boy-Shaedar was still wetting his bed sheets.”

“A fact that the Bloody Hand cult agitators have been quick to denounce to the masses from every street corner,” Manzarba pointed out. The Diet, the body of nobles serving as a check and balance to their rulers’ excesses, had held the same composition of families through two Shaedars now, a sore point not just with the commons but with the lower nobility.

Anleinus grunted, some of the fire gone out of his tone. “Yes. Persistent bastards, aren’t they? Always stirring up the under-castes. Probably one of our late Etraedean’s greatest achievements was throwing them out. And now they’re back, scuttling about in the shadows again after such a lovely peace and quiet.”

“And they have new tactics, and a new message,” Manzarba said, his voice lowering as he scanned the crowd, noting Fey attempting to appear distracted, though it was clear they were straining to listen in on the pair’s exchange.

“Yes, I’ve heard,” Anleinus snorted while he swished a glass of wine in a ring-studded hand. He took a sip from it and shook his head. “Arneus the folk hero, leading his exiled Janizarries in the fight against the Impure against his father’s wishes and those of his human-loving merchant-lord puppet masters.” He took another drink. “Utter garbage...”

“Of course,” Manzarba agreed, glancing toward the Janizarries. “But powerful garbage...and alarming.”

Anleinus’ features had taken on a hint of flush and the gleam in his eyes was now that of a straight razor poised at a throat as he glared at the Janizarries, too. “Not so alarming as this human filth polluting the sanctity of this Temple.” He gulped down the rest of his wine and chuckled. “You’re good, Manzarba.”

“How do you mean, my lord?”

“You still haven’t answered my question. What is it that allows you to remain so cool?” Anleinus looked Manzarba in the eye, the smile gone, only the chilly razor light in the gaze. “What do you know?”

Manzarba forced a grin that nevertheless hid any hint of feeling. “You have the conspirator’s natural paranoia, sir.”

“Quit hedging, Mazarba,” Anleinus said in a furious whisper. He leaned close and grabbed the front of Manzarba’s tunic. “Do you think because you were the boy’s tutor all those years ago that is going to translate into some sort of favor?”

Manzarba looked down at Anleinus’ hand, shocked both at the contact—what would be near mortal insult under other circumstances—as well as the way the other Fey’s grip trembled with desperate strength. “No,” he said coolly, “only a fool would think something like that.”

Anleinus blinked, seemed to return to some sort of composure and released Manzarba. His voice held no apology, though. “What, then, former Grand Vizier Manzarba?”

“Perhaps...” Manzarba glanced to the far side of the room, to the stairs winding down behind the Black Throne and the dais upon which it towered in coldly gleaming obsidian and silver majesty. Curtains stirred near the top of those stairs and figures were coming down. Manzarba’s heart beat sped up. “Perhaps, I have some insight into him, is all I
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