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Prologue

AnBul Rdessxo

"What can we do?" Fischer said usdesdy, but needing the comfort of an endlessly repeated
guestion. "What can we do? Bloody what, you ask?"

"Easy, mate" Henry Fdding lad a hand on Fischer's tense forearm.

Fischer shifted his arm away then turned his head towards the far, windowless wdl. He was in his
seventies, a white-haired, emaciated old man, his face deeply lined with the forty-year sruggle againg the
evil that had savaged — pervaded, consumed, destroyed — hisworld.

When it had begun hed been a man in his prime copper-haired, bright-eyed, lithe and energetic,
determined to fight and destroy the invading beings.

"Demons’ was a strange, horrid word that Fischer had only now learned to use, but which he dill
found completely distasteful.

"Demons’ did not fit a world that was based dmog entirdy on scientific theory. On logica
explanaion. On provable fact. On the complete bdief in technology that was far more acceptable and
comfortable than reigious bdiefs. "BEvil" did not exigt. Only scientific fact existed. Only the vagaries of
naiure and as-yet-to-be-controlled-and-predicted geographicd events exised. Only the sdfish and
arrogant nature of human society existed. Only petty crime by socid midfits and corporate crime by the
soddly successful existed.

Evil had no place in this most rational and explainable of worlds.

Until it dropped out of the ky over New Y ork one blithe and farr Sunday morning.

That was what took us three decades to come to terms with, Fischer thought. The idea that wed
been invaded, not by pastel-coloured and degantly-elongated extraterrestrials with great dark eyes in
shiny Spidberg-like metal-pocked spaceships, but by pure, and utterly hungrily angry, Euvil.

And thus for three decades pure Evil in the shape of the TimeKeeper Demons ran amok. Countries
were lad waste, save for the moaning, shuffling crazed populations that roamed their dusty surfaces.
Cities were abandoned, jungles stripped of foliage, oceans dried and ravaged. Within a year the human
population of earth had gone from hillions to a few pitiful ten thousand huddled in bunkers, waiting out the
demonic hours, and wondering how they could strike back.

The ten thousand were those I&ft sane, of course. There were ill countless millions left roaming
above ground, ther minds completely unhinged, utterly demonised, noisly breeding — and entirdy
successfully — countless millions: of geneticdly insane babies. Those infants that survived therr firg five
years unegten (or only partidly eaten), grew into even worse monsters than ther parents.

Fischer shuddered. Theinsane (and by now there were hillions of them) were dill out there, haunting
the as yet unreclamed surface of the planet.

He and his companions might have managed to trap and dismember Qeteb, but the other five
Demons continued to howl their destructive way about the planet.

They had trapped and dismembered Qeteb, but not destroyed him.

Thiswas the problem Fischer and his companions now faced. What to do? What to do?

"The other Demonswill break through the barriers within the month," said Katrina Fidding, Henry's
wife. Sheld been the one to suggest the idea that the Demons could be trapped by reflecting their own
malevolence back at them.

Fischer glanced at her. She was young, in her early forties, a mere child when the Demons had firgt



dropped in.

Shed lived virtudly her entire life underground, and it showed. Katrina's shoulders and spine were
stunted, her eyes dull, her skin pdlid and flaky. She'd never been able to have children.

And after the initial years underground only a scattering of babies, mogly physicdly or mentaly
disabled, had been born to the few women who came to term.

We're dying, Fischer thought. Our entire race. The Demons will get us in the end, even if it may
take them a generation or two longer than those they cornered above ground. If the Demons
don't leave soon then no-one will be left who can breed!

No-one sane, that is. The insane hordes above ground multiplied themseves with no effort,
and certainly no thought, at al.

The ideaterrified Fischer. "Whatever we do," he said, "weve got to get rid both of Qeteb's damned
death-defying life parts, and the other five Demons as wel.”

"There is only the one solution,” Henry said. "Devereaux's proposa.”

Devereaux's proposa frightened Fischer dmost as much as the idea that the sane component of the
human race would soon die out, leaving earth populated by the maniacd humen hybrids (God knows
with what they had interbred upstairs!). But a decison had to be made, and soon.

Why, why, why, Fischer thought, is there no government Ieft to make this decison for us? Why
couldn't we leave it to a bunch of anonymoudy corrupted politicians to foul up so we can be left with the
comfort of blaming someone el se?

But there were no ndions, no governments, no presdents, no prime minigers, no goddamn
potentates left to shoulder the responghbility. There was only Fischer and his committee.

And Devereaux. Polite, charming, hdpful Devereauix, who had advised thet they just load Qeteb's
life parts on separate spaceships (how convenient that the people inhabiting the bunkers when
the Demons had initidly arrived tended to be the military and space types) and flee into space.

"Drop them off somewhere dse" Devereaux had said only the day before yesterday. "Or a the
leadt, just keep going. The other Demons are bound to follow."

"What if Devereaux finds a place to leave them?' said Jane Havers, the only other woman present.
"Or jud crashes into some distant planet or moon. What then?"

"We pray that whoever inhabits that moon or planet can ded with the Demons better than we
have" Katrina said. "At least it won't be in our solar system, or gdaxy.”

Fischer dropped his face in a hand and rubbed his forehead. Cancer was eding away in his bely,
and he knew he would be dead within weeks. Best to take the decison now, before he was dead, and
while there were gill women within their community with viable wombs.

Somehow the human race had to continue.

"Send for Devereauix," he said.

Eight days later the spaceships blasted out of the earth's atmosphere, their crews hopeful that a
leedt they were giving ther fellows back home a chance.

What they didn't redise was that when they'd blasted out of ther underground bunkers, they'd Ieft a
corridor of dust and rock down which the maniacdly hungry were aready swarming.

Fischer didn't havetimeto die of cancer, after al.

Chapter 1
TheWaddad



No longer did the ancient speckled blue eagle soar through the bright skies of Tencendor. Now
Hawkchilds had inhabited the seething, scading thermals that rose above a devastated wasteland. They
rode high into the broiling, sterile skies seeking that which would hep their master.

The Enemy Reborn has hidden himself. Find his hiding place, find his bolthole.

Find him for me!

Qeteb had been tricked. The StarSon had not died in the Maze a dl. The Hunt had been a
farce. Somewhere the true StarSon was hiding, laughing at him.

Find him! Find him!

And when the Hawkchilds found him, Qeteb did not want to go through the bother of another hunt
through the Maze. All he wanted to do was to reach out with his mailed fists and choke the living bresth
out of the damned, damned Enemy Reborn's body!

The fact that he had been tricked was dmog as bad as the redisation that Qeteb's plans for tota
domination of thisworld could not be redlised until the Enemy had been defeated once and for dl.

All Qeteb wanted to do was ravage, but what he had to do was stamp the Enemy into oblivion,
obliteration and whatever other non-existent future Qeteb could think of as fast and as completely as he
possibly could.

Find him! Find him!

And so the Hawkchilds soared, and while they did not find the Enemy Reborn's bolthole on ther
fird pass over the wasteland, they did find many interesting things.

It helped immessurably that dl externd inessentids, like forests and foliage and homes and lives, had
been blasted from the surface of the wasteland, for that meant secret thingslay open to curious eyes.

Secret things that had been forgotten for many years, things that should have been remembered and
seen to before the Enemy Reborn had hidden himsdf in his bolthole.

"Slly boy. Slly boy,” whispered the Hawkchilds as they soared and drifted. "We remember you
wandering lidless and hopeless in the worlds before the find legp into Tencendor. Now your
forgetfulnesswill crucify you ..."

And s0 they whispered and giggled and drifted and made good note of dl they saw.

Far to the south alone Hawkchild spied something Stting in the dust that had once been a rippling ocean
of forest.

It was but a speck that the arding Hawkchild spotted from the corner of his eye, but the speck was
somehow ... interegting.

The hands at the tips of his leathery wings flexed, then grasped into tight claws, and the
Hawkchild did through the ar towards the ash-covered ground.

He stood there a long while, his head cocked curioudy to one side, his bright eyes dowly blinking
and regarding the object.

It was plain, arid obvioudy completely usdess, but there was something of power about it and the
Hawkchild knew it should be further investigated.

The bird-like creature stalked the few paces between himsdf and the object, paused, then carefully
turned it over with one of his taloned feet.

The object flipped over and hit the ground with a dull thud, sending afine cloud of wood ash drifting
away in the bitter, northerly breeze.

The Hawkchild jumped back, hissing. For an ingant, just for an ingant, he thought held heard the
whigpering of a many-branched forest.

A whispering? No, an angry crackling, more like.

The Hawkchild backed away two more paces, soreading hiswings for flight.



But he stopped in that heartbeat before he should have lifted into the air. The whispering had gone
now — had it ever existed save, in the dark spaces of his mind? — and the object looked
innocuous, safe ... save ... save for that irritating sense of power emanding from it.

This object was a thing of magic. A fairly sorry object, granted, but mayhap his master
might find it amusing.

The Hawkchild hopped forward, flapped his wings so he rose in the ar a short distance, and
grasped the object between histalons.

A heartbeat later he was gone, rising into a thermal that would carry him south-west into
the throbbing, blackened heart of the wasteland.

Qeteb laughed, and the wasteland cringed.

"He thinks himsdf safe in whatever hideaway he has built for himsdf," he whispered (and yet that
whisper sounded as aroar in the mind of dl who could hear him). "And when | find it ... when | find its
secret...”

The Midday Demon strode diff-legged about the interior of the Dark Tower, hisarms flung back, his
metalled wings ragping across the flagged flooring of the mausoleum.

He screamed, then bellowed, then roared with laughter again.

It felt so good to be whole once more! Nevermore would he dlow himsdf to be trapped.

Qeteb jerked to a hdt, and his eyes, hidden beneath his black-visored hemet, fdl on the woman
ganding in the gloom under one of the columned arches.

She was rather more beautiful than not, with luminous dark hair, a Snuous body benegth her stained
and rust-splotched robe, and wings that had been combed into a feathered nestness trailing invitingly
from her back.

Qeteb wondered how loudly she would scream if he steadied her with one fist on her shoulder, and
tore awing out with the other fid.

She said she was his mother, but Qeteb found he did not like to hear what she said. He was
complete within himsdlf, a oneness that needed no other, and he had certainly never been entrapped in
her vile womb. She had never provided him with lifel

But she had provided hm his flesh, and for that Qeteb spared her the agony of sudden
de-wingment.

For the momen.

There was a movement from another sde and Qeteb amogt smiled. There, the soulless body
of a woman, waiting for him. He lusted, for he found her very soullessness inviting and reached for
her, but was distracted by the voice of Sheol from beyond the doorway.

"Gresat Father. One of the Hawkchilds has returned with —"

"With the gateway to the StarSon's den?" Qeteb demanded.

"No," Sheol said, and stepped insde. Behind her waked a Hawkchild, carrying something in its
hands.

"Great Father!" the Hawkchild said, and dropped to one knee before Qeteb. "See whet |
have discovered for you!"

He placed the object on the ground before Qeteb, and the Midday Demon looked down.

It was awooden bowl, carved from a angle block of warm, red wood.

Qeteb indinctively loathed it, and just as indinctively knew that it would bring him greet fortune.

Beyond the mausoleum the Maze swarmed with creatures dark of visage and of mind; the vast
majority of demented creatures within the wasteland had found their way to the land's
black heart. They dimbed and capered and whispered through every corridor and conundrum of
the Maze, a writhing army of maddened animas and peoples, wating only for Qeteb, waiting for the
word for them to act.

Out there waited a hunting, for the hunt in the Maze had proven disgppointing in the extreme. The
man, the fdse StarSon, had offered his breast to the point of the sword without a whimper



(indeed, with a smile and with words of love), and now the hopes and dreams of the maddened horde
lay in drifts and shards adong the hardened corridors of the Maze.

There was a hunt, somewhere. There was a victim, somewhere. There was a sacrifice, waiting,
somewhere, and the whispering, maniaca horde knew it.

They lived for the Hunt, and for the Hunt alone.

There was one creature crawling through the Maze who was not at dl insane, dthough some may have
doubted the lucidness of the twigting formulations of his mind.

WolfStar, ill covered in Cadum's blood, dill with the horror of that plunging sword imprinted on
hismind, crawling towards what he hoped might be a salvation, but which he thought would probably be
adeath.

Creatures swarmed around and over him, and dthough afew gave him a cursory glance, or a peck,
or agrinding with dulled teeth, none paid him any sustained aitention.

After dl, helooked like just one more of their company.

Chapter 2
TheDantusof anEHaic

A rather tumbledown, grey-waled hovd sat in the centre of the clearing. Flowerbeds surrounded the hut,
but they were overgrown with moul dy-stemmed weeds and thistles. A picket fence surrounded the hovel
and its gardens, most of the pickets were snapped off. The once-white paint had faded and peded from
the pickets that remained whole, so that the fence resembled nothing so much as the sad mouth of a
senile gape-brained man.

Ur's enchanted nursery had falen into unhappy days.

Two women sat on agarden seet set inasmall paved area.

Severd of the paving stones had crumbled, and dust crept across the uneven court.

The Mother wrapped Her fingers around a cup of tea and tried not to Sgh again. She was tired —
the effort of dosing off the tralls to the Sacred Groves againg any incursons by the Demons had been
exhauding — but more worrying was Her overwheming feding of maaise. The Mother did not fed well.
In truth, She fet profoundly ill.

Tencendor had been wasted by Qeteb, the Earth Tree was gone (surviving only in embryonic form
inthe seedling She had given Faraday), and the Mother could fed the life force ebbing from Her.

But not before — oh gods, not before! — that life could be restored e sewhere!

"Isit gone?" a cracked voice beside Her asked, and the Mother jumped.

"What? Oh, no, thank you, | dill have a hdf cup left” And yet dmost everything ese had gone,
hedn' it? Everything ...

Ur grumbled incoherently into her cup, and the Mother looked a her. The hood of Ur's red
cloak was lying over her angular shoulders, reveding the woman's bad skull. The skin over Ur's face
was deeply wrinkled, but it stretched tight and angry over the bones of her skull.

Ur had logt her forest. For over fifteen thousand years Ur had tended her nursery hidden deep within
the trees of the Sacred Groves. As each femae Avar Bane had died, so her soul had come here to be
transplanted out as a seedling in atiny terracotta pot. Forty-two thousand Banes had transformed in this



manner, and Ur had known them dl — ther names, ther higtories, ther likes and loves and
disgppointments. And, having cradled them, Ur had then handed them over to Faraday to be replanted
as the great Mingrelsea Forest.

Which, after only forty-two years of life, Qeteb had then turned to matchgticks.

Matchsticks! Ur rolled the word over and over in her mind, usng it as both curse and promise of
revenge.

Matchsticks.

Ur's beloved had been reviled, murdered, and utterly destroyed by the excrement of the universe.

Her lips tightened away from her teeth — incongruoudy white and square — and Ur slently snarled
a her ravaged garden. Revenge ...

"Itisnot good to think such thoughts™ the Mother said, and laid Her hand on Ur's gaunt thigh.

Ur closed her lipsinto athin hard line, and she did not spesk.

The Mother fought again to repress aSgh and looked instead out to the forest beyond Ur's decaying
garden.

Everything was fading. The forests of the Sacred Groves, even the Horned Ones themsdlves. The
Mother had not redlised how dosdly tied to Tencendor the Groves were — as was the hedth of dl who
resded in them. Tencendor had been wasted, and if DragonStar could not right the wrong of
Qeteb and his companion Demons, and finish what the Enemy had begun so many aeons before, then
eventudly the Groves would die.

Aswould Hersdlf, and dl the Horned Ones, and even perhaps Ur.

The Mother shot another glance a the ancient nursery-keeper. And perhaps not. Ur appeared to be
keeping livdy enough on her diet of unremitting need for revenge.

"But We are safe enough for the while,” the Mother whispered. "Safe enough for the while™

Chapter 3
A SnlLog, A FiedGane

Sanctuary should have been crowded. Over the past weeks hundreds of thousands of people, as wel
millions of sundry insects, animds and birds, had swarmed across the dlver tracery bridge, dong the
roadway meandering through the fidlds of wildflowers and grasses and into the valey mouth. Yet despite
the influx of such numbers, Sanctuary continued to reman a place of delightful spaces and
untrodden paths, of thermals that ssemingly rose into infinite heights, and Mazes of corridors in its
palaces that appeared perpetudly unexplored.

Sanctuary had absorbed the populations of Tencendor without a murmur, and without a
sngle bulge. It had absorbed and embraced them, offering them peace and comfort and endless
pleasantness.

And yet for many, Sanctuary fdt more like a prison. The endless peace and comfort and
pleasantness had begun to dide into endless irritation and odious boredom which found
temporary release in occasond physicd conflict (an ill-tempered dap to a face, a harder than needed
smack to a child's legs) and more frequent spiteful words.

For others, it was more personal aggravations that made them fed like prisonersin a vas,
amigble gaol.

StarDrifter, wandering the corridors and wondering what more he could do to ease Zenith into the
love she tried to deny.



Zenith hersdlf, wondering when it was that she would be able to think of StarDrifter's embrace with
longing instead of revulson.

DaréWing, dying, yet dill driven by such a need for revenge that he hauled himsaf from tree to tree
and from glade to glade, seeking that which might ease his frudtration.

Azhure, weeping for the children she had logt.

ISfradl, seething with resentment at the loss of hisinheritance.

Faraday, her eyes dry but her heart burning, wondering if she would have the courage to accept a
love she feared might once more end in her destruction.

Katie, dinging to Faraday's skirts, grinning slently and secretly, and wondering if Faraday would
ever be able to accept the sacrifice.

Agan.

Sanctuary was a brooding, sad place for something so gpparently beauteous and peaceful.

Sanctuary was proving unbearable for yet one more man.

Axis had spent his life controlling the world that battered at his doorstep. As BattleAxe he had
theoreticdly been subordinate to the Brother-Leader of the Seneschd, but in redity had largdy
controlled his own destiny as he had the destinies of his command. As a newly-discovered
Enchanter he had found he had much to learn, but had gloried in that learning and the added power it
gave him (as in the woman it brought him). As StarMan, Axis had held the fate of an entire land and dl its
peoples in his hand, and he had held it wel, plunging the Rainbow Sceptre into Gorgradl's chest and
reclaming the land for the Icarii and Avar.

Yet in the past year Axis had learned that hedd only been a pawn in some Grand Plan of this
ancient race known as the Enemy, and an even tinier pawvn of the Star Dance itsdf which had
manipulated not only the Enemy, but every creature on Tencendor.

And for what? To breed the battleground and the champion to best the most ancient of enemies,
fegtering evil in the shape of the TimeKegper Demons.

"We have all been for nothing,” Axis whispered to himsdlf, "save to provide the Star Dance with the
implements for whatever find act it has planned.”

And what part would he play in thet plan?

"And damn you to every pit of every damned AfterLife" Axis murmured, "for meking of me a mere
pawn where once | had been agod!”

Then he laughed, for it was impossible not to so laugh at his own frustrated sense of importance.
Axis conscioudy relaxed his shoulders, and looked about him.

It was a fine, warm day in Sanctuary — as were dl days — and he was waking down the road
from Sanctuary towards the bridge (at last! to have escaped the confinement of unlimited safety!). To
dther 9de of hm waved pastel flowers, wafting gentle scent in the soft breeze. The plan between the
mountains that cradled Sanctuary and the bridge that led from the sunken Keep gpparently stretched into
infinity on ether side of the road, and Axis wondered what would happen if he set off to his left
or right. Would the magic of Sanctuary eventudly return him to the spot from which he had commenced,
even though he walked in a ddiberately sraight lin€? Would he be allowed to escape the glorious
inaction of Sanctuary?

"l wonder if | might ever manage to —" Axis began in amusing tone, then halted, stunned.

A moment previoudy he had been a hundred paces from the bridge, he could have sworn it! Yet
now here he was, one booted foot resting on the slvery surface of the bridge's roadway.

"Welcome, Axis SunSoar, StarMan,” the bridge said. "May | assist you?"

Axis grinned. The bridge sounded as enthusiadtic as an exhausted whore on her way home after a
laborious night's work entertaining her clientele. His grin broadened at the thought. The bridge had borne
aheavy load of bodies recently, after dl.

And every one of them to be questioned as to the trueness of thar intentions.

"Wdl," he said, and leaned his crossed arms on the handral so he could peer into the clouded



depths of the chasm below the bridge. "I admit | grow lonesome for some witty conversation, bridge,
and | remembered the pleasant nights | spent whiling away the deepless hours with your sster.”

And was she dill dive, Axis suddenly wondered, in the maglstrom that had consumed Tencendor?

"She has ever had a more companionable time than |," grumbled the bridge. "Here | s,
goanning the depths between your world and Sanctuary, desperate for company yet hoping | would
never find it."

Axis nodded in understanding. Company would have meant — did mean — that
complete disaster threatened the world above.

"And, yes" the bridge added oftly, "my sdter dill lives The disaster is not yet complete, Axis
SunSoar."

Axis shifted uncomfortably. This bridge was far more adept at reading unspoken thoughts than her
sger. "And when the disaster is complete? What then?!

"What then? Victory, my friend. Utter victory."

Axis straightened, biting down his anger. "Disadter is utter victory? How can that be?!

An aura of absolute disinterest emanated from the bridge. "I am not the one who can show you that
answer, Axis"

"“Then who? Who?"

There was no answer, save for aflash of blinding light and a sudden rattle of hooves.

Axis swore softly and raised a hand to shidd his eyes againg the rectangle of burning light that had
appeared a the other end of the bridge. A large shape shifted within the light, blurred, then shifted again,
resolving itsdf into a horse and rider.

Thelight flared, then faded.

The bridge screamed ...

... and then convulsed.

Axisfdl to his feet, diding towards the centre of the bridge as he did so. He lay for an ingtant, badly
winded by the impact.

He was given no time for recovery. The bridge lurched and then buckled, heaving under him, and
Axis repeatedly fdl over in his scrambling attempts to get to his feet.

The bridge screamed again, and Axis was raked with the emaotions of degth.

The bridge was dying.

Axis grabbed at one of the handrall supports, but it melted under his fingers leaving them coated with
adicky resdue.

One of his legs fell through a large hole that abruptly appeared in the bridge ... she was
dissolving!

With a desperate heave Axis lunged towards the safety of the roadway, but the bridge was literdly
fdling apart, dill screaming, and her death throes tilted Axis further towards her centre, further
away from the safety of the ground.

Ancther section of bridge fdl away, and Axis stared down into the chasm, and certain death.

The bridge whimpered, and vanished.

Axisfdl...

... and wasjerked to ahdt by ahand in the collar of histunic.

The odour of a horse hot with sweat enveloped him, and Axisfdt himsdf bump againgt the shoulder
of the plunging animd.

He grabbed automaticaly, finding the Sanctuary of a horse's mane with his left hand, and the wiry
grength of a man's forearm with his right.

"Keep 4ill!'" a man's voice barked. Axis turned his eyes up, and looked into the face of his hated
son, Drago.

Except this man was not Drago. Axis instinctively felt it the indant he lay eyes on his face, and
he knew it for sure once the man had deposited him on the road to Sanctuary.



Thiswas aman who had once been Drago.

AXxis bent over, resing his hands on his knees, and drew in great breaths, trying to recover his
equilibrium at the twin shock of the bridge's death and the appearance of ... of ...

Axis looked up, dthough he did not straighten. "What happened?’ he said, not asking what he truly
wanted to know.

The man did off the horse, and Axis spared the animd a brief ganoe

Gods! That was Belaguez!

Utterly shocked, Axis finally stood up straight, staring at the horse.

" do not understand why the bridge died,” the man said, and Axis did his eyes back to him. He was
leen but strong, with Axis own height and musculature and with coppery-coloured har drawn back into
atal in the nape of his neck.

Theway | used to wear it as BattleAxe, Axis thought involuntarily.

The man was naked, save for a snowy linen cloth bound about his hips, and the most
beautiful — and mogt patently enchanted — sword that Axis had ever seen. Its hilt wasin the shape of a
lily, and Axis could see the glimpse of a mirrored blade as it disappeared into a jewelled scabbard. The
scabbard hung from an equdly heavily jewelled belt, balanced by a amilaly jewelled purse at the man's
other hip.

Axisdid hiseyesto the man'sface.

Pan, ordinary, deeply lined, somewhat tired ... and utterly extraordinary. Alive and hungry with
meagic. Serene and quiet with tranquillity.

Dark violet eyes regarded him with humour, understanding, and ...

"Love?' Axissaid. "l do not deservethat, surely.”

Hisvoice was very hard and bitter.

"It is yours to accept or not," DragonStar said, "as you wish."

Axis stared at his son, hating himsdf for hating what he saw. "Whet have you done with Cadum?’

DragonStar paused before he replied, but his voice was steady. "Cadumis dead.”

Axis only vighle reaction was a tightening of his face and a terrible hardening of his eyes. "You led
hmto his desth!"

"Cadum went willingly," DragonStar replied, his voice very gentle. "As he had to."

Axis stared, unable to tear his eyes from DragonStar's face, athough he longed desperately to look
somewhere, anywhere, dse. "I —" he began, then stopped, unable to bear the hatred in his voice, and
unable to understand to whom, or what, he wanted to direct that hatred.

There was a movement behind him, and then Azhure was at his Sde, as she had been for so many
years.

And as she had so many times previoudy, she saved him from this battle.

Azhure touched Axis am flegtingly, yet managing to impart infinite comfort with that briefest of
caresses, then she stepped draight past her husband to DragonStar.

She paused, then spoke. "Did Cadum see you like this? As ... as you were meant to be?!

DragonStar nodded, and Azhure's entire body jerked dightly.

Then sheleaned forward and hugged her son.

He pulled her in tight against him, drawing as much love from her as she drew comfort from
him.

Axis stared, not understanding, and not particularly wanting to.

Eventudly Azhure pulled back and turned dightly so she could hold out a hand to her husband. Her
eyes and cheeks were wet, but there was sadness in her face as wdl, and she continued to hold
DragonStar tightly with her other hand.

"AXis?| —"

"Whet is this, Azhure?' His voice was harsh. "Cadum is dead. Dead! And —"
"Caelum knew he was going to die," Azhure said. "He accepted it."
AXxis closed hismouth into acold, hard line.



"And he accepted," Azhure said, "as we should have done earlier, that Drago ..." she
glanced back at her son, "that DragonStar was born to be the true StarSon."

Axis opened hismouth to say No! but found he could not voice the word. The man standing before
him was cdlearly not the sullen Drago who'd moped about Sigholt for so many years, and he was just as
dearly aman who wielded such great power thet he ... he ... just might be ...

Axisturned his head to one side, and was surprised to fed the wetness of tears on his own cheeks
as the breeze brushed his face. "Oh gods," he said, and sank down on the ground.

"Will you meet with your father in our gpartment a little later?" Azhure asked DragonStar hurriedly.
"For thetime being, | think it would be best if he and | had sometime done ..."

DragonStar nodded.

"Thank you," Azhure murmured, then bent down to her husband. DragonStar vaulted back onto
Bdaguez's back and rode down the trall into Sanctuary.

DragonStar chose to ride unnoticed into Sanctuary; no-one noted his entry, and thus no-one disturbed
himin the three hours before Azhure sought him ouit.

"You father waits for you," she said, giving DragonStar directions to their apartment. She looked him
over — DragonStar had discarded his linen hip-wrap for a pair of favn breeches, brown boots and a
white shirt, but he gill wore the sword and jewdled purse at his belt.

"And?' DragonStar asked.

Azhure nodded very dightly. "And heis prepared to accept.”

DragonStar laughed softly. "Prepared to, but has not yet.”

"ltisagart.”

"Aye itisthat. Azhure ... why have you accepted so essly? Even | denied it for long months.”

"Perhaps because | fought to keep you to a viable birthing age when you fought so hard to abort
yoursdf. | have a mother's bief in her offsring.”

DragonStar paled, both at her words and at the hardness in her voice. He began to say something,
but Azhure stopped him with a hand on his chest.

"I had no right to speak thus to you, DragonStar. | have no fight to speak harshly to any of my
children. | was too absorbed in my magic and in Axis to be a good mother to any but Caglum.”

"Azhure—"

Azhurewe | understood why he would not call her "mother”.

"— it is never too late to be a friend to your children. | think that you and | will always be
better friends than parent and child"

Azhure smiled, and lowered her eyesalittle.

"But," DragonStar continued softly, relentlesdy, "1 think that Zenith needs you as a friend far more
than |. There are many things that can be saved from this disaster, Azhure, and | do hope that Zenith will
be among them.”

Azhure's eyes jerked back to DragonStar's face. "And | haven't even seen her since |l came
to Sanctuary!"

"l did not know that,” DragonStar said, "but | am not surprised by it."

And then he turned and waked out the door without another word, leaving his mother garing at his
back and with a hand to her mouth in horrified mortification.

Axiswas wating for DragonStar in asmdl and somewhat unadorned chamber, so plain that DragonStar
thought it dmogt out of character for Sanctuary. Perhaps Axis had spent hours here when he'd first
arrived, throwing out all the comforts and fripperies and creating an environment austere enough
for any retired war captain to fed a homein.

Axis had never been happy or content away from war, DragonStar thought, and wondered for
the first time how frugraing life must have been for Axis once Gorgrad had been disposed of and
Tencendorian life was relatively peaceful. No wonder held handed over power to Cadum: the endless
Councils spent debating the finer detalls of trading negatiations mugt have bored his father witless.



Had it been any more chdlenging being a god? DragonStar wondered.

Axiswas seated a a wooden table, or, rather, he was leaning back in a plan wooden chair, his legs
crossed and resting on the tabletop, his arms folded across his chest.

On the table surface before him sat a jug of beer, two mugs, and a cloth-wrapped parcel. At the
end of the table directly down from Axis sat an empty, waiting chair.

DragonStar paused in the doorway, nodded as an acknowledgment of Axis presence,
then strolled across to the table, pulled out the chair and sat down. "So tdl me, Axis, how am |

being greeted? As a drinking companion? Comrade-in-ams?' He paused very dightly. "Long-lost son?'

Another, dightly longer pause, and the ghost of a grin about hislips. "If the prodigd son, then should
| expect poison in the beer? A knife thrown from a darkened corner by afathful lieutenant?'

Axis stared a DragonStar for a heartbeat or two, his face expressonless, then he leaned forward,
poured out the two mugs of beer, and did one down the table. "There is no poison in the beer, nor knife
waiting in the corner.”

"Ah." DragonStar caught the mug just before it did off the edge of the table, and raised it to
his mouth, swallowing a mouthful of the beer. "Then | am not here as long-logt son.”

"l am here only because both Azhure and Caelum asked it of me"

DragonStar's face lost its humorous edge. "I have no reason to stay here, Axis," he snapped. "I
could just take that," he nodded at the parcel, "and leave. | have no use for faded stard™

To his absolute surprise, Axis burst into laughter. "And nothing could have convinced me
more of your fathering than that speech, Drago! Ah, sorry, | should cdl you by your birth name, should |
not?"

"I should aways have been cdled by my birth name™ DragonStar said. "As was my right.”

"My, my," Axis sad softly, "you have my humour and you have my pride." His voice
tightened. "I have also heard it rumoured about this fabulous crysta place they cdl Sanctuary thet
you have Faraday as wel."

With ajolt of surprise DragonStar redised that, if nothing else, Axis was treating him as an equal.
Thiswas man to man, and it was not about Caelum or who was or who was not StarSon, but
about the passing over of the baton of legend.

And Axisdidn't want to let it go.

DragonStar took a deep breath. Axis had never felt threatened by fumble-fingered
Caelum, but he now felt intimidated by DragonStar's surety of grip. The baton was dipping
away from Axis grasp ... had dipped.

What if DragonStar had always been the point and the meaing of the high adventure of
Axis battle with Borneheld and Gorgradl? What if Axis had only ever been the pawn, and DragonStar
the true champion?

If Axis had not been the true champion, then nothing would demongtrate this more in his eyes than
the fact that Faraday had gravitated to DragonStar. Faraday's preferences in love would demonstrate
who was the pawn, and who the king,

"Faraday chooses to wak done" DragonStar said, and, just as Axis vishly relaxed, continued,
"dthough | have let her know well enough that | would enjoy her warmth and company by my sde”

Axis paused in the act of drinking some beer, stared coldly a DragonStar over the rim of his mug,
then st it back on the table.

"Cadumisdead,” he said. "l have lost my son and | am in mourning. Forgive meif | do not favn at
your feet." He stared a DragonStar. You sent my beloved son to bis death, and now you say you
want to take the woman who was my lover.

DragonStar haf-grimaced, then turned it into asmdl amile. "I do not think you want another son, do
you, Axis? But it would be better for you and I, and for Azhure, and for every one of the living creatures
left in Sanctuary, if we could be friends™

Axis dropped his eyes, and turned his hdf-empty mug around dowly between his hands.
Surprisingly, his overwheming emotion was one of rdlief. DragonStar had just presented them both with



the perfect solution. Axis knew he could never think of this man across the table as his son — too much
love had been denied, and too much hatred had been passed between them for it ever to be possble for
them to embrace as father and son. But "friend"? Axis suddenly realised how much he had missed having
afriend ... how much he had missng rdying on and loving Bdlid.

Axis knew he would be catastrophically jealous if a son proved more powerful than he,
but, srangely, he knew he could accept it if afriend was.

An aeon seemed to pass as Axis thought. A friend. DragonStar afried?

Something dark and horrid shifted within Axis — jedlousy, resentment, bitterness — and then
shifted again, and, sunningly, did into oblivion.

He needed a friend. Badly. The thought brought such profound reief that Axis redised he
hed tearsin his eyes.

He blinked them away and raised his gaze back to DragonStar. "How did you redise how
much | needed a friend?'

A corner of DragonStar's mouth twitched. "I have learned a great deal of wisdom since |
demanded of you that you set Cadum aside and make me Star Son instead.”

Axis dmog smiled, and then fdt amazement that he could gmile a this memory. "You were a
precocious shitty bastard of an infant.”

"Wdl ... technicdly 'bastard’ | was not, but everything else you say is true enough. Axis, whatever
else has happened between us and whatever e | have said to you and thought about you and hated
you for, | do thank you for setting me on the path of adversity, for without it | would have been another
Gorgrad, or another Qeteb. Do you remember what you told me in Sighalt, thet fird time you set eyes
on me?'

"I sad that 1 would not welcome you into the House of Stars until you had learned both
humility and compassion.” Axis paused, consdering DragonStar carefully. "And gtting across from
menow | can see aman whose faceislined, not with hate and bitterness as once it was, but with humility
and compasson.

"DragonStar —" Axis shook his head dightly, "how strange it seems to cdl you that — | think the
time hasfindly arrived to welcome you into the House of Stars.”

DragonStar paused before replying, dlowing himsdf time to cope with the emation flowing through
him. How many hours had he spent lost in usdless hitterness as a youth and man, longing for this moment,
yet refusng to admit the longing?

"l would be honoured if you would accept me in, Axis" DragonStar said, "but as your friend
before anything else." Cadum had aready welcomed DragonStar into the family House. The fact that
Axis now wished to do the same meant that the find bridge between DragonStar and his birth
family would finally be repaired.

Tencendor could not be rebuilt without it.

Axis stood, and as he did so the door to the chamber opened and Azhure walked in.

DragonStar rose, Saring at her. He wondered if it was her womanly ingtinct that alowed her to wak
into the chamber at precisely the right moment, or just her attentive ear at the keyhole. She had
changed from the ordinary day gown sheld been wearing when sheld fetched him to this chamber, and
now wore a robe of purest black that was relieved only by a pattern of slvery stars about its hem. Her
raven har tumbled down her back to be logt in the folds of her skirt, and her blue eyes danced with love
and, possibly, even alittle of her lost magic.

DragonStar stared, then collected himsdf and half-bowed in her direction, acknowledging her as
mother, woman and witch.

Axis amiled and held out his hand to Azhure, then held out his other hand for DragonStar. "It seems,
my beloved," he said to Azhure, "that we have a new companion for our faded congdlation."

She laughed, then embraced them both. "I welcome us all back into the House of Stars,” she said.

Chapter 4



WafSa

WolfStar rolled over on his back and screamed. Agony knifed through his belly, then ran down hislegsin
rivulets of liquid horror. He jerked his knees to his chest and hugged them, now gasping for breath, and
trying to ride out the successive waves of pain that coursed through him.

Raspu's poison, he supposed, or Mot's, or Barzulas, pumped into him during successive rapes.

"Ahhh" he groaned, and rolled over, weeping with the pain and the loss and the overwhdming
humiliation. Humiliation, not so much from the demonic rapes held been forced to endure, although that
was part of it, but from the realisation that everything hed done, and everything hed thought
himsdf master of during the past few thousand years had been alie He'd been atool and a pawn as
much as had the sweatiest and stupidest peasant and now he'd been disposed of as eeslly.

The Maze — well taught by the Star Dance — was the hardest and cruellest master of dl.

WolfStar — Enchanter-Tdon, feared by every Icarii in existence.

WolfStar — crazed murderer, loathed by scores of generations of Icarii.

WolfStar — Dark Man, Dear Man, friend and ally of Gorgradl the Destroyer.

WolfStar — lover and ultimate destroyer of Niah.

WolfStar — manipulator of the entire world and dl who lived within it.

WolfStar — uitter, utter Fool.

A rat ran over hisright foot, scratching deeply into his flesh as it went, but WolfStar paid it no
heed. Over the past hours (days? weeks? he did not know) countless creatures had
scrambled over him, trampled him, urinated on him, nibbled, bit and tasted him, and yet none had
done him the kindness of killing him.

All WolfStar wanted was to die ... to escape the utter humilidion his exisence had
become. But no thing or one would grant him degth in this world of desth made incarnate — this
damned, cursed Maze. Bleakness swarmed congtantly over him, and madness probed intermittently at
his mind: the hours when the Demons raged drove him to the brink of insanity, but never (oh please,
stars, let the horror tip me over!), never beyond into the oblivion of total insanity.

Why? Why couldn't he become one of these mindless creatures that swarmed incoherently
and incontinently through the Maze? All WolfStar wanted was to become mindless, because then he
would fed no pain.

WolfStar's fingers scrabbled over his chest, feding again the dotting blood of Cadlum. He gagged,
sckened by the fed, as dso by the damned persistence of the blood.

He couldn't wipe it off, it wouldn't go away. It wouldn't even dry to a scab that he could scrape off.

WolfStar was marked by Caglum's blood, and he wondered if that was what protected him.

What had happened to the boy? Why had he walked onto the point of Qeteb's blade?

WolfStar had turned the horrific moments of Caglum's desth over and over in his mind, and yet he
dill could not understand them. What had gone so wrong? Why hadn't Caelum fought back?

Or, at theleast, why hadn't he made an effort to escape?

WolfSar could crawl no more. He propped himself up against a wall, holding his belly with one
hand, dragging air into his lungs.

uddenly Caelum walked about the corner and came directly towards him.

He had a beatific smile on hisface.



"Caelum SarSon!" Qeteb screamed, and stood in his stirrups and raised his sword.

Caelum, now directly before WolfSar, turned and stared at the horror approaching, stared at
the rearing, plunging creature above him, and at the Demon screaming on its back.

"Oh, how | love you," he said.

"No!" Qeteb shrieked, driven beyond the realms of anger, not only by Caelum's words, but
also by the serene expression on his face.

The Demon drove down his sword.

WolfStar could not believe it. As the sword plunged downwards, Caelum held out his
hand and seized the blade.

It made not a whit of difference.

The sword diced through Caelum's hand and plunged into his chest, driving Caelum back
against WolfSar, who grunted with shock.

Qeteb leaned his entire weight down on the sword, twisting it as deep as he could go, fegling
bone and muscle and cartilage tear and rip, seeing the bright blood bubble from the StarSon's
mouth.

What had the boy been doing, wandering through the Maze with a bestific amile on his face while dl the
Demons of Hell rode a hsheds?

"There had been magic worked there,” WolfStar whispered, inching his way further down whatever
dead-end of the Maze heéld chosen this time. "An enchantment ... Caglum was caught in enchantment...
but whose? Whose?"

Suddenly WolfStar was angry, and it chased away dl his bleakness and humiliation. Someone — not
the Demons — had worked an enchantment on Cadum ... Who had control of enchantment in this
Sar Danceless world?

And if someone did have control of enchantment, how could WolfStar work that to his own will?

"Who are you?' he whispered, now dragging himsdf dong with one hand while the other held his
ruined belly in vaguely one piece. "Who are you?"

He repeated the sentence, over and over, making of it a mantra. He repeated it for hour after hour,
dragging himsdf through the Maze, ignoring the countless crestures — once-anima and once-human or
Icarii — that flowed about and over him. He continued to repeat it through the Demonic hour of dusk
that probed a his mind, and he continued to repeet it through the night until it dmost drove him mad.

At dawn, as the light broke over the Maze, WolfStar redlised something.

He was not mad. And he was not dead. Neither madness nor Demon had touched him, or even
taken any interest in him. He had survived, for whatever reason and for whatever purpose.

And he had to have a purpose, because without a purpose he was nothing but a pawn.

A glow of light filtered down through the stone walls of the Maze, lighting the flagstones before him.

A million symboals flowed over and through the stone. The Maze, taunting him.

"Damn you! Damn you!" WolfStar whispered, furious that the Star Dance and the Maze had
manipulated him for so many millennia From the heights of power, the glory days of thinking that dl
Tencendor danced to his manipulations, WolfStar had fdlen to being nothing but a usdess puppet
crawling through the stone corridors of the Maze.

A Taon-Enchanter with no more power than an ant.

“No!"

No, he could not bear that. There was power out there somewhere — he could fed itt — and that
meant there was power available for the taking.

And he would takeit. No-one would laugh at WolfSar!

"Who are you?' he whispered over and over as he crawled hand-over-hand across the rough stone.
"Who are you?'

As crazed birds tumbled through the sky above his head, so plans and intrigues tumbled through
WolfStar's mind.



There was power out there, and he would find a way to control it.

"Who are you? Who are you?'

WolfStar crawled for hours, lost in his own thoughts, his anger giving him strength when he should
have collapsed, until eventudly he thought he heard something whisper. He raised his head, and stared.

Then he laughed, knowing hope for thefirst timein many days.

Ten paces ahead rose the gateway into the wasteland.

Chapter 5
O Sindy Bames

"This land is not enough,” Sheol whispered. "We need the
entireworld and dl its soulsto feed from. When can we take it all ?'

She was lying sprawled across the floor of the mausoleum, writhing in an agony of need and desire.
Her lagt feeding hour had been good, but not good enough.

There were other souls out there, and she wanted them.

She bared her teeth, and snarled.

Qeteb leaned down and grabbed her by the hair, hauling her to her feet. Sheol screamed, and then
roared, her shape flowing from humanoid to dog and back to humanoid again.

StarLaughter, stting with her back againg one of the black columns, turned her face aside in a
disgust she did not even bother to disguise. Nothing had gone well for her since her son had atained
hisfull potential.

Qeteb laughed, and dropped Sheol.

Thefemde Demon crawled a few paces awvay and then rose to her feet, smoothing down the
pastel-coloured gown she'd chosen to assume and rearranging her facial features in an
expression that came close to obeisance.

"Great Father," she said, and dipped her head.

Qeteb grunted. For the moment he was prepared to put up with Sheol's impatience — had she not
fought through a hundred thousand years to resurrect him? — but he wasn't sure if his current good
nature would last much longer than dusk this evening.

There was going to be an irritating delay before they could consume the souls of the entire planet,
and Qeteb did not like to
be made to wait for anything, let donetotal domination.

"For the moment we are confined to this wastdland,” he said. "We mugt be, until we have findly
disposed of the ... StarSon.”

The Enemy Reborn.

It had rattled al of the Demons more than they were prepared to admit out loud each
to the other. The damned, damned Enemy Reborn.

They thought they had been chasing the shadows cast by the fleet of the Ark., but instead the
shadow had been chasing them.

"Once the StarSon is dead — once and for dl — then the eating will be beyond compare,”
Raspu whispered. He was sanding with Mot and Barzula behind the stone tomb that sat in the centre
of the mausoleum. The three Demons were leaning with their elbows on the stone's fla surface and their
chinsregting in their hands, saring at Qeteb as he paced to and fro.

Behind them, almost lost in the gloom of the columned recesses of the mausoleum, lay the



Niah-woman, limbs akimbo, blank-eyed head propped up a an uncomfortable yet unheeded angle
agang a cold marble wdl. Her white skin was blemished with amdl lesons. Qeteb had amused himsdf
wdl with her. His new body had needs to be sated, and her soulless one was ussful only for the
services it could provide — but his black metal armour had not provided the kindest of caresses.

No-one among them cared, least of dl Qeteb. As far as he was concerned, the Niah-body needed
to last only aslong asit could provide a new flesh and blood form for Rox's lost soul. Qeteb was more
then irritated with Rox's foolhardy attempt to brave the bridge at Sigholt, and had considered leaving him
to float disembodied for eternity ... but this was a land and a time of resurrection, and Rox would be
more useful in bodily form than usdless spirit.

They would need to meet the StarSon united. This time, Qeteb would let nothing stand in
the way of atotd victory over the Enemy.

"What do you mean?' StarLaughter said, moving forward. "l thought you rammed your sword
through the StarSon in the Maze. What's this hold-up?"

Qeteb's impatience for power was nothing compared to StarLaughter's.

Qeteb turned dowly to look a the woman. He would have liked to destroy her, but at the
moment he was loath to kill anything that might provide information, or might prove ussful. If there
was anything Qeteb had learned over the past hundred thousand years of imprisonment, it was
amodicum of prudence.

"He was a fdse StarSon only,” he sad, dlowing his voice to flow through his closed visor like
honeyed chocolate.

It had its effect. StarLaughter visibly relaxed.

"A decoy," Qeteb continued. "The fdse StarSon bought the true StarSon time ... for what | am not
yet sure”

"Time" Sheol said, "to build a hidey-hole for the mgority of souls of this land. He even took the
insects with him!"

A soul was a soul was a soul, and each soul fed the Demons as much as the next one. The millions of
insects that Drago's witches had squirrdled away into Sanctuary had cost the Demons as dearly as the
vast numbers of people who'd managed to escape the find ravagement.

Qeteb nodded dowly, letting his gaze drift away from Starlaughter and around the mausoleum. This
dark place was dl very wdl, but Qeteb had had enough of confinement. Soon would be the time to go

exploring.
"Wewill find his hiding place,” the Midday Demon said, "and we will destroy it. We will feed on dl it
hes to offer. And then we — | — will meet this StarSon, and teach him that which he refuses to learn.”

Undernegth his visor Qeteb's lips stretched in a humourless amile. The StarSon might be the Enemy
Reborn, but he had been reborn with dl the Enemy’'s mistakes tucked into whatever magic he thought he
commanded. But he, Qeteb, bad spent his millennia of confinement learning ... and learning from
the Enemy's errors. The Enemy Reborn, this uselesdy tinselled StarSon, was bred to make the
same mistakes as his forebears ... but this time Qeteb was ready, and this time the Enemy
Reborn's mistakes would kill him.

Qeteb fdt a sensud thrill course through his being. He had waited a hundred thousand years for
rebirth, while the Enemy had waited a hundred thousand years for degth.

Thistime hewould triumph. Qeteb knew it for truth.

"And what of that?' Barzula said, indicating the wooden bowl that lay at the foot of the
tomb. "It ismagic ... but what kind? And isit dangerous?’

Qeteb walked over and picked up the bowl, stroking the wood. "StarL aughter?"

She dghed, and joined him. She rested her hand on the wood, "It is of Avar craftsmanship.
Pointless beauty.”

"l disagree" Qeteb said, and brushed her hand aside. "But then, | do not blame you for it, for you
are merdy woman, and a mortal who has survived on the back of my brothers and sster's power and
thar tolerance.”



StarL aughter's entire body went rigid, and her eyes hard.

Qeteb ather did not notice or did not care. "This bowl has a secret,” he sad. "A very big and
probably very important secret.”

His hand tightened about the bowl, and atiny crack ran hadfway dong the rim.

"I do not like objects that are secretivel” Qeteb said, and his hand tightened fractiondly more.

The crack widened.

"Ah" Qeteb loosened his grip. He hefted the bowl lightly, and then in a smooth action threw the
bowl spinning into the darkness of the domed calling.

It disappeared.

"The one thing | like about secrets" Qeteb observed, his visored face once more looking a
StarLaughter, "is that they keep indefinitdy. The bowl is mine, and eventudly its secret will be mine”

StarLaughter held the Demon's stare, difficult as that was with no observable eyes to be found
behind the latticed metalwork of the visor. "Your brothers and sister,” she said evenly,
"promised me power in return for dl my aid.”

To one side Sheol sniggered.

"Your aid," Qeteb said. "How amusing that you think you provided —"

"I provided you with lifd" StarLaughter yelled, baling her fids a her side and taking a step closer to
Qeteb.

Barzula and Mot glanced at each other, then back to StarLaughter, and then they smiled
dowly.

You did not provide me with life!

The thought boomed about the mausoleum, and dthough no spoken word sounded, dl heard
Qeteb's words.

"You are my son!" StarLaughter screamed, unthinking anger giving her voice unusud strength. "'l
provided you with life, | bore you through adversity, | gave birth to you while | drifted among the stars. |
loved and nurtured you through three thousand —"

"You provided the scrap of flesh which | chose to inhabit!” Qeteb stepped forward, and
SarLaughter findly had the sense to retreat dlightly. "My existence needs no 'mother'. You
were merdy the cow that delivered the meeat for my needs. You are the one who should be grateful ...
and yet you have the supidity to demand it of me\ | do not know," he continued, growling now, and
sepping forward once more, "why you il live or why your mind is il your own."

StarLaughter paled, dthough her eyes remained bright with fury. "Because no-one ese in this gloomy
tower knows ther way around this land and its secrets like | do!" she said. "You deserve another
hundred thousand years trapped in some Enemy's gaol if now you destroy the one Tencendorian
remaning at your sde, and with a reasonably intact mind!"

"Y ou would be better crawling mad at my feet!"

"You wouldn't darel” StarLaughter countered, squaring her shouldersin defiance.

Qeteb stared at her, then raised a fig and struck StarLaughter across her face so hard he flung her
gorawling severd paces away across the floor.

"Bitch-sow," he said, his voice tight with frugration. "One day | will dare, and | will leave just
enough of your mind intact to know exactly whet | will do to you."

StarLaughter raised hersalf on an ebow and stared a him. Her left cheek was livid, blood running
fredy down her chin and neck. "If there is one being in existence you should never dienae
she whispered, "it is your mother.”

Qeteb took one heavy step towards her. He laughed, whispery and harsh. "When | inhabited this
flesh, StarLaughter, | dso gained its memories. Do you want to know what | can remember of your son,
StarLaughter? Do you? | remember that he despised you —"

"No! My son adored —"

"— he regarded you with contempt, as he knew dl the Icarii in Tdon Spike fdt nothing but
contempt towards you —"



“No!"

"You glly, vacuous woman. Y ou thought you were the most powerful Icarii in the land, didn't
you? You thought that all power could be yours, didnt you? And yet you were nothing but an
embarrassment to the Icarii nation, someone to be greeted with Slent sneers a every entrance into a
room, and with laughter a your departure. The Icarii loathed you, your husband was revolted
by you, and your son could not wait to escape your body. He hated you, StarLaughter. He was
sickened by you, and he escaped into death rather than spend an eternity amid the stars with you.”

StarLaughter remained slent, rigid with shock. She stared a Qeteb.

Qeteb laughed again. "Queen of Heaven?' he said. "Never!” Then he spat a glob of phlegm through
hismetd visor into her face.

She gasped, recoiling.

"That was from your son, bitch, not from me."

And Qeteb turned and strode away .

StarLaughter lay on the cold, cold floor of the mausoleum.

Lies! Lies! He spoke lies! Her son had adored her, loved her.

From the moment he had come to awareness in her womb, her son had been the only one who
had understood her power, and who had understood that she was destined for greatness and was
justified in choosing whatever path she had to in order to grasp her destiny.

Qeteb spoke lies!

Didn't he?

StarLaughter lay on the floor of the mausoleum and hated.

More, she lusted for revenge. Qeteb could not speak such lies and blacken her son's memory —

Gods! Was her son trapped under that mountain of metal and odious flesh, screaming for her
to get him out?

— and think that she would do nothing about it.

StarLaughter bared her teeth, and made a smdl sound deep in her throat that was hdf curse, hdf
growl.

Her hands clawed on the floor, her nails scratching at its surface.

She lay there and hated, and she lay there and lusted for revenge.

StarLaughter was very, very good a nourishing both hatred and revenge. She had had many
thousands of years of practice at both.

/ nurtured my son, she thought, her entire body rigid with the intensity of her animosity. |
nurtured him and kept him and held and loved him through such extremes of pain and despair
that you —a Demon — cannot imagine. | offered him my breast, and he took it.

I loved him, and yet you stole him from me, Qeteb, and then sullied his memory with lies.

"My son hated me?' StarLaughter whispered, her hands 4ill dawing dowly at the floor. "He didn't
hate me, he adored me ... every Icarii adored me! No-one laughed a me. No-one!™

She lifted her head dightly and stared at Qeteb, now on the far side of the mausoleum whispering
with hisfdlow nightmares.

You are the ssimpleton, Qeteb, if you think you can deny both my son and myself our destinies.

At StarL aughter's thought, Qeteb turned dowly and regarded her.

StarLaughter did not move, nor drop her eyes, nor even disguise the hatred and resentment in them.

After amoment Qeteb turned his back to her again.

Now you have one more enemy, StarL aughter thought, and began to mop at the blood on her face
and neck with a corner of her much-bloodied robe.

Her son hadn't hated her ... had he?

StarLaughter paused in her attempts to clean her face, and her entire face trembled as doubt overran
her mind.

Had he?



Chapter 6
ThebBdaisd SogBook

"Tdl usof Cadum,” Axissaid, asthey sat down. "And tdll usof yoursdf. We have heard only garbled
snippets, and we would know the truth.”

Where to start? DragonStar thought. "You redise” he findly said, "the depth of manipulaion that
has bound our family?'

Axis nodded. "I thought my task had been to defeat Gorgradl and unite Tencendor, but in redity, my
task, as Azhure's, was to create the circumstances that would create the StarSon.”

DragonStar's mouth quirked. "Yes. Even WolfStar had been manipulated in order that Azhure be
created and Axis be trained, so that you might the better perform your task in creating ..."

"You," Azhure said very softly. She did not look at either her husband or her son.

"The manipulation,” DragonStar said, "extends beyond our family. It involves this entire land and its
peoples, and stretches beyond that ... back to the world of the Enemy. We are but the result of tens and
tens of thousands of years of manipulation. Even longer, perhaps.”

"By what?' Axisdemanded. "By who?"

"By the Star Dance," DragonStar said. "Or whatever it represents.”

"The Star Dance!™ Axis said, and he spoke the words as a curse, as a hated thing. "The time was
when | loved that beyond anything, save Azhure."

"It may be" DragonStar said, "that the Star Dance has been leading to this point, to us, for millions
of years. Chasing the Demons through time and space, and being chased by them.”

"We are the ultimate of millions of years of ... manipulagion?' Azhure said, and then laughed
merrily, shaking out her hair. "Could the Star Dance have not made us less flawed? An Axis less arrogant
and crud? A DragonStar less resentful and ambitious? And 1?1 less determined to know my own power,
and more willing to tend to my own family.”

"Who knows," DragonStar said. "Our flaws may yet save us" And he amiled, asif he had
made a joke to himsdf. "Ah, but you asked of Cadlum and of mysdf. We both grew up amid lies — not
of your doing, or even of ours, but lies bound about us by the Star Dance, via the Maze. These lies
dictated our action, driving me into such overweening ambition | could contemplate the murder of
Cadlum, and meking Caglum ..."

"A weak ruler,” Azhure finished for him, "and a murderer aso, perhaps?’

Ye gods, DragonStar thought weekly, what should | say to that? Yes, mother. Caglum murdered
our sster and your daughter. Do you want meto say that out loud, Azhure?

"Perhaps,” he answered, and Azhure nodded and turned aside her head for a second time.

"A murderer?' Axissaid. "What do you mean?"

"He means,” Azhure said, "that we al have the blood of others on our hands, beloved.”

And Axis nodded, accepting what she said without truly understanding what she spoke of.

" Cadlum's true role was as afdse StarSon," DragonStar said. "A decoy. | needed time to grow, to
learn, and to alow Qeteb the confidence to destroy Tencendor ... which he would not have done if held
known the StarSon il lived."

Brigfly, DragonStar told his parents of the hidden Acharite magic that could be touched only with



the passage through degth.

Axis stared a Azhure, his eyes excited, then looked back a DragonStar. "But that means thet |,
too, can use the Acharite power!"

DragonStar shook his head. "I'm sorry, Axis, but —"

"I've been to death's gate, even though the haggard old crone wouldn't let me through. Why can't |
use my Acharite blood?’

"Because of your overpowering use of the Star Dance" DragonStar paused, feding his father's
frugration. "And you have been a Star God. Your Icarii-bred magic has killed whatever potentia
Acharite magic you had. When you proclaimed yoursdf
StarMan, you dso literdly killed your Acharite magicin favour of the Star Dance. I'm sorry, Axis™

Axis subsided, hitterly disappointed. For amoment, just a moment, he'd thought...

Axis shook his head, putting his disgppointment aside. "What else do you have to tdl us?'

DragonStar hesitated, dill sympathisng with Axis Then he continued, tdling them of Urbeth, the
origind Enchantress and mother of races, and Azhure gasped and fingered the now-dulled Circle of Stars
on her finger. He told them everything he could of the time held spent with the Demons, and what had
happened to him once he'd returned to Tencendor. He told them of the manner of Caglum's degth.

And, findly, he told them of the Infinite Field of Flowers, and what awaited Tencendor once — if —
the Demons had been destroyed.

Axis and Azhure listened in silence, their faces growing more and more pdlid, their eyes
progressively rounder, as DragonStar spoke.

"And Cadum," Azhure said as DragonStar findly finished. "Cadum?”'

"Isinthe Feld of Howers" DragonStar said. "Be sure of that.”

"Can we see him? You said that Zared and Theod saw the Fidd of Howers. Can we —"

"No," DragonStar said. "Wait, let me explain. You cannot see it yet, but if dl goes wdl, then, well,
we will dl experience the Fidd of Flowers. But | cannot take you from Sanctuary into the fidd. We need
to go from Tencendor itsdlf. Thereisonly one gateway.”

"But Spiredore,” Azhure said. "Draw your door of light, take usinto Spiredore, and thence into —"

"Azhure" DragonStar said, and leaned across the table to take her hand. "Qeteb has risen, and the
Demons now control the wasteland that once was Tencendor. | do not know if Spiredore is safe any
more. It probably is, but ‘probably’ is not good enough to needlesdy risk your lives. | will go firg, and
then one or two of the other five who have been through death and can resst the Demons, for a while at
least. Wait. Please.”

Azhure nodded, and dropped her eyes. They fdl on the cloth-wrapped parce that ill sat on the
table.

"Cadum asked usto givethisto you,” Azhure said, "if he ... if he died.”

She pushed the parcel across the table towards DragonStar.

The Enchanted Song Book. DragonStar dowly unwrapped it.

"We deciphered the melodies, and then the dances," Axis said. "They were ... unusud.”

"They are the key to the destruction of the Demons," DragonStar said.

Axis stared a his son, remembering the dawn when Cadum had tried one of the dances atop Star
Finger. "DragonStar ... DragonStar, be careful with them. Cadum —"

"Caelum was not the StarSon —" DragonStar began, but Axisinterrupted angrily.

"You have inherited dl the damn SunSoar arrogance in its full blindness" he said. "Listen to me,
damn you!"

DragonStar dropped hiseyes. "l am sorry, Axis. What happened?

Sowly Axis described the dance's affect on Calum. "It was as if he was consumed by hatred and
violence. The dance did that to him ... it infused him with whatever maevolence it had been made from.”

"Qeteb was origindly trapped by mirrors that reflected his own maevolence back on him,"
DragonStar said dowly. "He would never let that hgppen to him again. The dances, the meodies the
book contain,” his fingers tapped the cover thoughtfully, "will have the same action as the mirrors



origindly did."
"Maybe," Axissad, "and maybe not."

Chapter 7

A Wada Through, adInto,
Sduay

Faraday, Zenith and StarDrifter were wandering dowly dong one of the paths Sanctuary had provided
for the comfort, pleasure and exercise of dl who sheltered within its confines. It was, StarDrifter thought
— and with a diginct, but not entirdly successful, effort to avoid couching the thought in unpleasant
overtones — jud like it was on the Idand of Mig and Memory. Me, Zenith ... and Faraday's congtant
presence between us. Even her physicd presence, for Faraday literdlly separated Zenith and StarDrifter
as they walked abreast down the wide path.

Not even Sanctuary works in my favour, StarDrifter thought, for if the path were just the dightest bit
narrower, then mayhgp Faraday would have to wak behind Zenith and mysdf, and | could have the
contentment of the odd fleeting touch as my elbow brushed the fabric of Zenith's lavender gown.

And mayhap not, for StarDrifter was sure if the path were narrow, he would be the one I€ft to
wander logt behind whils Faraday and Zenith linked arms — as they had now — and chatted
happily without him.

Aye, he thought, thisis just like the Island of Mist and Memory, for Zenith feels more
comfortable with me when someone ese is present. It is asif she only feds a ease rdaing to me
through someone ese.

She only laughs fredy when there is someone ese present to protect the space between her and |.

She only amiles & me when someone eseis there to act as afilter for her joy.

She only tilts eyes of lovein my direction when there is someone else her glance can bounce off fird.

SarDrifter was not feding happy about the dtuation at dl, but there was nothing he could, or
wanted, to do. Zenith had to take her own timein learning to accept her love for him, or there would be
no future time for the two of them &t dl.

The shared drolls through Sanctuary's soft daytime were bad, but there was nothing as bad as the
long velvet nights adrift in hislondy bed knowing that Zenith had been born to share it, but knowing aso
sherefused to do so ... because ...

... because she found his touch repulsvel StarDrifter shivered in utter panic. How could he ever shift
from grandfather to lover in her mind?

"StarDrifter?' Zenith said, and StarDrifter jumped.

"Hmmm?'

"L ook, we approach Sanctuary's answer to the Avarinhem. | wonder which Avar Clan we will
encounter first? The Jeppe Sand Clan were here yesterday ..."

StarDrifter truly didn't care, but he tried his best to summon an outward semblance of interest. They
were within a hundred paces of a dark forest, and yet StarDrifter knew that on entering that forested
darkness, they would find only space and light and music, just like the origind Avarinhem.

And no doubt some Clan that both Faraday and Zenith would ingg on Stting down with and sharing
some in-depth conversation about the preparation of mafari bread, or some such.



Women! Didn't they understand that there were other pleasuresto pursue?

But now Faraday was pulling back alittle.

"l don't know," she said, and both StarDrifter and Zenith halted and regarded her.

"Faraday," Zenith said, and reached out her hand to hold one of Faraday's. "ISfradl is generdly deep
within the forest, and even if he isnt, heis hardly likdly to linger about and disturb our morning.”

Faraday did not answer, saring at the forest and chewing her lip. She loved chating to the Avar,
and they just as obvioudy enjoyed her vists, but the occasional meeting with Isfrad, even the glimmer of
his hogtile eyes behind the shadowy overhang of a branch, tended to send chills trampling up and down
her spine.

"Perhgps you and StarDrifter should go on,” she said, and StarDrifter's entire countenance
brightened.

"Perhaps that's best!" he said, and took Zenith's hand to lead her away. "Zenith, Faraday obvioudy
doesn't want to —"

"Faraday! Zenith! StarDrifter!”

They dl turned and looked back down the path.

Azhure was walking quickly — and yet with such lithe grace that StarDrifter's bresth caught dightly
inhis throat — towards them.

She amiled with exquidte lovdiness as she reached them, and now StarDrifter's breath caught
completdy, not so much for Azhure's beauty, as dluring as it was, but for the resemblance to Zenith's
gnile on her face.

"Faraday," Azhure said softly. "Drago... DragonStar has returned.”

Faraday's face paded completdy, and her green eyes widened. She let go of Zenith's hand, and
looked past Azhure towards the distant palace complex. An expression akin to panic flooded her face.

"Go to him," Azhure said softly. "Axisand | have talked to him, and now, perchanceit is your time."

Faraday's eyes focused back on Azhure. "You taked ...7"

"Faraday, goto him."

Faraday looked once more a the disant paace. She and Azhure had talked a length in the days
that Drago (why did Azhure cdl him DragonStar?) had remained above in Tencendor. At firdt, Faraday
had wanted to tak Azhure into accepting her son back into her love, but had found it not necessary.
Azhure had been won over the indant Drago had looked a her with unhindered love in that dank
basement chamber in Star Finger. Instead, Faraday had found hersdf being lectured by Azhure on
accepting her own love for Drago.

She and the Mother must somehow be in cohorts, Faraday had thought at the time,

But she had listened to Azhure, nevertheless, as she had listened to the Mother.

"I mugt get Katie," Faraday said. "She's with Leagh and Gwendylyr in—"

"No," Azhure said. "Katie can wait."

"Go," Azhure said, and took Faraday's hand and pulled her very dightly down the path. "Go."

Faraday nodded, and went.
ISfrael watched his mother walk down the path with cold eyes, and even colder thoughts.

The Avar tolerated — nay, welcomed — his presence among them, but Ifrad was ever aware that
they regarded him as one of them, not as one above them.

Thet place they now reserved for Faraday. Ther Tree Friend was once more among them. She
had returned in the hour of direst danger, and led them to safety.

Better his mother had stayed in legend, Isfradl thought, as he had thought a thousand times since hed
entered this pitiful underground dungeon they cdled " Sanctuary™.

Better ... better if she returned to legend.

Aye, far better.

Isfrael turned his back and walked into darkness.



Faraday smoothed the white linen of her gown nervously, twesking out a fold that had become
caught under the Mother's rainbow sash ill wound about her was.

For amoment she rested her hand on the faint outline of the twisted arrow and sapling that rested in
the folds of the sash.

Then she raised her eyes and looked at the closed door before her. Here Azhure said Drago was
waiting.

Here, the chamber he had taken as his own. Right next door to Axis and Azhure's chamber, which
Faraday could not help wonder was a ddliberate action on his part.

Choose between us, Faraday. My father, or me.

Which door, Faraday?

There was nothing in Faraday's mind of Demons, or how to restore Tencendor to its glory, or even
of Katie. All Faraday could think of was what she should say to this man.

How she could gracefully tell him that, after al her hedtation, dl her fright and denid, al her
determination not to lay open her body and soul to the betrayd it had suffered with Axis and Gorgrad,
she was prepared to do it dl over againif it meant loving, and being loved.

The Mother had been right. Her life would be nothing if she refused to dare to love.

Faraday glanced at Axis door severa paces away.

There was no question of the choice, and maybe Drago knew that, but it would have amused him to
have presented her with the mirage of dternatives.

No, Faraday's mgor problem now was how to back down with her pride intact from the pogtion
sheld dug herdf into.

Having denied the man, and her love for him, for months, how could she now turn around and say
sheld been wrong?

What superior smile would wrap hisface? What triumph?

"None, Faraday," said a soft voice behind her, and she whipped about.

Drago ... nol DragonStar (and now she could see why Azhure had used that name) was leaning
agang the wal severd paces behind her.

Faraday's entire existence stilled, save for the painful thudding of her heart.

And save for the painful sensation of her desire crawling out of the very pit of her soul, through her
somach and up her throat to offer itsdf to this man.

Tearsfilled her eyes. He was glorious. Somehow, somewhere, in the week or more since sheld last
seen him, held been re-transformed. Transformed into his true sdif, the sdf that Azhure and Axis had
tried to hide, the sIf that the power of the Enemy had been successful in returning.

DragonStar was not handsome, nor even physicaly imposing. Thetired lined face and the violet eyes
were the same — and yet radicdly different. Both face and eyes were transfused with such depth of
understanding (Faraday did not think she could cdl it "power™), and such heights of compassion that she
thought she might choke on her emation.

DragonStar half-smiled, acknowledging her reaction, straightened, hesitated, then
brushed past her and opened the door to his chamber. ™Y ou wanted to speak to me?'

Faraday's temper flashed.

"Isthat all you have to say?' She turned and followed him into the room. "What happened to
you? And Caelum? And Qeteb? And Tencendor? None of us have heard —'

DragonStar laid a hand on her mouth. "Hush, Faraday. Firg, there are other things that must be said
between us™"

She didnt want to. She wanted to hide in the safety of hearing what had happened above. She
wanted to tdl him about her encounter with Isfradl. She wanted him to know that the Earth Tree had
gone, but that was dl right, because in her belt she had —

He did an arm about her waist and pulled her gently againgt him. "I missed you.”

"Who are you?' she whispered, somehow terrified of this being that Drago had transformed into.

"The same man," he said, his eyes travdling dowly over her face, "but deeper.”



"Harder?'

He shook his head. " Softer." Hisarm tightened fractiondly.

"Qeteh —"

"Qeteb can wait. Faraday, tak tome."

She took a huge breath and closed her eyes momentarily. What had the Mother said? Until you
learn to dare, you will never live. Take that risk, Faraday ... take that risk.

"l will not betray you, Faraday," DragonStar whispered, and she redised he was now very,, very
close. So close that his warmth burnt through the layers of linen between them. "Trust me, trust me ..."
His voice drifted off and she opened her eyes.

I will never betray you, she heard him whisper in her mind, not for another woman, not for
riches or glory, and not for this land.

"l do not require your blood,” he said doud now, athough dill in a whisper, "Tencendor does not
require your blood."

And il she had not spoken.

Faraday...

How hateful, she thought, thet | have found it so difficult to accept hislove,

Faraday.

How hateful that | have found it so hard to accept the Sanctuary of his heart.

Faraday.

How hard that | have found it so seductive to dlow mysdf to remain the perpetua victim rather than
dlowing mysdf to live

Faraday.

She shifted dightly in his arms, exploring the fed of his body againgt hers.

DragonSar, she whispered back into his mind. And then she smiled, and laughed a little, and
relaxed againg him, and then laughed a little more a the amile on his face.

"I have loved you forever," she said, and those were the easest words she had ever sad in
her many existences.

Chapter 8

TheFoughedFied

DragonStar's witches sat in a cirdle on ther straight-backed wooden chairs, their hands folded in their
laps, eyes downcast.

Faraday was dressed again in her white linen gown, the Mother's rainbow sash about her
narrow waist holding the entwined arrow and sapling against the womb of her warmth. Her
ardl feet, clad in degant red leather dippers, were crossed beneath her chair. Her newly-combed
chestnut hair tumbled in a restrained but joyous manner down her back, save for the Sngle thick strand
which had somehow wound itsdf over one shoulder and curved againgt one breast.

She had atiny and dmost secretive smile on her face. The past few hours had been sweeter than any
Faraday had ever experienced previoudy. All fear had left her, dl sense of betrayad had gone. All that
was left was the warmth and memory of DragonStar as she had left himin the bed.

Leagh sat amilaly clad and shod, dthough her distended belly alowed no encumbrance of sash or
belt. Her face was as hgppy and content as Faraday's, and glowing and relaxed after her days of rest
and good food within Sanctuary. Her thumbs surreptitiously pressed against her belly, feeling



the tiny movements of her and Zared's child safe within.

Aninfinitefidd of flowers, Faraday had told her. She was growing an infinite fidd of flowers within
her bely.

A tiny tear dipped down Leagh's face, but it was the result of joy, not sadness.

The third female witch, Gwendylyr, sat dightly less gladsome than Faraday and Leagh. Her
lover and husband 4ill throve, as did Leagh's lover and husband, Zared, but Gwendylyr and Theod
shared the sadness of having witnessed the degth of their twin sons. Tomas and Cedrian had passed into
the Feld of flowers from the Western Ranges and, while Gwendylyr knew they lived and played
among the flowers and paused in awestruck deight atop magicd diffs that thundered down into
foamy seas, she 4ill missed them deeply. She dways would, however long she had to live in this
exigence before she waked for the final time through the gateway (never opened) into the
Fed.

Evenif she and Theod conceived and raised other children, nothing would replace the lost laughter
of their twin sons,

She slowly raised a hand and pushed it through her black hair, lifting a heavy wave off her
forehead and pushing it further back over the crown of her head. Like Faraday and Leagh, she wore it
loose, faling down her back in diding, slken curls.

The fourth in the circle was Magter Jannymire Goldman. He had no luxurious har to tumble down
his back, nor snuous form to (barely) conceal within heavy folds of white linen. Nevertheless,
his attire — a short tunic of awhite linen identical to the material of the women's robes, and feet
in red leather sandas — gave hm a sameness with the other three.

The serenity in his warm-cheeked face and bushy grey eyebrows gave hm an aura of
adtuteness that few people, witch or wizard or Enchanter, ever atained.

Goldman had discovered mysery and strange philosophies when DragonStar had  hefted him
through the gateway into the Field of Flowers, and now every hour Goldman found something new to
explore, some strange thought that would lead him to even stranger pastures. He spent
great lengths in every day seeking out those who would consent to spend even a few
moments with him talking of these spiritud puzzlements and intellectual intrigues. Already he had a
reputation within Sanctuary of being a man who might one day make the extravagances of
the spirit knowable to dl and the riddles of the unknown as accessible as a plate of bread and cheese.

Goldman sighed happily and closed his eyes, letting the Power of his soul overwhem his
flesh. He was a home.

Thefifth of DragonStar's witches was not Stting in a chair at dl, nor was his place part of the circle.
DareWing FullHeart lay on his back in the centre of the circle, making himsdf its focus.

His chest rose and fdl with great bubbling breaths, his body &fire with fever.

DaréWing was dying: a second death, which made it dl the more painful, debilitating and spiritudly
draning.

They sat, or lay, under a great crystal dome in a secluded part of Sanctuary. The crystd
dome rested on seventy crysta columns that rose the height of two men from the terracotta-tiled floor.
Beyond the columns stretched a great plain of newly-ploughed earth.

Nothing elsewasvishle.

Drago's witches waited, each consumed with their own thoughts, or with their dying.

He strode across the ploughed fidds, his naked feet barely Snking into the soft earth.

His body was smilaly naked, save for the white linen wrap about his hips, and the lily sword and
jewdled purse that hung from his begemmed belt.

The skin of hisbody glistened dightly with swest.

DragonStar, the Enemy Reborn.

Behind hm walked the Star Salion, rdlaxed and snuous in every movement, his head nodding and
dipping with each gride, the stars sarinkling over the naked earth as they fdl from his mane and tail.



From hiswithers, fixed by magic or perhaps merdly by wish, hung the Wolven and the quiver of
blue-feathered arrows.

Behind the horse, but dightly to one sde of him, trailed the Alaunt. They loped in sngle file, each
with head raised just enough that they could keep their golden eyes fixed on the man in front of them.

Their jaws hung very dightly open; enough that the glint of teeth and tongue spoun through.

Behind them all trundled the blue-feathered lizard, occasondly snapping at imaginary gnats.

The crystdl dome appeared on the horizon, but DragonStar did not increase the rate of his stride, nor
change the expression of his face. He was at peace with himsdf, even though his mind was consumed
with the image of millions of stars and galaxies tumbling through the universe, chased by a great
dark coud with the ginging tail of a scorpion raised thresteningly behind it.

Thus had Evil subverted every good ever created.

Thus had the Star Dance been chased by the TimeK egper Demons since the creation of the universe
itsf.

Now wasthetimeto end it.

Now. Here. In thistime. With this man, this Crusader.

Andthen ... then ...

... how many aeons had the Star Dance waited? How many worlds, solar systems, galaxies
torn apart had it watched?

... then could the Garden be created anew. And this time, without the scorpion's tal sting of
temptation.

Only the Infinite Fidd of Flowers gently waving into eternity.

Faraday turned her head dightly, and she seemed to smile, even though her facial muscles did not move.

There, she could smell him.

And then he was behind her, and she could sense the sway of his body and its warmth, and her lips
parted, and she shifted very dightly on the chair in remembrance.

He put his hand on her shoulder, and she rdaxed back into his love. He bent swiftly down, and
kissed her full on her mouth.

Leagh, Gwendylyr and Goldmean lifted their faces and smiled with pure joy.

"DragonStar!" Leagh said.

He nodded, embracing each one with the warmth of his gaze, then looked a Dare Wing.

The birdman had turned his head in DragonStar's direction and opened his eyes. They were red, and
horribly consumed with the weight of his sickness.

And yet, somehow, they were till glad.

DragonStar dipped past Faraday and entered the circle. He paused, then squatted down by
DareWing's Sde. "I need you dive" he said.

"Good," croaked Dare Wing.

DragonStar grinned, then leaned down his hand and rested it on the skin of DaréWing's chest.

"Doyou fed like an adventure?' he said.

"For you,” Dare Wing said, "I would fetch the cods that feed the flames in the firepits of the
AfterLife"

DragonStar's hand rose to cup DaréWing's face. "From you," he murmured, "l require far more. A
flower a day from the fidd that surrounds you."

Both men smiled with love, and then DragonStar rose, and addressed the four witchesin the circle.

"Yet the fidd that surrounds this dome," he said, "isafidd of bare earth. It has been turned over and
ribbed and ridged, but it lies barren. What does it represent?”

"Us" said Goldman, who ddighted in such philosophicad dabblings. "We have been ploughed, and
the seeds lad within us, but we have yet to flower."

"Aye" DragonStar said.



"Perhaps we cannot,” Gwendylyr said, "until Dare Wing is heded.”
DragonStar nodded, but did not say anything.
"Wemug hed Dare Wing," Faraday said, her voice quiet and introspective. "Not DragonStar. We

Again DragonStar nodded.

"And | must hed mysdf," Dare Wing said.

"Stretch your wings," DragonStar said. "All of you."

And he stepped back out of the circle.

An expression of mild panic crossed Leagh's face, and one hand tightened briefly over her bely.
"How do we do this?'

"We dl have Acharite magic within us" Faraday said, "now freed, as we have dl come through
desth.”

DragonSar had now walked very quietly out of the dome, and was wandering through the
ploughed field. The Alaunt had settled down into a restful, watchful pack to one side of the dome,
while the Sar Stallion rested his weight on one hip and dozed, ignoring the lizard who lay
stretched out behind him idly swatting at the stallion’s twitching tail.

A tiny star fell from the stallion's mane and fizzled momentarily in the damp earth.

"How drange" Faraday continued, her voice dill very quiet, "that we have the use of Acharite
meagic, and that DragonStar has placed us within a fidd of ploughed earth, and has emphasised these

thingsto us”

Of the others, only Daréwing had enough memories of the old Achar to truly understand what
Faraday dluded to.

"You speak of the old god of Achar," he sad, then paused to cough violently. "Artor the
Floughman."

"Artor wasevil!" Leagh and Gwendylyr both said together.

"Yes" Faraday said, "but perhaps we should not disregard the influence Artor would have had
on the literal physical
realm of Achar, as also the influence that that would have had on our power."

She paused, trying to sort out her thoughts. "Of the five of us, it is Dare Wing who is Sick. He has a
mixture of blood, Icarii and Acharite ... and maybe the Artor influence that — possbly — exigsin dl of
us has sickened him nigh unto death.”

"I thought DragonStar said it was ground fever," Gwendylyr said, frowning.

"Ground fever is the outward face of the sickness™ Goldman said, catching Faraday's train of
thought, "but the stain on DaréWing's Sairit is the Artorite stain. It would affect him far more than any of
us”

"And is that why this fidd has not yet flowered?' Leagh said. "And why DareWing cannot get
better? We mugt expe the remaining influence of Artor?"

"Yed" Faraday sad, and the others dl amiled, for the explanation fdt good to them. "Yes. We mugt
regject the rib and ridge of the ploughed earth.”

"How?" said Gwendylyr, ever concerned with the practical.

Therewasasdlence.

"We mug ask oursaves a question,” Goldman said. "Wha is it that remains within us of Artor the
Plough God?'

Another dlence.

"Faraday,” DaréWing sad, his voice now nearly a death whisper, "of dl of us here, you have been
the only one who has been thoroughly taught in the ways of Artor the Ploughman. | only fought
agand it, and Goldmen ..."

"Was but a boy of twelve when Azhure ran Artor into his grave" Goldman said. "Faraday, what can
you tdl us?'

Faraday sat in slence for awhile, remembering her childhood lessonsin the Way of the Plough, and
her dlegiance to, and love for, Artor the Ploughman. The months, months that, in all, amounted



to years, sheld spent sudying the Book of Fidd and Furrow. How blind | was, she thought.

But thefaith of the Plough was so comforting. Why?

"We loathed and feared the landscape,” she eventually said, "and Artor gave us a face
and a name for that fear. Untamed landscape, mountain, forest and marsh, was the haunt of evil
crestures — the Forbidden — who were undoubtedly Planning to swarm over all that was good
and beautiful ... al over us”"

DaréWing's mouth curled in a bitter smile, and he turned his head aside.

"Having defined our fear — the wild landscape and dl that lived within it — we fdt comforted, and
0 we took to the forests with our axes, and to the mountains with our armies, and to the marshes with
our engineers, and we pushed back the wild landscape as far as we could. We tamed the earth and made
it our dave"

"We endaved it with the plough,” Gwendylyr said.

"Yes" Faraday said, "with the plough, and the neat square fidds and the draight and
tightly-controlled furrow.”

"'Furrow wide, furrow deep'," Goldman said. "I remember my father saying that congtantly.”

"Must we make amends?' Gwendylyr asked.

Faraday looked to Dare Wing. "Must we?"

"No," he eventudly said. "Not as such. The earth does not require ‘amends.”

"It merdly requires usto let go our hatred and our fear,” Goldman said.

"But | don't hate and fear the landscape! " Leagh said.

"Thereis dill something deep within each of us" Faraday said, "that corrupts us. It is the legacy of a
thousand generations of unthinking worship of Artor. We mugt let that corruption go."

"How?' Leagh said. She looked about at the other witchesin the circle, then down at DaréWing. He
looked worse than she'd ever seen him, and Leagh redlised that they must correct whatever was wrong
very shortly.

Faraday smiled. "I think | know," she said, and in the ploughed fidd DragonStar raised his
head and amiled aso.

"We dill fear some aspect of the landscape,” Faraday said. "All of us. We mugt confront the fear,
and letit go."

"But —" Gwendylyr began.

"Wedl fear some aspect of the landscape," Faraday sad again, and looked at Gwendylyr steedily.
"All of us"

"l know what | fear," DaréWing said, but Faraday would not let him finish, either.

She stopped him with a gentle hand, leaving her chair to kned beside him. "DareWing, |
think | know what you fear, and | think | know how strong thet fear is™

Faraday grinned, but sadly. "No wonder you have ground fever." Then she raised her head and
looked a the other three, keeping her hand on DareWing's shoulder. "We must confront our
fearsfird, and then, stronger, be ready to support Dare Wing. Goldman?'

"What? Oh ... I, ah ..." Goldman lapsed into Slence, his eyes unfocused, then his mouth thinned and
his hands clenched on his knees.

"I loathe dead ends," he said, and Faraday nodded. Goldman was ever the aggressve, determinedly
successtul businessman.

"There is nothing worse," Goldman said, and his eyes were now flinty and hard, "than waking
through the countryside and finding yoursdf in some dead end gully, and having to retrace your steps to
find another way forward. It's so time wasting*."

"Non-productive,” Leagh said, undergtanding a little more the process they must dl endure.

"Yes!" Goldman said, and he stood and paced about the dome "Dead ends are s0
frudrating! So pointless™

Faraday watched him carefully. It seemed dmog as if hate consumed Goldman, and she redised
that somewhere here was a deeper lesson they mus dl learn.



"So pointless,” Goldman said again, and then he vanished.

Goldman found himself standing before the infuriatingly calm — and very high and very steep —
rock wall of the canyon, and heraged.

He had walked hours to get to this point, put in effort and time that could have been spent
more profitably elsewhere.

He had walked and walked down this canyon, thinking it would lead him to a better life, more
money, and even, perhaps, a profounder understanding of life itself, and all it had presented him
with was a dead end, a rock wall, a point past which Goldman could not walk.

He raged. Was it possible to demolish the dead end? Perhaps a force of several hundred men
armed with pickaxes and shovels could clear it in a week or so. Perhaps a smaller force of men
armed with fire powder could destroy it in less time. Something had to be done to force this rock
wall to give way to Goldman's needs and ambitions and ...

... and Goldman quailed at the force of his rage. Why did he think such things? Why was he
S0 angry?

Hewasrailing at a stand of rock, for the Field's sake!

Goldman stared at the rock wall and wondered how best to combat his inner frustration and
anger.

You have walked to this rock wall, he thought, and thus there must needs be a purpose to this
dead end. What isit?

He sat down cross-legged on the ground and stared at the rock.

"What do you have to teach me?" he asked, and instantly all his frustration and hate fell
away and he felt a great joy fill him.

The rock absorbed the joy ... and then it leaned forward and began to speak to Goldman in a
very earnest manner.

Goldman dusted off histunic, and smiled at the four faces staring a him.
"Your turn," he said to Gwendylyr.

She was in the garden, almost incandescent with fury.

How long had she tended that hedge? How many hours had she pruned and clipped? How
many days had she spent carefully digging in the soil about its roots to add light and air
and fertiliser?

And the hedge was s0 necessary! Its (once) neatly-clipped length had tidily divided field from
garden (and what a neat garden, with its carefully measured garden beds and precise rows of
stakes), providing the line that everyone needed between order and disorder.

But now disorder had invaded the garden.

Disorder in the form of a rigorous ivy. It had taken over the hedge, weaving and creeping its
way through the hedge's dark interior spaces before bursting triumphantly through to wave long,
gleeful tendrils into the bright summer air down the length of the hedge.

The hedge was ruined! It was doubtless dying! How could it support the parasitic ivy and ill
manage to keep —

Gwendylyr realised suddenly that she was very, very afraid. There was no dividing line
between order and disorder, was there? It was all a lie. Disorder would win every time. It could
never be kept at bay.

Gwendylyr backed dowly away, terrified that one of those tendrils would reach out and
snatch at her at any moment. Where could she hide? Was there anywhere to hide? Perhaps the
celar ... surely the dark would keep the ivy at bay ... the dark would be safe... safe...

Gwendylyr stopped, appalled. She would hide hersalf in the dark the rest of her life to avoid
disorder?

Was that a lifeat all?



She swallowed, stepped forward, raised an arm, and took one of the waving tendrils gently in
her hand.

"Very pleased to make your acquaintance,” she said.

"Likewise, | am sure," said the ivy, and the sun exploded and showered both hedge and ivy
and Gwendylyr in freedom.

"Leagh?"' said Gwendylyr.

"No! No!" Leagh screamed, and grabbed at her belly.

It was completely flat. Barren.

As barren as the landscape about her. She ran, more than half-doubled over her empty belly,
through a plain of hot red pebbles. A dry wind blew in her face, whipping her hair about her eyes.

The sky was dull and grey, full of leaden dreams.

"No, no,” she whispered. She was trapped in a land that had stolen her child to feed its own
hopelessness. Both sky and ground were sterile, and both had trapped her.

"No." Leagh sank to the ground, gasping in pain at the heat of the pebbles, and then
ignoring the burns to curl up in a ball.

Nothing was left. Best to just give up. Best to die.

Nothing worth living for.

She cried, her breath jerking up through her chest and throat in great gouts of misery. She
wanted to die. Why couldn't she die? Wasn't there anyone about who could help her to
die? Why couldn't someone fust put a knife to her (hopelessy barren) belly and dide it in? The
pain would be nothing compared to this ... this horror that surrounded her.

This desert. This barrenness.

Leagh cried harder, and grabbed at a handful of pebbles, loathing them with an intensity she
had never felt for anything or anyone before. She threw them viciousy away from her, then
grabbed at another handful, throwing them away as well.

When she grabbed at her third handful she stopped, aghast at her actions.

Why blame the land for her misfortunes? If she had lost the child she carried, then how could
she blame this desert?

A cool breeze blew across and lifted the hair from her face.

A tiny rock squirrel inched across her hand, its tiny velvety nose investigating her palm for
food.

Leagh smiled, and then laughed as she felt a welcome heaviness in her bely. She
rested her hand over her stomach and felt the thudding of her child's heart, then ...

... then she gasped in wonder and scrabbled her other hand deep in among the pebbles about
her.

A heartbeat thudded out from the belly of the earth as well, and it matched —

beat for beat

— that of her child's.

"What are you telling me?" she whispered, and then cried with utter rapture as the pebbles
explained it to her.

Leagh raised her head and stared at the others. A hand rested on her belly, and a strange, powerful light
shone from her eyes. "Faraday,” she said.

Faraday knew what it was she would confront, but her prior knowledge did not comfort her at dl within
the redity of her vison.

She was trapped, as she had always been trapped (time after time after time). She had trusted
— the trees this time — and they had turned their backs on her and left her to this.

A thicket of thorns.



Bands of thornbush enveloped her, pressing into the white flesh of arm and breast and belly
and creeping between her legs and binding her to their own cruel purpose.

Thorns studded her throat and cheek so that whenever she breathed, blood spurted and the
thorns dug deeper.

Must | always bleed, she thought, and must | always suffer the despair of entrapment?

"It's a bitch of a job," muttered a thorn close to her ear, "but someone's got to do it.”

Yes, yes, Faraday thought, someone has got to do it. She had been so sure that she'd not
succumb to the temptation of sacrifice any more, but here she was, embracing it again.

Someone would surely have to die if Tencendor was to be saved, and Faraday supposed she'd
have to do it all over again.

Painfully.

Trapped, trapped by the land. Trapped by its need to live at her expense.

The thorns twisted and roped, and Faraday screamed.

It seemed the right thing to do, somehow.

"You have a choice," said the thorns. "You can succumb and the pain will end ... reasonably
fast. Or you can fight and tear yourself apart in the effort to free yoursalf. Which will it be?"

B U

"Quick! The decision cannot take forever, you know!"

"Quick! Quick! Timeisrunning out!"

Faraday panicked. She opened her mouth to scream — and then stopped, very suddenly
calm.

"You choose for me," she said. "l trust you to choose for me."

"Good girl," said the land, approvingly, and Faraday found herself risng dowly through a
lake of emerald water, rising, risng towards the surface.

She broke through the surface and shook the water from her hair, and laughed.

"DareWwing," she said, and her hand gripped his shoulder more strongly. "We will be here for you."

DareWing spiralled through the air, more determined than at any time in his life.

The ground was not going to get him.

He was an Icarii! A birdman! The ground held nothing for him, nothing.

Then why did he fed the tug on his wings so painfully? Why did the weight of his body
seemingly grow with each breath so that now he found it almost impossible to stay aloft?

The ground called him: "Walk on me, be my lover, bind yourself to me."

No!

"Bind yourself forever."

No!

DareWing made a supreme effort, his shoulders and breast belly aching with the effort of
staying within the thermal.

But now he was spiralling downwards, not up.

The speed of his fall increased, and DareWing screamed at the ground. He would never
allow himself to be ground bound! He was a creature of the air, of the sky, of the stard!

The ground rushed towards him, and DareWing screamed in rather than anger. Not fear at
death or even pain, but fear that he would be ground bound, that he would never fly
again, never soar, never again be the proud Icarii warrior ...

He hit the ground with a force that should have killed him outright, but the worst injury
DareWing felt was a bruised shoulder and thigh. He scrambled to his feet, and almost
overbalanced.

He kept to his feet only with a sustained effort. Why was his balance so out? Why was



everything so heavy?

DareéWing halted, horrified.

His wings had become a burden. For the first time in his long life, DareWing realised that his
wings were a burden. They hung like great stone weights from his back, and he could barely move
them, let alone will them to lift him into the sky.

"No! Damn you! Give me my grace back! My balance! Give me back —"

My Icarii pride, he thought, and halted, amazed. Have | always been so arrogant?

So contemptuous of the ground?

So blind?

"What do you want of me?" he whispered. "How can | redeem myself?"

"Relinquish your arrogance,” the ground replied, "for that is what made the unwinged resent
you in ages past.”

Relinquish my wings? DareWing thought, and anger surged through him. No birdman
relinquishes his wings!

The ground was silent, and DareWing hung his head in shame.

His wings hung heavy behind him. A burden, not of weight, but of arrogance.

DareWing turned his head dightly so he could regard them. His wings were creations of
majesty and beauty, feathered in glossy black, powerful, graceful, the physical manifestation of
the Icarii "otherness”, the means by which the Icarii believed they were the creatures of the stars.

The Sar Dance loved the Icarii for their beauty, and for their ability to fly.

"Wrong," said the ground. "The Sar Dance has tolerated your beauty and your flight skills,
but it has loved you for other reasons.”

"Really?"

"Your inner beauty, which thrives despite your arrogance —"

DareWing winced, and hung his head.

"— as well your courage to dare. You and your people are composed of jewel lights,
DareWing. Don't hide them behind your arrogance.”

DareWing nodded. Courage, he thought, is not required for what | do now. It is boundless
humility.

And so DareWing turned his shoulders, and lifted his arms, and he took hold of one of his
wings. He took a deep breath, flexing the powerful flight muscles of chest and shoulder.

Then he tore the wing out.

He screamed, and doubled over, sobbing in agony, still gripping the wing. Blood
poured down his back, obscuring the brief glint of bone.

Darewing dug his teeth into his lips, fighting to remain conscious, then he threw the wing
aside.

It landed some two paces away, a useless appendage of flesh and feather.

Waves of blackness threatened to consume DareWing, but he fought against them. He took
hold of his remaining wing, his hands dipping in the blood from his back, then he steadied
himself, his eyes wild, his chest heaving in frantic breaths, and he tore it free.

It fell usdless to the ground, and DareWing managed one final scream before the agony tipped
himinto oblivion.

Faraday kndlt by Dare Wing's Sde, and her hand tightened its grip on his shoulder. His eyes were wide,
daing but unseeing, and his body jerked and jittered asif caught in some crazed, sickened dance.

"Faraday ..." Leagh said, her voice tight, and she shifted on her chair.

"He will come through this shortly," Faraday said. She paused, and her jaw tightened as if she
shared Dare Wing's pain. "He mug."

"Nevertheless" Leagh said, "he needsall of our aid.”

She, as Gwendylyr and Goldman, rose from their chairs, circled dowly, then knelt with Faraday.



Gwendylyr placed her hand on DareWing's other shoulder, while Leagh and Goldman each took one of
the birdman's hands.
"Weloveyou," Leagh whispered.

We love you, whispered her voice through DaréWing's tortured exidence
All of us, sad adifferent voice, and Dare Wing redised it was the land itsdlf.
"Redly?' hesad.

"Redly?' Dare Wing whispered, and his eyes opened and stared into the four faces above him.

"1 have rdinquished my wings," he said, and smiled.

Faraday returned hisamile "Isthat so? Then how isit that they ill sprout from your back?"

Dare Wing jerked in surprise, and rolled so he could see them for himsdf. "Oh," he said, with such
an expression of amazement on his face that his companions laughed.

"DareWwing," Goldman said. "Did you redise your ground fever has broken?'

"l amwedl," DaréWing sad. "l anwell."

And then Leagh gasped, and dl looked about. Flowers were spreading over the entire fidd of bare,
ploughed earth, covering the ridges and furrows so completely that no one could see where the plough
hed been.

"Artor istruly deed,” Faraday said, "and we arefindly free."

Chapter 9
Of Predesination and Confrontation

They stood before the seven-sided, white-walled tower and hated. "It stinks of the Enemy," Sheol said.
"Badly."

Qeteb did not speak. He sat his black beast and regarded the tower thoughtfully.

Findly he turned his head dightly to where StarLaughter haf-sat, half-crouched on the ground. "Tdl
meof its nature” he said.

StarL aughter hissed.

Something frightful reached out from Qeteb and sunk deep talons into StarLaughter's mind, and she
screamed, writhing amid the dirt.

"Spiredore! Itsnameis Spiredore!”

"You are such afount of information,” Qeteb sad. "Mother dear.”

The other Demonsgiggled.

StarL aughter quieted, but her eyes never left Qeteb'sform.

She had been a fodl to dlow this Demon to sted her son! Could she yet save her boy? Was there
something to be done that might mean —

"Your son died thousands of years ago,” Qeteb said. "Nothing can bring him back. Resgn
yoursdf to a worthless and unwanted motherhood, StarL aughter.”

Her eyesglinted.



Qeteb took no notice. "Tell me about this tower.”

StarLaughter thought about remaining slent, but her lugt for revenge had imbued her with a strong
sense of self-preservation.

She knew Qeteb was now only looking for the merest hint of an excuse to kill her.

Qeteb shifted dightly, and StarLaughter spoke. "Only a very few Icarii have ever been able to use
the tower. Its secret was closdy guarded.”

Sheaol muttered irritably, but Qeteb sat his mount slently, waiting.

"Neverthdess ..." StarLaughter amiled, remembering how powerful she had once been, and
how great her destiny was bound to be, "I have eyes with which to observe, and a mind with which
to think —"

Mot sniggered.

"— and | believe that the tower will take a person — maybe any who ask it — wherever they wish
to go. Evenits name points to its actions. It isa spire and it isa door.”

Qeteb sat, garing at the Icarii woman, knowing she spoke the truth. A useful piece of Enemy magic,
then, he thought, and pondered its implications. Could he use it? Perhaps. Was it a trap? Possbly...
possbly ...

Could herisk the trap?

He turned his head and regarded the other Demons. He could send one of them ...

No. Rox was gone — for the moment — and Qeteb did not want to risk the others. Qeteb's
eyes flickered over Niah, but she was an impossble choice. Niah had no soul with which to form
the question, let done a desire strong enough to make Spiredore act.

Who else?

Ah, of course! The Midday Demon lifted a mailed hand and beckoned.

A dark shape spirdled down from the sky and dighted before the Demons. It was StarGrace
SunSoar.

"Great Father," she said, and bowed before him.

"StarGrace," Qeteb said. "I have atask for you."

StarLaughter looked at StarGrace, looked at Qeteb, and wondered. Would the Hawkchilds join her
In exacting a revenge upon Qeteb (he had stolen her sonl}, or would they remain blind to the Demon's
duplicity, and continue to obey him?

StarGrace did not even look at StarLaughter, and bowed her head as Qeteb spoke to her. Once he
hed finished, she moved quickly to do his bidding.

And ill shedid not look at Starl_aughter. StarL aughter's mouth thinned. Shewas aone,

then.

Faraday blinked, and they were ganding under a crysta domein the midst of afidd of flowers.

She blinked again, and she was ganding with her four companions in an apple orchard in
Sanctuary. A movement caught her eyes. It was DareWing, fully healed, sretching his glossy wings in
the sun.

He amiled a her, but Faraday noted that the expression in his eyes had changed. No doubt, she
thought, the expresson in dl of their eyes had changed.

"My witches," said awarm, humorous voice, and Faraday's amile widened.

DragonStar rgjoined the group from the shade of an apple tree. He regarded them dl carefully, and
gave each agmdl nod and a amile, but otherwise made no remark on ther find evolution.

What will he do? thought Faraday, and then the next thought sorang dmost immediady into
her mind. What will he do with us?

"Faraday?' said asmall voice, and Faraday turned quickly.

Kaie ran out from behind the same tree DragonStar had been shdtering under, and Faraday hdd
out her arms and embraced he.

"She will stay with us for the time being," DragonStar said. "But when we venture back into the
wastdland it would be safer if she stayed herein Sanctuary.”



Thank dl stars and gods in existence he isn't going to expose her to danger, Faraday thought, and
planted a kiss on the girl's shiny brown curls.

"When do we go back to the wastdland?' DaréWing asked, his voice thick with an emotion
that Faraday only belatedly redised was the need for revenge.

"Wewill dl need to go back," DragonStar said, "but you and | will return first, DareWing. No, walt,
let me spesk before you dl bombard me with questions. Will you sit? This orchard is secluded
enough for us to talk without interruption.”

They settled themsavesin a circle, Katie resting with her head on Faraday's |ap.

As Faraday looked up from Katie, she caught Leagh looking a the gifl with an odd expression on
her face.

The indant Leagh redised Faraday had seen it she wiped her face clear of any interest in the girl.
Katie had her own degtiny, as did Leagh's child, and she could do nothing to change ether.

Faraday wanted to ask Leagh why shed looked so at Katie, but before she could speak
DragonStar began to talk.

"Tencendor can be reborn,” he said, "but it mudt firg be cleared of dl its corruption.”

"The Demons?' Gwendylyr said. There was a tendril of black hair hanging un-neat across her
forehead, and Gwendylyr lifted a hand as if to pat it back into place, but her hand hestated, then
dropped. Gwendylyr left the strand to its own devices.

"Yes" DragonStar said, "but <o of dl the crazed animdsand ... and ..."

And the maniaca people crawling about, he dmost said, but could not. But even with the thought
unspoken, DragonStar could see the knowledge in everyone's eyes anyway.

"Which first?' Goldman said.

DragonStar hesitated, and ran the tip of his tongue over his lips. "Idedly, the Demons firg," he
eventudly said, "but we, you five as wdl as I, need to be stronger before we can atempt ther
destruction.”

Kétie lifted her head at the latter words and stared briefly a DragonStar, then she dropped her face
back into Faraday's lap. Her shoulders shuddered dightly.

No-one noticed her reaction, save Faraday, who assumed Katie had shivered with the gentle breeze
blowing through the orchard. She pulled a section of her skirt around Katie, far more concerned at
DragonStar's words.

Faraday and the other four had shared concerned glances. "Tdk to us" Faraday said. "What do you
meen?'

DragonStar took a deep breath. "I am StarSon, and Qeteb will be my baitle” he said. "But
the other Demons —"

"Ah," Goldman said, understanding, "as you will be responsible for Qeteb's
destruction, so will each of us be responsble for one of the other Demons™

"Yes. Itispreordained. Five of them, five of you."

"But, how can each of us contend with one of the Demond"” Leagh said. Her face was amost
panicked, and shed placed both her hands protectively over her bdly. "I cant —"

"Right here and now," DragonStar said, his tone and eyes gentle as he regarded Leagh, "you
can't. No, | agree. We need experience and perhaps even some more knowledge before we can
dare the Demons. But eventudly each of uswill have our task to do, and for each of us that task will be
apaticular Demon.”

"But there are only four Demons left)” Gwendylyr said, "not counting Qeteb. Sighalt's bridge
destroyed Rox —"

"Bvil cannot be destroyed,” Katie whispered into Faraday's lap, "it can only be transformed.”

No-one heard her.

"— 50 qurely that means only four of us need to confront a Demon. Leagh mugt wait it out in
Sanctuary. We can't risk her.”

DragonStar looked Gwendylyr steedily in the eyes, and then shifted his gaze to Leagh. "We
will al be needed in the wasteland,” he said. "Leagh as much as anyone else. Her



pregnancy cannot excuse her. And as for Rox, wdl... dl | know is whet | feel. The baance will be
restored.”

"How?" asked Goldman.

DragonStar lowered his eyes, remembering his long disquiet about Niah, but not knowing why he
was S0 disquieted. "Niah," he said. "Niah will become the fifth Demon.”

Everyone stilled, dismayed at the thought, and yet indinctivdy feding the truth of it.

Niah would become the fifth Demon ... and yet ... yet dl fdt that peculiar, edgy dissatisfaction that
DragonStar did.

There was something else about Niah. Something else they should dl know and understand.

StarGrace entered Spiredore, and hungered. She had been a SunSoar Enchanter once, and
har to the throne, if StarLaughter's child had not survived.

And he hadn't redlly, had he?

S0, theoretically, she— StarGrace — should now be Taon.

If only WolfStar hadn't embarked on his murderous ambition.

WolfSar, WolfSar, WolfSar!

StarGrace ran the name in a litany of hate through her head. WolfStar! When would Qeteb throw
them & WolfStar?

Ah! She camed hersdlf, remembering the ingtructions Qeteb gave her. There would be time enough
for WolfStar.

StarGrace cocked her bird-like head to one Sde and regarded the interior of the tower. This was
the firg time she'd ever been insde. During her lifetimein thisland only Icarii Enchanter-Gaons had been
dlowed to know Spiredore's secrets.

Above her the tower ssemingly rose into infinity in a mifit collection of stairways and crazily-canted
ba conies. Nothing made sense — no stairways linked to balconies, and no bacony gave way to any
room.

There was, apparently, nowhere to go.

Except that Qeteb had given her adestination, hadn't he?

"Spiredore,” Star Grace said in chirp-like tones that she thought might please the tower, "take me to
Tencendor's logt peoples.”

And she folded her black wings neetly at her back, and set her clawed feet to the fird steps of the
darway thet led upwards from the floor of the tower.

"You said that you and | must return first, DragonStar?" Dare Wing asked.

"Yes" DragonStar said. "For two reasons. One, | need to know if Spiredore is dill ussful.”

“Isit our only link with the Fidld of Flowers?' Leagh said. She was dill trying to come to terms with
her spurt of fear at the idea that sheld be needed to battle one of the Demons. Her? What of her child?In
what danger would she place it?

"We can only gpproach the Fidd through the wasteland that was Tencendor," DragonStar affirmed.
"And unless | can find another route, or unless we want to dimb the stairs through the Keep, Spiredore is
our best way to reach the wastdland. But | don't want to risk everyone in the finding out
whether the Demons have penetrated Spiredore yet —"

"Would they manage to enter Sanctuary?' Faraday asked. Gods, if they managed that...!

"No. They might find out where Sanctuary is, but they will not be able to break through its protective
enchantments”

And yet ... DragonStar's mind was consumed with the impresson hed had when hed
orgindly seen Sanctuary; it had looked just like one of the worlds the Demons had dragged him through
inther leaps through space towards Tencendor.

What if there was a flav? What if the Demons could find their way in?

Sars! Where would the peoples go then?



DragonStar gave himsdf a mental shake to get rid of the negative thoughts. The Enemy had built this
place, and they'd damn wdl meant it as a Sanctuary agang the Demons. They knew what they were
doing, didn't they?

"Areyou sure?" Faraday asked, and DragonStar sent her a reassuring smile.

"Of course. Now, | want to take DareWing with me,” DragonStar turned to the birdman
and managed a considerably more genuine amile, "not only for the company, but because there is
something | need to show him. Something he, as we, will need in our battle to redam the wasteland.”

"Andthatis..." DareWing sad.

"Your army,"” DragonStar said, and then laughed at the hungry expresson that filled
Daewing's face.

Chapter 10
A Busy Day iInSaredore

Take me to the lost peoples of Tencendor, StarGrace had asked, and Spiredore did. StarGrace
walked up a series of stairways, across a myriad of balconies, and eventualy Spiredore grew merciful on
her aching legs and Immering temper, and led her to a short tunnd of blue mi.

At the end of the tunnd StarGrace could see the milling forms of a score of people, and she laughed.

"Maybe Qeteb will dlow me my revenge on WolfStar for this service" she cried, and stepped into
the blue-misted tunnd to see just where this new StarSon had hidden the millions of souls the Demons so
hungered for.

When sheld dmog reached the end of the tunnd, StarGrace hated and stared, her eyes draining of
dl thar triumph.

Then she snarled. This damned tower had thought to amuse itsdf at her expensel!

Spiredore had indeed led her to the lost peoples of Tencendor ... but not the hidden
peoples. Beyond the end of the tunnd StarGrace could discern a cave, and in that cave huddled and
whispered and scampered a score of crazed humans. They had torn off (or eaten) ther clothes, and now
were naked, clothed only in sores and abrasons. Ther maddened eyes shifted congtantly, and they
scratched at themselves and at the others who shifted past them.

"Ssssd" StarGrace dmog fdl over in her haste to get back indde Spiredore. Stars done knew
where that cave was, and she didnt want to waste time flying back to Spiredore (and a wating and
impatient Qeteb) to sart dl over again.

She rdaxed dightly as her feet clicked onto the boards of a sarway agan, and she hdted, and
spoke with some aspersion.

"Spiredore, take me to the place where StarSon has hidden the peoples of Tencendor.”

And she st her feet to the stairs before her.

"My amy?' DareWing said as he and DragonStar walked adong the road towards the place where the
slvery bridge had once spanned the chasm. DragonStar had |eft the Star Stdlion, the Alaunt and the
lizard in Sanctuary, saying he wanted only to risk what was necessary, but he carried the Wolven and its
quiver of arrows over his back.

"Who do you think?' DragonStar said.

Dareéwing frowned, and then a thought so extraordinary occurred to him that he halted, and



grabbed DragonStar's shoulder. "But they're deadl”

"So were you," DragonStar said, his eyes crinkling with humour.

"The Strike Force," DareWing breathed, his eyes unfocused, his mind remembering the thrill of the
hurt through the thermals.

DragonStar nodded.

DareWing refocused his gaze on DragonStar's face. "No wonder you wanted to bring me back as
one of your five"

"The Strike Leader. Yes."

Darewing breathed in deeply, filled with such joy he could hardly believe it. The Strike Force!

"But fird we must negotiate Spiredore,” DragonStar said, "and find out if its Sairways are dill safe”

They waked the remaining distance to the chasm in slence, and it was only once they were there
that DareWing came out of 'his reverie enough to ask how they were going to get across. "Didn't you use
the bridge to cross into Spiredore?’

"Not exactly,” DragonStar said. "I used it as a focus for my own enchantment. | don't
actudly need the bridge to cross, but | do need something to focus on in order to return us —"
he hesitated dightly over that word, and DareWing glanced sharply at him, "— to this
point. But a bridge we do not actudly need.”

DragonStar reached behind him and drew an arrow out of his quiver. In one powerful movement, he
thrudt it into the ground before them.

Its blue feathers and its shaft quivered dightly with the resdua force of DragonStar's action, then it
stood dill.

"And s0," DragonStar said, unshesthing his sword and drawing the doorway of light, "now
Spiredore.”

StarGrace climbed higher and higher through the crazy world of Spiredore, her temper increasing with
every step.

Where was this tower leading her? She'd dimb to the sun before she ever reached a destination!

Suddenly she hdted, and her entire body stilled.

There was something ese in the tower. StarGrace didn't know in what other manner to
describe the feeling, only that in the space betwixt one heartbeat and another something
else had stepped into Spiredore.

Qeteb? One of the other Demons?

No. This presence had a different fedl about it.

Therel Above her! StarGrace crouched under an overhang of a bacony and peered upwards.

DragonStar paused in their passage through Spiredore. "It is not as safe as it once was," he said. "We
mug be careful.”

She narrowed her eyes, searching the gloom above, then paused. Two men, one Icarii, one not, waking
down a gairwell.

StarGrace dmogt panicked, for they were coming directly towards her, but just before they turned
the curve of gairs that would have brought them face to face, the two men turned into a bacony, and
vanished down atunnd of blue mist.

StarGrace waited a few minutes until she was sure they were gone, then she resumed her dimb.

Within two turns of her stairwell, Spiredore presented StarGrace with another blue-misted
tunndl.

They emerged onto a plain blasted with an icy northerly wind. Wind-driven snow sung a their faces and
eyes before it hit the ground and disappeared into the numerous cracks and chasms that wove ther
demented way across the fla, barren surface.

"Where are we?' DaréWing gasped, wrapping both arms and wings about himsdf in a vain attempt



a protection againg the wind and snow.

DragonStar looked about, as uncomfortable as was DareWing.

"Somewhere in the northern Avonsdae Plains, | think. See? Those must be the southern Western
Ranges. Or maybe even a bit further west towards the Andels coast ... I'm not too sure.”

Frankly, DareWing didn't give a damn about ther precise location, and wished he hadn't asked.
"How will you get usto the Field of Howers?'

DragonStar turned to look at DareWing. "Oh, | am not. | think you should.”

"Me?How am | goingto doit?'

"Look within yoursdlf, DaréWing. You have been in the Field before. You have been through the
gate. Thistime you must open it for yoursdf."

DareéWing tightened his arms, wondering if he would freeze solid in four breaths or five "Why
couldn't you have told me this while we were dill in Sanctuary? | could have thought about it before. |
could have had it all worked out before we got into this—"

"Dareéwing. Dait!"

DareWing amost cursed before he redised held have to open his mouth and expose himsdf to more
of the freezing air in order to do so. He contented himsdf with a hard glare in DragonStar's direction,
then he concentrated on the problem at hand.

This was the firg time snce DragonStar had transformed him that hedd been well enough to even
contemplate exploring the newly-resurrected Acharite power within himsdf.

Let alone use it to propel both of them into the Field of Fowers.

"Think," DragonStar whispered underneath the howling wind. "Think ... what do you
remember most about the Feld?"

DareWing frowned. Flowers. He remembered flowers. Then he dmost amiled, for he remembered
thefed of the sun on his back, and the peace of the Field, and then he did smile, for those were things
hed enjoy feding right now.

Ingantly he was overwhemed with the scent of the hillions upon hillions of flowers that existed within
the Fidd, and then they were there.

DareWing leaned back his head and laughed.

StarGrace smirked. She stood at the edge of the blue-misted tunnel, still safe within
Spiredore's power. Beyond her lay a chasm, and beyond the chasm a road wended its
way through aplain dotted liberaly with flowering shrubs. Far awvay rose aline of blue and purple
mountains, cradling the entrance of avaley. With her powerful sght, StarGrace could see the shapes of
Icarii uirdling abovethevaley entrance.

The hidden souls had been found.

Her amiled widened momentarily, then she stepped back into Spiredore.

"See" sad DragonStar, and from the infinite Sky above them floated down DaréWing's warriors.

The Strike Force, and yet not.

That these warriors were Icarii was easy enough to see, for together with their human bodies they
hed the wings and the chisdled facid features of the I carii.

And yet they had been changed. Every one of them had wings of a different colour — purple wings,
another bronze, yet another gold, until dl the shades of the rainbow had been represented — and each
warrior had jewel-coloured eyes that matched the particular shade of his or her wings

But it was ther bodies that were the most amazing. Every one of them was digphanous, amost
completdy tranducent. They glowed with a Slvery hue, and as they floated down by the score the
outlines of individual bodies were log in the collective rainbow-coloured shimmer of wings and flashing
eyes.

DareWing had never seen anything so beautiful, nor so deadly. Each warrior's eyes shone
brilliant with determination, with anger, with the need for the fight.



"Your Strike Force," said DragonStar, awed himsdf. "My vanguard.”

"What do you want us to do?' DaréWing said. His eyes had not Ieft the milling hue before him.

"l want you to fight for me" said DragonStar softly, and a great cry went up from the massed
warriors.

Qeteb leaned over the saddle of his beast and laughed. "It was
that easy?"

StarGraceinclined her head.

"That tower will lead us straight to the huddled masses?' StarGrace waved ahand about languidly.

"Almog indantly.” "There must be atrap somewhere,” Sheol muttered. "It can't
be this straightforward! "

"Thetower isasmplething,” StarGrace said. "It doesasitishid.”

Qeteb sat and thought. It was too easy, but he wasn't sure where the difficulty would be: in their use
of Spiredore, or in their attempts to reach the crowd of souls awaiting their appetites across the chasm.

"Thereis something dse," StarGrace said, and Qeteb jerked out of hisreverie.

e

StarGrace told them of the two men she'd seen pass briefly through the tower.

Qeteb stared a her, then grinned. "We have them," he whispered, and the whisper reached into
every corner of the land. "Not this hour, or even this day, but we will eventudly have them.”

He laughed, and then waved his felow Demons through the door into Spiredore. As they entered,
Qeteb turned and thrust hisfis towards StarL aughter.

"Stay here, bitch," he said, "because if you are not here when | return, | will hunt you down and
stake your naked body out on the wasteland for the dogs and boars to couple with."

"Stay here," DragonStar said, "until | need you."

Dare Wing raised one black eyebrow.

"Something is not right with Spiredore,” DragonStar continued, "and |1 would rather not risk you.
Y ou will be safe enough — more than safe! — within the Feld of Howers.”

"Whenwill you cal me?'

DragonStar shrugged. "When the timeisright, my friend. What dse can | say?'

"Becareful,” Dare Wing said, and DragonStar nodded, Ietting his eyes drift over the shifting throng
of dlvery bodies before him, before giving Dare Wing a perfunctory amile

Then he turned to one side, drew the glowing doorway, and stepped through into Spiredore.

DareWing stared at the spot where held vanished, then furrowed his brow thoughtfully. Surdy he
would be able to move back into the wasteland in the same manner hed moved into the Fidd? To
imagine the environment, the sensations, the amdIs? Then, of course, held be able to transfer back here
whenever the need arose.

In the meantime, his band of glinting warriors could be what they'd trained for in ther previous
lifeimes a Strike Force.

"Let me prepare the way for you, StarSon," Dare Wing whispered.

DragonStar knew the ingtant he stepped into Spiredore that held transferred into crisis.

When he and DaréwWing had come through previoudy, DragonStar had fdt a wrongness within the
tower, but it had been nothing compared to this.

And he knew precisdly whét it was, for he had fdt this before.

Qeteb.

DragonStar fdt both terror and perfect dillness a the same time. Terror, because that was what
Qeteb dedt in and what his entire fabric of being was, and again terror because DragonStar knew that
currently he was no match for Qeteb — not for a one on one confrontation. He needed further thought, a
knowledge of Katie's Enchanted Song Book, and far more experience before he could possibly confront
Qeteb.



Qeteb was too maevolent for him right now.

And DragonStar fet a perfect dillness because he was dmogt relieved to at least know that the
Demons could use Spiredore. He could not be trapped now that he knew.

Unlessthey trgpped him right now.

DragonStar knew he should trandfer immediady into Sanctuary, but he edged closer to the
baustrade of his balcony and peered over.

Far below him amass of black wound its way upward. As he watched, the leading figure stopped,
and raised up his black metdled head.

SarSon!

DragonStar fdt the power of a frightftul mdevolence (bate, envy, despair, pestilence) surge
towards him.

"Spiredore," he snapped, without any thought, "take that power and vent it esawherd™

And far to the north a group of icebergs exploded as Spiredore redirected the power.

Clever, SarSon, Qeteb whispered towards him. But bow pitiful that you needed Spiredore to
deal with that for you. Are you so weak?

DragonStar backed away from the bal cony.

Are you so weak, Star Son?

He backed againgt awadl, and listened to the taunts flow upwards.

Are you weak that you need othersto protect you, Star Son?

DragonStar drew his sword —

Pitiful little Star Son. A chorus of laughter and howls echoed up the sairwell.

Pitiful little Star Son.

— and drew the doorway of light, hating the relief that flowed through his body as he
stepped through.

DragonStar stopped by the blue-feathered arrow that held earlier stuck in the edge of the chasm,
letting his shoulders dump in rdief — and a feding that he thought might be salf-disgust. Had he been
afrad?

He sheathed his sword, then flexed his hand, trying to work out some of his tenson.

He needed to get back into Sanctuary, think about —

"StarSon! How nice to see you again so soon!™ A mocking laugh followed the words.

DragonStar whipped about and stared across the chasm. Sx black beasts, gruesome in ther
condantly shifting, fluid forms, stood on the other side. Behind them stretched one of Spiredore's
blue-misted tunnels.

On the backs of the beasts were the Demons, as wel the woman that DragonStar supposed was
Niah reborn.

Qeteb — it could be no-one else — had edged his beast digtly forward. He was a vile
cresture, black metal armour encaaing his entire form, and even plating hiswings

He was massve, a least hdf astal again as the talest man, and with a thickness of figure to match.

"Why not step across, Qeteb?' DragonStar called. "I am here. Reach meif you can,”

Qeteb's laughter floated across the chasm. "You know as wdl as | that | cannot broach the
enchantments that protect this— what do you cdl it? — ah yes, this Sanctuary.”

DragonStar allowed awave of relief to wash over him.

"But do not rejoice too soon,” Qeteb continued, "for | surely see that all 1 need is a
key, and | have all the time in credtion in which to find it. Wait for me, DragonStar, and | will join
you."
Agan he laughed, a sound of genuine amusement rather than forced maiciousness, and DragonStar
tore his gaze away from the hypnotic figure of Qeteb and looked at Niah.

Agan he had the strongest feding thet there was something so infinitdy dangerous about her that, of
dl those in the group across the chasm, induding Qeteb, she would prove the most formidable foe.

But then one of the black beasts shifted and snorted, and the spdl was broken. DragonStar gave
Qeteb one lagt stare, then turned his back and walked as dowly and as nonchdantly as he could into



Sanctuary.

"Wel?' said Shedl.
"Heisdill weak," Qeteb said, "and we mugt not give him the time to grow more powerful.”
"How?' said Barzula
Qeteb let his eyes roam over the enchantments that protected Sanctuary.
"They have been made, and they can be unmade” he said. "And dl | need do isfind the key."

Neither the Demons nor DragonStar realised that there was another observer.

ISfrad, hidden within a amdl stand of trees jugt before the entrance to Sanctuary. His eyesght and
hearing were as keen as those of all Avar, and he'd witnessed and heard the entire exchange.

He stood and watched thoughtfully as the Demons siwung their black mounts about and returned into
Spiredore.

They were evil, ISfragl knew, and he loathed them before anything ese in his life, but ISfrad had a
burning ambition and that was to regain hisrightful place at the head of the Avar.

The Demons were vile, worse than vile, but maybe they could be used.

They could hdp him into what ISfragl coveted more than anything dse the Sacred Groves. In the
Sacred Groves Idfrad could regain his sanding. Faraday would be nathing if Isfrad controlled the
Sacred Groves.

The Avar would come back to him then.

But if he wanted the Demons to aid him, then Isfrael would need something. Information,
perhaps, to exchange. And information good enough to enable ISfradl to navigate sefey the hazards of
demonic negotiations.

What? What would the Demons want?

Souls. They wanted souls. It iswhat gave them power.

So what might deliver more souls into the hands of the Demons? Isfrad grinned to himsdf.
Sanctuary would. The Demons needed the key to Sanctuary.

Now al he needed to do wasfind it himsdlf.

ISfrad turned and waked into Sanctuary, turning thoughts over and over in his mind. The Demons
could be used — but it would be more than dangerous. And was he ready to risk everyonein
Sanctuary?

Yed Yes But only if he could manage to get the Avar out before the Demons gobbled up everyone
esewithin this pastel prison.

ISfradl's steps dowed as he contemplated the Avar safe forever within the Sacred Groves. no axes,
no damned Icarii arrogance, and no Faraday to destroy his power.

Chapter 11
Sal aghe

StarL aughter was far too insane to be intimidated by Qeteb's threat. She stood as Qeteb stepped into the
tower, the door closing behind him, and then she dowly turned and stared across the bleak wasteland to
the east.

A cold and heartless, soulless, loveless desert. A frigid wind blew dust bdls red with sparks and



flames over the crazily-cracked surface of the ground. No vegetation survived, save for the occasiona
malodorous and cancerous versons of amdl shrubs and isolated grain staks weeping, fleshy lumps grew
down ther stadks and stems. Crestures — of both animd and humanoid origins — crept about its
surface, whipering and wailing, digging claws in themsdves and in whoever approached, copulating with
rocks, and eating dust.

But the violent, twidting landscape of StarLaughter's mind was far more desolate than this nightmare
which stretched before her.

She stood, and she stared, and even the occasond crazed creature that paused to nibble a her
ankles did not distract her.

StarL aughter was alone. That thought dominated her mind.

She was done. The Demons had abandoned her. The Hawkchilds had abandoned her.

Even, if Qeteb wasto be bdieved, her son had abandoned her.

No! No! She must not let herself think that!

StarLaughter shuddered, and she moaned, a smdl rope of dribble escaping her lips.

The Demons had stolen her son, and there was no-one left who could help her.

How many thousands of years had she quested, bdieving the Demons lies when they said they
would help her gain revenge for her and her son's deaths? How much power, aid and advice had she
gven the Demons, thinking they would help her? Thinking they believed her? Thinking that they had
loved her?

"And dl they did was betray me," she whispered.

And all the while laughing at her behind her back?

StarL aughter screamed, her body jerking in afit of madness.

"They stole my son!" she findly managed to wail. "They stole my son!™

She collapsad onto the ground again, writhing and moaning in misery amid the dirt. She was 0
adone no-one to hep her, no-one to understand the depth of betraya she had suffered, no-one who
would understand the depth of maternd grief she fdt, no-one who could help her rescue her son from
Qeteb's metdled madnesses.

That her son still somehow existed within Qeteb StarLaughter had no doulbts.

All she had to do wasrescue him ... somehow.

But there was no-one to help her! No-one who could understand —

Suddenly Starl_aughter tilled, her eyes crazed with hope, and her dribbling mouth opened in a cirde
of amazement that she hadn't thought of this before.

Yes ... yes, there was one who could understand her, wasn't there! There was one who would help
her!

StarLaughter giggled, the pure joy of hope (mad, mad hope) suffusng her being, and she clambered
to her feet again.

WolfStar!

Gone from her mind were the thousands of years luging for revenge againg him.

Gonewas her hatred of him.

Gone was any sane thought that WolfStar was highly unlikdy to want to have anything to do with
her.

Instead, StarLaughter's mind embraced memories warped by her madness into untruths.

WolfStar, years older than her, tenderly playing with her when sheld been atoddler.

WolfStar, desperately in love with her (dthough, sweet fool, he would never admit it to her),
teaching her to fly when her wings had fird emerged.

WolfStar, unable to keep his raging desire under control any longer, seducing her when sheld been
but eleven.

StarLaughter trembled, and laughed softly. HE'd never been able to deny hislove for her!

Hed been so powerful, so commanding, and StarL aughter knew the entire Icarii race had envied her
when sheld married him.

How lucky WolfStar had been! StarLaughter knew shed been the perfect wife for him, her beauty



and power complementing WolfStar's own attractions and abilities.

And how she had hdped hm! WolfStar's lust for the throne had been more than matched by
StarLaughter's own desire for power. She had been the one to suggest the murder of WolfStar's father,
StarKnight.

She had been the one to fire the arrow that sent StarKnight tumbling out of the sky.

And for the throne that she helped him take, WolfStar had loved her.

He'd adored her!

StarLaughter knew that even now adoration could not be vey far benesth the surface of
WolfStar's sneers and outward contempt.

No, WolfStar dill loved her, and WolfStar would ad her in the rescue of their son.

After dl, wasn't it his son who'd been stolen aswell?

And hadn't he adored his son, and adored her for conceiving him?

StarLaughter's face softened into something resembling love as she stared blank-eyed into the
wasted landscape. How wrong she'd been to seek revenge on WolfStar. She'd aways adored him, she
could understand that now, and it would take but a little effort on her part to make
WolfStar understand that he still adored her.

"We are SunSoar lovers, you and 1," she whispered, one hand dutching a the tattered blue robe
above her breasts. "One being, one soul. Nothing can keep us gpart. Nothing."

And on these twisted thoughts, StarL aughter built hope.

"l have to get away from Qeteb," StarLaughter said, & what seemed like hours later. "And then find
WolfStar. Oh, how happy he will be to see me!”

She jerked her eyes around the land, seeking answers. Where could she go? Where would be safe
from Qeteb?

"I know the nooks and crannies of this land better than any Demon,” she whispered, and then she
nodded dightly. Yes, she knew a place to hide. A place that fdt right. A place that cdled her.

But it would take her awhileto get there ... unless...

Sheturned her head and regarded Spiredore thoughtfully.

Chapter 12
TheKeytoSanduay

Faraday and Gwendylyr were wandering through an orchard of green gpples and cotton trees laden with
pde pink and blue flowers. With them walked Azhure and two of the Star Gods, Pors and Slton. They
were chatting about DragonStar, and what had happened in something cdled the crystd dome, but the
men who observed them did not care to ligen as dlosdly as he could have.

ISrael had other things to think about, and other deeds to be done. He stood unobserved and
watched the wakers for a short while, then he dipped slently away amid the thickness of the
heavily-laden boughs of the cotton trees.

Their beauty and scent left him unmoved.

Isfrad had no quams about what he was going to do. He did not think of it so much as a betraya or
atreachery, but as an inevitability. Sanctuary was bound to crumple before the power of the Demons at
some stage or the other, and whether or not Isfradl speeded up the process was immaterid.

What was important was regaining his postion a the head of the Avar, managing to exclude



Faraday (didn't the Avar redise that the time of ther precious Tree Friend was wdl and truly over?)
once and for dl, and managing to save the Avar from the inevitable destruction of Sanctuary.

ISrael wanted the forests, he wanted his position as Mage-King back, and he wanted the Avar to
be safe forever from the axes and arrogance of the other two humanoid races. There was only one place
Ieft in this existence where he could accomplish this.

The Sacred Groves.

There the Mother dill dwdlt, there the trees grew thick and magicd, there the Horned Ones il
walked in power.

There, Isfragl could regain his place.

And perhaps ... perhaps Shra's soul had found its way there when she'd died.

"Hdlo," a gentle voice said behind him. "I often come here to think as wdl. It is a place of great
beauty and contentment, isit not?"

ISfradl whipped about, only barely managing to suppress a snarl of irritation.

Leagh stood there, her distended belly making her virgind white linen gown look ridiculous, and her
brown har tumbling down about her shoulders and back as if she was trying to pretend to be a
Bane (how dare she!). Her eyes, the only part of her that demondtrated some sense, reveded her
trepidation.

She actudly seemed to be waiting for a response, so Ifrad glanced about him. They were
standing in a small glade, a waterfdl and rock pool to one sde, and wildflowers spreading in drifts
through the short grasses of the open space.

"It'slovely," hesaid, and forced asmile.

Leagh relaxed alittle, and she indicated a smdl pile of smooth-backed rocks beside the poal. "Will
you St with me awhile? | have not had a chance to tak to you before.”

That is because you are a plains dweller and have not been welcomed in my forests, thought
Isfrad, but he sat anyway.

Leagh began to chat about innocuous pleasantries, and ISfrael replied in monosyllables whenever she
paused for an answer. By the Horned Ones, she actudly seemed to be enjoying hersdf in this pastelised
verson of the red, vibrant world! Isfrael would have got up and left — this woman was more than
annoying — but some part of him wondered if she might have some information that could hep
him achieve his ends.

After al, wasn't she close to DragonStar? Might she not know something that had been
kept hidden from everyone ese?

Once he'd thought of that, Isfrael paid more attention to Lesgh hersdf. He began to reply
more pleasantly, leading the conversation himsdlf, making the woman laugh with some of histaes of lifein
Mingrelsea

And Idrad reaped rewards for his pains. After a short while Isfrael realised that there was
something profoundly unusual about Leagh. She was not just a "plains dweller"; she was
far
more. In fact, the way she moved, her amile, and the dhift of her eyes made Isfrad redise that an
intriguing power played beneath the surface of her outwardly pleasant demeanour.

Leagh was as powerful, if not more so, than any of the Avar Banes had been!

But how could this be so? The Acharites had no access to power, had they?

Very gradudly, and as carefully as he could, Isfragl started to redirect the conversation. He cloaked
himsdf in an aura of innocuousness —

Aren't the horns growing from my forehead cute? See the cloth of twigs that cloak my loins:
isn't that the most naively rural thing you ever saw? See my discomfort regarding my mother,
Faraday: doesn't that make you want to hug me and make it all better?

— and harvested the prize, for Leagh lost whatever initid caution she'd had, and talked and laughed
fredy with him.

Y es, she had power now. Woken by DragonStar, dthough every Acharite had the potentia for such
power within them.



"What do you mean?' said Isfradl, furrowing his brow in muddled puzzlement.

"Well," said Leagh, and she told him of the original Enchantress, Urbeth —

"Urbeth!" ISfradl said, truly shocked. "Urbeth?’

"Yed Ian't it amazing? Wl ..." Leagh told him of Urbeth's three sons. One had founded the Icarii
race.

"And fathered by a sparrow, Israd!” Leagh said, laughing. "Can you imagine the affront to the
proud |carii?"

Another son had founded the Charonite race.

"And the third?'

"Urbeth sent the eldest son from her home, because he denied his own magic and his own potentid.
This son was fathered by the man she loved the most. Isfrael, you will never guess who it
wad"

ISrad wondered if this agonisng process would proceed faster if he twisted his hands about
her throat and physically forced the words out.

But he amiled congenidly, and forced a pleasant bewilderment across his face. "No, | cannot. Tdl
me"

"Noah did!"

"Noah?"

So then Leagh told Isfragl about the Enemy, and their battle many millenniaago againgt the Demons.
Having trapped and dismembered Qeteb, they then sent his life parts across the universeina
fleet of craft. When the four craft crashed on Tencendor, creating the four Sacred Lakes, only one of the
Enemy survived: Noah.

"And he met Urbeth, and fathered the eldest son. But this son denied his magic, and when he
founded the Acharite race, they not only suppressed their magic, they rdentlesdy hunted down dl other
widders of magic.”

ISfrad kept his face bland, athough internaly he seethed with fury. The Acharites and their axes had
hounded and daughtered his people for over a thousand years.

"And so dl Acharites can usetheir power?'

And as he sad that, ISfrad suddenly redlised why this information was so vitaly important.
Sanctuary was a condruction of the Enemy, or of their remnant power within the land ... and the
magic of the Acharites was the magic of the Enemy. By the Sacred Groves ... was this what he'd
been seeking?

Ashethought that, Leagh gave him thefina element.

"No. Acharites cannot use their magic unless they can return through deeth.”

"What do you mean?"

"Weve dl suppressed our power s0 assduoudy that only death can free it. Faraday, mysdf,
Gwendylyr, Goldman, and even DareWing, who has ancient Acharite blood in him, can use the power
because we have been through desth, and have been recreated.”

ISfrad nodded, and said a few more polite words, but he was not ungrateful when Leagh sghed and
sad shed return to her apartment for a nap. "And to see Zared, who mopes about unbearably
inthis place."

Leagh amiled gpologetically. "He is a man who thrives on the doing, not on the waiting.”

Isfrael nodded, and let the woman walk away.

Weas this the information he could trade for his freedom to get to the Sacred Groves? Almos ...
amog ... but how could the Demons use it?

And then Isfradl remembered the soulless automat that the Demons had with them, and he laughed
triumphantly.

He had the key!

Now al he had to do was get out of Sanctuary.



Chapter 13
HiddenCovasias

Sometimes the most insandy unhinged of people manage to assume the demeanour of the coldly logicd,
and s0 it was with StarLaughter. She had her purpose — as madly illogica as it might seem to anyone
else — and purpose gave her the appearance of sanity.

She stared thoughtfully towards Spiredore, her now composed face wiped free of any
remaning spittle. Then, making up her mind, StarLaughter walked confidently back to Spiredore, its
white-walled towers dill gleaming incongruoudy in the devastated landscape.

"Pray to every star in existence | have the time to do what | mug,” she muttered, and then
tossed her heed at alow-flying mind-maddened egret. She amiled at it; one could not be sure these days,
among this horde of demented livestock, of which reported directly to the Demons and which just
eddied about in chaotic dementia, and StarL aughter knew she had to be careful.

After dl, wasn't dmost everyone in this devastated world plotting againgt her?

A hand grasped her ankle, and StarLaughter shrieked and tried to jerk hersdf free.

The hand tightened, and StarLaughter gave in to an instant of uncontrolled panic.

Only for an ingtant, as she redlised who held her.

"WolfStar," she cried, ailmost unable to grasp her good fortune. This was a Sgn from the
Stars themsdlved

Wolf Star completely missed the momentary joy that swept
across StarLaughter's face. His fingers tightened fractiondly about her ankle. "I can fed your heartbest
thudding through your veins" he whispered. "Did | surprise you?"

She pulled hersdf free — she would dlow no-one to bind her again, not even WolfStar — and
stepped back. Her husband was a mess; his body was covered in bruises, abrasions and weeping scabs.
Clotting blood besmeared his chest and bdlly, and streaked his face and hands. Staraughter thought he
should at least make the attempt to wipe it off.

Almog asif held read her mind, WolfStar absently wiped a hand across his chest, and flicked some
of the blood away.

It made no difference.

"Why are you dill here?' StarLaughter said. "I thought you might have made good your escape by

But she knew why he was Hill here, didn't she? Degtiny had meant him to find her. One of her hands
twitched, haf-extended itsdf towards WolfStar, then dropped.

"Who isit?" he hissed, making an unsuccessful grab a the hem of her tattered gown.

"What?' Surely he recognised her!

"Who dill controls the enchantment in this Star-forsaken land?' WolfStar said. " Why is there ill
enchantment about?"

StarLaughter chewed her lip, wondering if WolfStar's experiences had left him dightly
deranged.

"Tdl me" WolfStar shouted, managing to grab her ankle again and pull her over.

Shefdl atop him, puzzlement replaced with anger, and drove her fig into his bely.

WolfStar cried out and let her go, curling up into a bal and sobbing with agony.



"You are a fod!" StarLaughter said, findly undersanding what WolfStar was on about. She
scrabbled back to her feet, making sure that this time she retreated to a non-grabbable
distance. "You backed Cadum, didn't you? You thought he was the one to defeat Qeteb, didn't
you? Ha! He was not the StarSon."

"What?' WolfStar said, rolling over and staring at her. "Whois?'

She smirked, revelling in the knowledge that WolfStar needed her. "Think | am going to tdll you? |

"Who?"

Something howled far to the north, and StarLaughter looked toward Spiredore anxioudy. "The
Demonswill be back soon,”" she said. "We must be gone by then.”

WolfStar gave a harsh bark of laughter. "Have you fdlen out with them, my beloved? Have
they not given you what you wanted? Have —'

Exasperated, StarLaughter threw caution to the wind and stepped close, leening down to grab
WolfStar by the hair. She gave his head a wrench.

"Shut up! Do you warnt to live? Do you want to stop the Demons?

"Areyou trying to tdl me" WolfStar whispered, "that ther destruction iswhat you want?'

She sared flatly at him. "They betrayed me," she said.

"Goodness," hesad. "How utterly surprisng.”

StarLaughter pursed her lips, but let his sarcasm pass. "If you come with me" she said, "l will tell
you who the true StarSon is, who controls the enchantment left in this land, and | will tdl you where he
Is"

And for all this, she thought, you will love me and aid me. StarLaughter's face softened & the
thought, and she haf-amiled.

WolfStar's only response was a raised eyebrow. The bitch was mad!

"You bastard,” StarLaughter said. "Would you lie there until the Demons ride their beasts over
you? Would you lie here until the north winds findly rob your desiccated flesh of its last drop of
moisture? Would you lie here until —"

"It seems™ he said, "that at the very least | mudt lie here until you purge yoursdf of every lagt stored
curse of the last four thousand years.”

She threw his head back until his skull cracked on the cold-baked earth. "You are worse then a
fool, WolfStar." She took a deep breath, then leaned down and grabbed his hair again. "Praise every star
that exigs that the Demons have not yet thought to rob me of the scrap of power they condescended to
gveme"

And she began to haul WolfStar effortlessly towards Spiredore, WolfStar howling with rage
and frusgtration and agony the entire way.

StarLaughter paused in the atrium of Spiredore and looked carefully about. Then she cocked her
head and listened.

Nothing.

WolfStar ill hung from her hand, very dowly unwinding himsdlf from the defensive huddie held been
forced to assume when sheld dragged him insde the tower.

What in curses name was she doing?

StarLaughter ignored WolfStar's dmost inaudible mutterings and groans, concentrating instead
on the silence of the tower rigng above her. Should she risk it?

Ah, but what choice did she havel None! And WolfStar even less.

"Spiredore,” she said. "We would go to the northern Icescarp Alps” And StarLaughter placed her
foot on the firg of the steps, and waked upwards.

WolfStar screamed as she dragged him effortlesdy after her and the edge of the firg step dug into
his ribs and then his hip.

Within a few steps StarLaughter increased her gait to a trot, giving WolfStar's head an impatient
twig to shut him up.



Qeteb raged when he emerged from Spiredore to find StarLaughter gone. Not because he was
inany manner frightened of her, or even because he needed her, but because she had disobeyed him.

She had flaunted him, and no-one did that and lived to enjoy their amdl rebellion.

"Sense her!" he hissed to the other Demons, and they sent their senses strying over the entire land.

Nothing.

Then Qeteb sent hisfar Sght and his power raging over the land. Where? Where? Where?

But wherever it was, StarLaughter had managed to evade him.

How? She had no magic that could withstand hig!

Where?

Furious, Qeteb sent firestorms tumbling about Tencendor. They ravaged from the Murkle
Mountains to the Nordra, and from the Minaret Peaks to the diffs of Widewal Bay. Sheets of ice
fdl from the sky, and impaed creatures as they scrambled to avoid the firebdls. Molten earth spurted in
great gouts from the chasms that wound over Tencendor.

And even this did not flush forth StarLaughter, nor revea her presence.

Qeteb did down from his beast, strode over to Barzula, and hauled him from his mount to the
ground.

He sent a furious armoured foot booting into the Demon's abdomen. " Where is she?"

"1 do not know, Greet Father!" Barzula screamed.

"Whereis she?' Qeteb roared as he punched Sheol in her throat, sending her to the ground as well.

"l do not know, Gresat Father!"

" Why did you not kill her?" Qeteb bellowed.

All four Demons now huddled on the ground, their faces pressed into the dirt.

"We thought you might like to play with her," Sheol eventualy whispered.

Qeteb fel slent, regarding his Demons.

"Get up,”" he said, and turned away, garing into the northern distance. Star Laughter had escaped
vay fa away, and that probably meant north. But not only had she escaped, she had somehow
managed to cloak herself from his power, and that Qeteb did not like at dl.

She should not know how to do that ... and if she had found the means to do so, it meant that there
was dill some secrets left in this land that Qeteb did not understand.

Secrets probably powered with the knowledge of the Enemy.

"It should not be so," the Midday Demon whispered to himsdf. "Haven't | ravaged this land
completely?'

But even as he sad it, Qeteb knew that his power was not yet absolute. The power of the Enemy
continued to linger within the land — the Sanctuary was the perfect example of such power — and until
the StarSon was dead, Qeteb could not destroy it completely.

He looked skywards, and beckoned. "My lovdy," he said. "I would speak with you."

StarGrace spirdled down from the sky.

"l need you to hunt," said Qeteb.

Spiredore deposted StarLaughter and WolfStar in a world that was different to the one
immediately about the Maze and Spiredore, but that was, neverthdess, substantidly the same.

StarLaughter stood and stared, smiling and seemingly uncaing for the moment that
WolfStar lay crumpled and semi-conscious at her fedt.

The trip through Spiredore (or, rather, the journey up its sharp-edged stairs) had not been kind to
him.

StarLaughter let im be for the moment, dlowing her eyes and senses to absorb the scenery. The
Icescarp mountains had always been frigid and barren, picked clean by the icy winds that
whistled over the northern Iskruel Ocean and through every blackened crevice of the ranges.
But before Qeteb had wasted the land, the mountains had always seemed alive ... amost as if
warmth smouldered under their cold, hard skin, and all one had to do was find the way



down through the crevicesto reach it.

Then, of course, the Icarii had made their home in the mountains. Tdon Spike had been the
greatest mountain of dl, and the Icarii had gradudly tunndlled and chisdled away its interior to create
living spaces in which to enjoy their exile from the southern lands.

When she and WolfStar had plotted and hungered their way through murder and into
destruction, Talon Spike had been a place of refuge and haunting beauty. Most of it had
been excavated even then ... and StarLaughter had actudly grown up insde the mountain rather than in
the southern Minaret Peaks. Her mother, Coal Star, had preferred the views and the scent of the ocean
winds amongs the Peaks.

StarLaughter knew many of Tadon Spike's secrets, and dthough shed known the mountain had
crumpled when Qeteb sent his destruction rippling over the land, she hoped tha the one secret she
needed to hide from the Demon had remained safe and intact.

And so it had.

The cdlars and basements of Tdon Spike — StarLaughter was unaware that Axis and Azhure had
renamed the mountain Star Finger — were places of great enchantment. StarLaughter did not know
the details, but she did know that the basements of Tdon Spike were protected by wards to
deflect the power of enemies who sought those I carii who sheltered within.

If the enchantments dill existed, they would protect her — StarLaughter hoped — from the
Demons power. Oh, the Demons would surdly hunt for her, but they would not do it themselves. The
Demons were obsessed with the hunt for the StarSon, and so Qeteb would set the Hawkchilds to
StarLaughter's discovery.

And that suited Staraughter's logically-maddened plan perfectly.

They'd emerged from Spiredore's blue tunnd at the northern foot of Tdon Spike. Of the mountain, only
the lower third remained: the top portions lay over nearby peaks and in vdleys in great, black, jagged
boulders. StarLaughter looked about the area where she stood; it was pebbly, dick with ice and
crisscrossed with cracks and chasms, but it was navigable neverthdess. Here had once wound a great
glacier, but that had exploded into hillions of deadly ice shards during Qeteb's rape of the land, and the
shards had dispersed over the entire Alps.

Now, the hidden tunndsinto the mountain's basements were reveded.

StarLaughter grinned, and dragged WolfStar towards the entrance to atunnd dightly to the east.

After three steps, WolfStar findly managed to wrench himsdf free with amighty effort.

"You cold-souled bitchl" he cried, his breath frosting in the air. "What are you doing now?'

"Trying to save your life" she said, leaning down to grab him once again. "Y oull thank me for it soon
enough.”

WolfStar laughed, hard and bitter. "And doubtless you dso work to save Tencendor from the
Demons™

"There are better things for us to save than the damned land." Don't you hear our son screaming
for us to save him? Don't you hear him, WolfStar?

"You were ever the traitor, StarLaughter. That is the one thing you cannot betray.”

She draightened, and stared at him. Her face was inscrutable. "We loved each other once.”

"It was alie. We never loved each other. We only used each other.”

She refused to hear his words. "We can love each other agan."

"Have you gone mad!" WolfStar rolled over alittle, laughing a his unintentiond joke, and managed
to get to hisfedt.

"Good," StarLaughter said. "You can walk. Now | won't have to drag you."

"l can walk away from you, you treacherous whore," WolfStar whispered, and he gave a
sudden, grest lurch to the edge of a chasm.

"No!" StarLaughter screamed, and lunged for him, but it was too late.

"Youll never get your claws into my soul again,” WolfStar said, and stepped off the edge.



StarLaughter dropped to her knees, her wings risng behind her. Surely she could haul him out!

But the gap was too narrow. WolfStar had fallen into a chasm less than two arm-spans
wide, and while it was wide enough to gobble him up, it was not wide enough to give
StarL aughter room to manoeuvre her wings in order to effect arescue.

The chaam dropped to unknowable depths, black rock dicked with ice, and there was no dgn of
WolfStar save for a smear of blood on a rock some two paces down.

StarLaughter stared, and then laughed, sending it ringing down the chasm. "You might think to
escape me, or think to fool me into bdieving you dead, WolfStar," she shouted, "but your efforts are
wasted. Our love is destined!™

And then she lifted her head, and glanced at the sky. The laughter died from her face, and she got to
her feet, dipping very dightly on the ice, and turned towards the tunnel entrance. WolfStar had
escaped for the moment, but StarLaughter knew that Fate would ensure their paths crossed again.

After dl, weren't they meant to enjoy adestiny together?

An instant's hesitation, then StarLaughter ran inside the tunnd, wondering if, a the leadt,

she might find a cloak |eft over from the Icarii's residency.

The Hawkchilds soared in a great black cloud in the thermals that rose from the centrd plain of the
wastdland. They had been st to the hunt, and they revelled iniit.

Save ... save for the object of the hunt. Like StarLaughter had once done, the Hawkchilds had given
their dlegiance to the Questors in return for power and an entry back into the world they'd been tipped
from.

Like StarLaughter had once been driven, the Hawkchilds Were driven by one necessty:
revenge on WolfStar. If the Questors — the Demons — gave them power, well and good. The
Hawkchilds were grateful and they would do the Demons' bidding.

So long as their bidding did not interfere with the great quest for revenge, and so long as they were
not required to hunt one of thelr own.

And the Hawkchilds ll regarded StarL aughter as one of their own: they had not learnt of the shift in
her priorities, or of the deeper madnesses that had daimed her mind.

Neverthdess, they did as Qeteb ordered and rose on the thermds before separating in a dozen
different directions. They would find StarLaughter, but for their own purposes, not Qeteb's.

StarLaughter walked through the corridors of the deep underground interior of Tdon Spike.
Some sections of the corridors had crumbled when the top of the mountain had exploded, and the rubble
forced StarL aughter to sometimes scramble over it, and sometimes detour through dternative halways.

Thiswas not the Taon Spike she remembered.

In her time the Icarii had used Talon Spike mainly as a summer retreat, a pleasure paace.
Consequently, the very fabric of the mountain had been consecrated to the pursuits of pleasure: seduction
nests, slken spaces for desping, great soaring hdls for anging and flight dances. Even the walls had been
steeped in music and laughter.

Now dl was grey and slent. StarLaughter redlised that this was largey due to the cessation of the
Star Dance — the Icarii had breathed life into the mountain dmost exdusively through the enchantments
they'd woven from the Star Dance — but she could aso see that Tdon Spike had been put to a more
sober purpose over past times.

She passed chambers that were more ascetic than luxurious — and what Icarii ever enjoyed
acetician? She walked into some of the lower hdls that were filled with stacks of books and
parchments, rather than slken banners and musica ingruments. She glanced through deeping chambers
that had beds designed for one (for onel!) rather than two.

StarLaughter paused in the doorway of one chamber and shuddered. It looked dmogt asif ... asiif
the mountain had been used as a centre of learning and study rather than pleasure!

"Wdl, a least Qeteb did nothing but good here when he destroyed,” she muttered, continuing on
down the corridor. "Learning! What had come over the I carii!"



Despite the depressing degree of soberness and asceticism, StarLaughter findly found what she'd
been looking for in a chamber only two levels above the basement: a chest of glken wraps. She sighed
with pleasure as she lifted out a scarlet robe
edged with beaten gold, and she hedlily shed her tattered and bloodstained blue robe and put on the
scarlet one.

StarLaughter wasn't sure how her blue robe had got so befouled, nor why shed alowed
hersdf to continue wearing it for so long.

There was a mirror to one sde and StarLaughter stood contentedly and preened, smoothing the
materid over her body, twiding thisway and that in admiration.

How many birdmen had lusted after this body? Wolf Star certainly, and StarLaughter knew that
mary other birdmen had wanted her as wdl. Had she ever indulged any of ther ludings?
StarLaughter's brow creased. No. No, she hadn't ... had she? Shed dways been true to
WolfStar.

That'swhy Fate would bind them together again.

StarLaughter laughed, immersed in her beauty and the fed of the robe. WolfStar would not be able
to resst her!

After a fev more admiring moments, StarLaughter continued on her way. The corridors and
darwdls were clear this deep in, and she had no trouble finding the basements.

They were dank and cold, but StarLaughter could fed the power that remaned here. It was a
resdud power, as if the enchantments were fading after whatever they protected had been
removed, but it was enough, and StarLaughter knew that Qeteb, or any of the other Demons, would not
be able to spy her out here.

"It is not a paace fit for me," she observed, but sank down gracefully in the centre of the
chamber, folding her legs undernesth her and her wings against her back.

She faced the door, and waited.

And as she wated she dlowed hersdf to further remember, and she laughed very oftly,
remembering the firs time WolfStar and she had made love.

Many hours passed, and StarLaughter succumbed to her lethargy. She dozed, for how long she could
not tdll, but when she came to awareness again, she sensed she was no longer done.

StarL aughter raised her head and stared toward the door.

A young lcarii birdwoman stood there. She had white wings and fair, tranducent skin, but ther
beauty was absorbed and murdered by the black gown she wore. She had fine gold hair that curled
about her forehead, violet eyes and a full and sensuous
mouth, but her beauty was spoiled by the expresson of sadness that she wore, dmogt as a cloak over
her depressing robe.

"Hello, StarGrace," StarLaughter said. "I have been expecting you."

StarGrace nodded, but said nothing, and she walked further into the chamber.

She had a peculiar gait, dmogt asif she were waking on claws rather than feet.

StarL aughter tilted her head to one side and regarded StarGrace. It was a postive Sgn that
StarGrace appeared 0. the Hawkchilds could transform themselves back into a semblance of ther
former salves, but generdly it did not suit them.

Revenge aways required amuch darker mien.

But here was StarGrace in at least a semblance of her former sdif, dthough StarLaughter could see
shed left her feet taloned and the materid of the robe shifted from feather to cloth with every movement
of the eye. And snce StarGrace had returned to her former appearance, that meant only one thing:
StarGrace was willing to talk, and to talk on StarLaughter's terms.

"Qeteb sent you to hunt me down?' StarL aughter said.

"Yes" StarGrace's voice was husky, amost whispery.

"How did you find me?’

"1 haunted these corridors, too. Remember?’



StarLaughter nodded. StarGrace was her niece, daughter of CloudBurs, WolfStar's younger
brother. StarGrace had spent many years in Tdon Spike as well, and as a SunSoar, close to the Tdon,
she would have known about these basements.

"l knew this would be the only place you could hide," StarGrace continued.

"And yet you did not tdl this to Qeteb,” StarLaughter said. She wanted to smile — now she knew
she could manipulate the Hawkchilds — but redlised the fally of reveding her triumph too soon, and so
kept her face impassve.

StarGrace had moved to within a pace of StarLaughter, and now she extended a hand —
StarLaughter noted that it, too, was in the shape of aclav — to hdp StarLaughter rise.

"l wanted to hear what you had to say,” StarGrace said, and StarLaughter nodded.

She brushed out her gown, and spoke. "I have become disenchanted with Qeteb and the Demons.”

"Questors," corrected StarGrace.

"No," StarLaughter said firmly. "Not Questors. Demons” She shrugged. "Although, in truth, the
semantics of the matter bothers me little. Demons or Questors, they aided us when no-one ese would,
and gave us succour and hope.”

"Thisistrue

"They said they would return us to Tencendor so we could revenge oursaves on Wolf Star.”

"Thisistrue.

"But have they donethis?'

SarGrace was slent, regarding StarL aughter thoughtfully.

"We are back in Tencendor, true — but look what they have done to it!"

"I don't think that the ruin of Tencendor means much to our plans for —"

"And do they let us do what we need to do?' StarLaughter continued, putting as much emotion and
conviction into her voice as she was able. "Why can't they let us go to hunt down WolfStar?
Stars knowsiit is the only reason we continue to exigt!"

StarGrace shifted from foot to foot (claw to claw), and blinked. She cocked her head to
one sde, thinking.

"It was the only thing that kept us going through our frightfu desths and then through
thousands of years drifting in space!” StarLaughter grabbed the front of StarGrace's robe and gave her a
little shake. "We are nothing without a fulfilment for our revenge!”

SarGrace findly nodded. "What do you want?"

"Will you tdll Qeteb that you could not find me?”

"What?" StarGrace cocked her head, then tipped it to the other sde, regarding StarLaughter
amog as a mouse she might like to gobble up. "Why?'

"S0 | can be left in peace to find WolfStar. Who else can do it? When | find him, we can then have
our revenge!"

StarLaughter was not finding it easy to lie to StarGrace, but she needed to do it. The lagt thing she
could tel the Hawkchilds was that she and WolfStar were destined to reunite in lovel Starlaughter had
no intention of handing WolfStar over to the Hawkchilds for a nasty death, but for the moment she could
do with their sharp eyes, and so for the moment they would prove ussful.

StarLaughter was forgetting even her desire to rescue her son in her new-found love for WolfStar.
Ah! They had been such magnificent lovers once, and would be again!

StarGrace narrowed her eyes a the emotions railing across StarL aughter's face, and StarL aughter
only just managed to remember her need to convince the Hawkchilds of her need for a revenge on
WolfStar.

Shetried to look as guileless as possible ... no easy task.

"You want time and space to find WolfSar?' StarGrace said. "Heisin the Maze, surdy.”

"No!" StarLaughter said, her voice horribly ghill. "I looked! | did! He's gone.”

She leaned forward, dropping her voice to a conspiratorid whisper. "The Demons let him
escape. When they had him in therr very parlour! Do you see what | mean? Why didn't they give im
to us then? Obvioudy we can't trust the Demons to hunt WolfStar down for us. | mus do it."



StarGrace thought, her face unreadable.

"Have | not lusted for revenge with you for the past countless thousands of years? For the Stars
sakes, StarGrace, | want him dead as much as you do!"

"And so0 you want meto lieto the Demons.”

"Yes. Wha do we owe them? Nothing. They used us and drained us. Now we are on our own.
You and me and the other children. On our own."

"l do not liketo haveto lieto Qeteb."

StarL aughter could hear the uncertainty in StarGrace's voice.

"My dear," she sad gently, and gathered the girl into her arms, "will you protect me? | need the
space and the peace in which to find him so that we may dl revenge ourselves on him. Will you grant me
thet?'

"And when you do find him?" StarGrace pulled back, but rductantly, and StarLaughter knew it. "I
and my companions would not like to be cheated of our revenge as wdll."

"When | find him, | shdl cdl. StarGrace, will you tdl Qeteb you could not find me?"

StarGrace was slent a long moment, then she gave a quick jerk of her head in assent. "Find him,
and, finding him, do not fall us.”

StarLaughter nodded. "I will not fal you, StarGrace, nor any of the others whom WolfStar
murdered.”

Then she amiled, and leaned forward and kissed StarGrace on the cheek.

The Hawkchild pulled back in astonishment. A hug was one thing, but a kiss?

"Do you not remember what it was like to be loved, StarGrace?'

"l remember that love did not save me from avile death.”

And then StarGrace was gone, and StarL aughter had the time and space she needed. She sat down
again, folding the materia of her robe carefully to display her form to best advantage, and thought. The
Hawkchilds would now work to her purpose, providing her, not only with a degree of protection
from Qeteb (damn him for dl time!) but also with hundreds of eyes to seek out WolfStar.

StarLaughter frowned dightly, chewing her lip. Who dse could hdp bring her and WolfStar back
together again? Ahl DragonStar! WolfStar would doubtless worm his way into DragonStar's camp
sooner or later, and StarLaughter would need to gain DragonStar's trust in order to get WolfStar back.

S0 ... how to enlig DragonStar's trust and aid? StarLaughter thoughtfully cupped one of her breasts
in her hand. Her body had tempted DragonStar once and no doubt could again ... no! She needed to
keep hersdf pure for WolfStar. She must use guile rather than seduction.

Ah! Starl_aughter giggled. She had the perfect ideal Not only would it appeal to DragonStar's desire
to wrest Tencendor back from the Demons, and gain her WolfStar, it might aso cause the Demons
enough trouble that she and WolfStar would be able to rescue their son as well.

She sighed, happy, contented, and as dreamy as a thirteen-year-old girl in love for the firg time.

Chapter 14
Envy

DragonStar s&t in a great circular stone hdl. It was flagged and walled with cream-coloured stone shot
through with gold. Rose and sapphire glass windows rose to dizzying heights, their columns
supporting a hammerbeam ceiling of golden wood. DragonStar had wanted somewhere
quiet to sit, and Sanctuary had, as was its wont, provided him with this.



As with mogt things within and of Sanctuary, the peaceful beauty of the hdl left DragonStar feding
uncomfortable. This perturbed him, not only because he was disturbed at the appearance of
Sanctuary — it reminded him too much of the worlds the Demons had dragged him through — but
because of the deep river of disquiet that ran through the peoples shdtering in Sanctuary. Stars! If they
were bored and fractious here, then how would they cope with the eternal peacefulness of the Infinite
Fdd of Fowers? Ah! DragonStar foraibly turned his mind away from his worries. No doubt his disquiet
was caused by seeing Qeteb not only in Spiredore but at the gates of Sanctuary itsdf.

And by the unsettling sight of Niah.

"What is it about you, Niah,"” DragonStar whispered. "What?'

He dghed, and looked down. He sat cross-legged on the floor, the Enchanted Song Book in his [ap.
The blue-fegthered lizard was curled up a his back, and DragonStar leaned back agang him
comfortably.

Every so often the lizard snored, and whenever he did, a shaft of light glinted from one of his claws.

DragonStar paid no attention. More than anything else, he wanted to get out and do things, but he
knew — as held told his
witches — that he needed experience as wel as a thorough knowledge of the Enchanted Song Book
before he could do anything againg the Demons.

He opened the leather cover and dowly thumbed through the pages. The Book contained
Songs, music and dance that symbolised the enchantments needed to defeat the Demons. They
would mirror the Demons own maevolences back to them and destroy them.

"And wipe them from the face of this land and of the univese for ever and ever,"
DragonStar whispered.

He thought about what Axis had told him. Cadum had tried one of these dances atop Star Finger,
but had been consumed dmogt entirdly by the hatred and maevolence the song contained.

DragonStar's fingers traced over a line of music: he could fed the emation this particular song
contained — envy. He ran his tongue over his top lip, stared at the form and melody of the
song, then swiftly converted it to numbers and then symbolsin his mind.

He fdt sick with gpprehension. Should he try it? See what happened ... Could he contral the Song
more than Cadlum?

At hisback thelizard stirred and sat up.

"Wdl, my beauty,” DragonStar said. "What do you think | should do?'

Thelizard yawned, then flexed one of hisforeclaws.

"S0," DragonStar said, "wetry it."

Wheat other choice did he have?

He rose to hisfeet and put the Book down. As the lizard had just done, DragonStar flexed a hand,
then rose and traced the symboal in the ar before him.

Thelizard traced it with light.

And Envy filled the Hall.

A wizened old man stood before DragonStar and the lizard. He was twisted and humpbacked, his
limbs stumpy, his hands contorted with arthritis.

He was naked, and his skin was sdlow and dick with the sheen of sweat.

Lumps and moles covered his face; his eyes were like narrow dits that saw everything, noting them
dl down to be examined in the privacy of disenchanted slence.

He amiled, reveding crooked, ydlowing teeth, and horrid thoughts consumed DragonStar's mind.

Cadlum had enjoyed it all. Hed had forty years of love, forty years of respect, forty years of
lording it over the peoples of Tencendor. So he'd died horribly — so what? Now he dwelt in the
field of flowers, no doubt enjoying the adulation of everyone else who lived there.

And what was Drago, poor Drago to do. Why! destroy the Demons of course, while
Caelum continued to enjoy himself. He'd had only a few minutes of pain, while Drago had
forty years behind him, and more ahead.



DragonStar fdt such consuming envy ripple through him that he literdly growled. He fdt his own
back hunch over, and his hands twid into claws. Cadum was nothing but a spoilt bastard who'd had
everything handed to him on a golden platter, while he, he, had to do dl the hard work.

The misshgpen figure of Envy capered about before him, capping its hands, and howling with
merriment. "Why don't you vigt the Feld of Flowers and destroy him forever," he whispered. "You can
do it, you know. Y ou have the power."

Thelizard growled, and backed away afew paces.

DragonStar whipped about, raisng his hand as if to drike the creature — what had that lizard
ever done but enjoy a free ride? HeEd spent aeons as an unfettered spirit in the Sacred Grove, and
then the Minstrelsea forest, and had then smply attached himself to DragonSar's cause with no
hard work involved at all — and then halted the ingant before his hand flashed down in a crud bow.

What was happening?

DragonStar struggled to control the envy, and the other emotions envy bred — hate and crudty and
adoying, horrid sdf-judtification — but he couldn't... he couldnt...

The old man capered about him in circles, dgoping his hands. "Enjoy it!" he cried. "Give in to it!
Why bother with such inconveniences as regard for others? Enjoy it! It's the easiest way!"

And DragonStar could feel how easy it would be. All hed have to do was give in and let the envy
consume him, and dl would be well, dl would be wel, and he could findly rdax and bathe in the
emotions that hed nurtured for so many years as a resentful man locked insde the hate of Sgholt and
the SunSoar faily.

A smdl hand dipped into one of his, and DragonStar jerked. It was Katie, her eyes frightened, her
mouth trembling.

DragonStar saw that she wasterrified.

Envy howled with rage.

"The catdl" Katie whispered. "The catd"

The cats? DragonStar stared at her. Why was she helping him ...or was she hdping him a
al? Why, Faraday cherished this little gifl in a way that she did not cherish him, DragonStar could see
that now. Faraday gave this wesk little girl dl the love and attention that she never gave him.

DragonStar growled again, and jerked his hand from Kati€e's.

Envy laughed.

And something small and furry wound its way about DragonStar's legs.

He jerked his eyes down. It was a white and marmaade cat, and its body shook with the strength of
Its purrs.

DragonStar lifted his hand to strike the thing —

— and remembered. He remembered that the cats had given hm nothing but unconditiona love
when he'd been rejected by everyone and everything sein Sigholt. He remembered that they'd left their
food to comfort him; they'd been content in his company, and they had revelled in his friendship.

They had asked for nothing in return.

They had not envied him his strength, or his speech, or even his name.

They had just loved him.

DragonStar lifted his eyes to Envy. "l pity you," he said, and Envy screamed.

"Let me offer you my friendship,” DragonStar said, and extended his hand, pam upwards.

Envy stared, whimpered, and suddenly disappeared.

DragonStar shuddered, and leaned down, hands on knees, trying to regain his equilibrium.

The lizard had scuttled across the room, and now was hunched down on the floor with
his claws firmly tucked underneath his body. He wanted nothing more to do with enchantments from
that Book.

The white and marmaade cat was curled up behind him, wetching DragonStar carefully.



"l cannot use thisBook," DragonStar eventualy whispered.

"Use it you mug," Katie sad, "or dl who have sacrificed themsdves before you, and who will
sacrifice themsdvesin the future for you, will have done so invan.”

DragonStar straightened and stared at the girl. "The Book contains nothing but foulness.”

Katie stared at him.

"Dammit! What isits secret? How do | useit!”

She continued to stare silently at him.

"Y ou have most to lose, damn you — <o tell meits secret!”

"l cannot,” Katie said, her voice sad. "You mud learn it for yoursdlf."

DragonStar fought an overwheming urge to throw the Book across the room, then he forced himsdf
to relax, dowly rotating his neck and shoulders, and findly offered Katie his hand.

"l am sorry.”

She smiled and slipped her hand into his. "You should dready have learned one lesson,”
gesad. "Wha wasit?'

DragonStar dmogt grated his teeth, then chose to think it carefully through. "Envy consumed me™ he
findly said, "and | could not contrdl it."

"And what broke the spell that Envy had thrown over you?'

"Thecat," Drago whispered. "Unconditiond love."

Katie nodded, and kissed his hand.

Faraday found them gtting on a pillowed bench seat in awindow. The view beyond the glass panes was
breethtaking: gardens and ponds stretched over severd leagues to where the endosing blue-diff walls of
Sanctuary rose.

"It's so beautiful," Faraday said as she sat on the other Sde of Katie.

DragonStar turned his head from the window and amiled at her over the girl's head. It is doying, he
wanted to say, but he could not explain his emaotions, so he merdy nodded.

"What have you two been doing?' Faraday said, senang the remaining tenson.

DragonStar sighed, and indicated the Enchanted Song Book lying on the end of the seat. "I
have been playing about with that."

"And doesit tell you what you need to know?"'

"Yes" sad Katie, and DragonStar shot her amildy irritated glance.

"It tdlls me many things" DragonStar said, "and dl of them uncomfortable.”

Faraday looked between DragonStar and Katie, her face growing more puzzled. She did her ams
about the girl and drew her back into her body, an indinctively protective gesture.

"Canyou ... we ... fight againg the Demons with what the Book tells you?' Faraday said.

DragonStar shifted even more uncomfortably. "The Book is filled with the Demons hatred and
horror,” he said. "I know | should useit... mirror it back to destroy the Demons —"

Faraday felt Katie tremble in her arms, and she glanced down, worried.

"— but it fedlssorepulsve... 0"

"Whatever it takes to destroy the Demons will surdly be taxing,” Faraday said.

DragonStar findly raised his face and looked her full in the eyes. "'l am very much araid," he sad,
"that if | use that Book | will turn into a Demon mysdif. | do not think | will be able to stop mysdaf.”

Chapter 15
TheSaodasd theBook




DragonStar tucked the Book under one arm and considered the lizard carefully. Y ou stay herefor the
moment,” hesaid. "l will be back for you."

Thelizard dropped its head, its emeradd and scarlet crest deflating mournfully, and turned away.

Faraday's mouth quirked. "It is just as well he does not spesk.”

"He does not haveto."

"Will you take the hounds, and the horse”?"

DragonStar hesitated.

"DragonStar, please, take them.”

He nodded.

"And be careful in Spiredore.”

"l will be more than careful. 1 will use only its power to transfer myself into the Field of
Flowers. | will not enter the tower itsdf.”

Faraday stared at him, knowing his words were useless bravado. Evenif they only used the
power of Spiredore to transfer from one location to the next, DragonStar, as any of them, would be
vulnerable in that ingant they stepped through the doorway.

For in that instant, if they were unwary, or unlucky, or damned by Fate itsdf, Qeteb could
snaich at them. They could only hope tha he didn't spend his entire time wandering the dairwells of
Spiredore.

"Not he," DragonStar said softly. "But he might have any one of his Demons patralling.
Faraday ... | will be careful.”

She leaned forward and hugged him, longing for that time when ther fight againg the Demons was
truy over and she and he could find the time to indulge, and relax into, their love. "l hope
Cadum can hdp.”

"And if not he, then there is one other | can turn to,” DragonStar sad, but he was gone
before Faraday could ask who this "other" was.

She sighed, and sat back on the window bench with Katie. "l an so0 glad you are safe
here" she said, stroking the girl's head. "'l could not besr it if you were exposed to danger again.”

Katie smiled, and looked away.

DareWing felt a savage glee as he wheeled his Strike Force through the skies above the Field
of Flowers.

They were superb.

Death had altered them, but only to give them a greater purpose, and amore lethd desire.

Dareéwing flew among them, dmogt logt in the swirl of jewd-bright wings and eyes and the haunting
shadows and shapes of ther sivery liquid bodies. The members of the Strike Force had lost none of their
ability, or ther tight discipline.

They wanted to hunt, to fight back, to strike.

And why not? thought DareWing. Stay here, DragonStar had said, until | need you, but DareWing
was impdient with the waiting. When was DragonStar returning? In the wasteland there was corruption
to be cleared, and DareWing and the Strike Force were doing no good sweeping colourfully through the
skies here,

He dighted within the Fied, letting hiswings relax and trail luxurioudy through the poppies and lilies,
and looked up to the molten colour swirling above him.

"Come with me" he whispered, and then DaréWing closed his eyes, and thought of the icy drifts of
the northern Icebear Coadt, the fed of the cold-edged wind diding through his feathers, the cry of the



seagulll, the roar of the icebear ...
... and they were there, the Strike Force wheding above him, and crying with wordless voices.
DareWing smiled, and lifted into the air.

DragonStar passed through into the Feld of Flowers without incident, and with a considerable amount of
reief. Even Belaguez relaxed beneath him as he felt the spring of the flowered field

beneath his hooves, and the Alaunt bayed with joy, and bounded among the flowers, sngpping a
butterflies.

And with every snap of jaw, the butterflies soared drifting into the air a handspan above the
hounds, and DragonStar amiled.

He kneed Bdaguez forward, Ieting his body fully rdax for the firg time in hours, and drank in the
beauty about him. The scent, the gently waving flower heads ...

... the crash and roar of surf in the distance.

DragonStar hdted Bdaguez for amoment. He could vagudly discern the smdl of st underlying the
scent of the flowers. He let his eyes scan the horizon, stopping a a spot that was hazier than the rest. A
coadline.

DragonStar urged Belaguez forward.

He found Caelum sitting at the very edge of a cliff that plunged down hundreds of
paces into a foam of rocks and sea spray.

RiverStar sat with him, her arm linked into his, their heads close together as they murmured to each
other.

"Cadum? RiverStar?' DragonStar lifted a leg over Bdaguez's withers and did to the ground. The
Star Sdlion snorted, then wandered away afew paces to nose among the flowers.

Caelum and RiverStar turned slightly, and smiled at DragonStar.

DragonStar stared, taken not only with their beauty, but at the peacefulness that they radiated.

Neither had been particularly peaceful inlife.

Cadlum's amile broadened a little, dmog as if he could read DragonStar's thoughts. "Welcome,
brother," he said. "Will you join us?'

RiverStar said no words, but she stood in one graceful, fluid movement, and took DragonStar's
hand. She pulled dightly, encouraging him to St with Caglum and hersdlf, but DragonStar baulked.

In life RiverStar had loathed him, goaded him, and taken every opportunity to make his life
miserable,

Who was this caring, lovely-spirited woman now standing before him?

RiverStar lifted her free hand and laid it againgt DragonStar's cheek.

"Inlife" shesad, "l was haeful, jedous, and spiteful. But once | passed the gate into the Field of
Flowers| entered astate of ... of ..."

Her brow creased dightly, as if her mind could not quite find the word to describe her state of
exisence.

"We entered,” Cadum said, "a dtate of contentedness. Contentedness not only with our
environment, but with oursaves."

DragonStar nodded dowly, redisng the difference in his brother and sister. They were deeply at
peace with themsdves, because they were contented — a spiritud State rather than an emotiond one.

And suddenly he was content as a huge weight lifted off his shoulders. DragonStar's mind had been
worrying a the fact that so many people appeared bored and irritated with the peace of Sanctuary,
and he'd worried about how they'd cope with the eternd peace of the Fidd of Flowers.

Now he understood. When people passed into the Feld of Flowers they underwent a spiritua
transformation.

And they became content.

Cadum nodded as he understood DragonStar's redisation. "There are only a fev who do not
undergo this transformation,” he said. "Those who know that they mugt return to Tencendor, and those



who know they have work unfinished remain impervious to the contentedness of the FHed."

"The Strike Force," DragonStar said. "They remain vengeful.”

"Aye" Cadum said. "But come, St down. We are gladdened to see you agan.”

DragonStar smiled, and sat down beside Cadum. RiverStar let go his hand, and stepped back,
sying that she would leave them to talk.

"There are flowers | have not yet seen,” she sad, her smile so sweet and gentle it made
DragonStar's breath catch in his throat, "and walks yet to be explored. | will see you again, DragonStar,
inthe days when wewill all livein peace inthe Fdd."

She bent quickly, kissed DragonStar's cheek, and then she was gone, fading into the weaving,
waving lilies

For a long while Caelum and DragonStar said nothing, rdaxing in each other's company
and the scent of the flowers. Behind them, the Alaunt settled down in hgphazard groups, stretching out in
the sun or grooming each other with long, liquid tongues and gentle nips.

"You have the Enchanted Song Book," Cadlum said findly, glancing a what DragonStar had under
hisarm.

DragonStar looked down the cliff, fighting a wave of dizziness He missed so much of his
Icarii heritage: the aility to fly, to dance, to sng, and, at the moment, the easy ability to withstand the lure
of gppdling heights.

"Aye" he eventudly said. "I have the Enchanted Song Book. Cadlum ..."

"| tried it, you know."

"l know. Axistold me."

Cadum turned his eyes from the rolling ocean and looked back at his brother. ™Y ou have spoken to
our father?'

"Yes"

"And?'

"And we arefriends, if not father and son."

Cadlum nodded, and let his eyes drift back to the sea. "l wish | had been able to be hisfriend.”

Something in Caglum's voice made tears jerk to DragonStar's eyes. Only a few hours ago held been
consumed with a fierce and hateful envy for Caglum, and yet here Caglum was expressing, if not envy,
then regret, at something DragonStar enjoyed and not he,

"Did father tdl you what happened when | tried one of the Songs?'

"You fdled a Hawkchild, but were so consumed with hate and rage that you dmogt..."

"Almost became a Demon mysdlf.”

DragonStar could not help the cold shudder ripple through him. Gods, what was it the Book
contained?

"And when you danced before Qeteb?' he said.

Cadum laughed, low and cynicd. "'l would have done more damageif I'd offered him a flower."

Something danced at the very edge of DragonStar's consciousness, but his mind could not
catch hold of the thought.

"And what did happen when you met Qeteb in the Maze?' he asked, so oftly his voice
could hardly be heard above the roar of the surf.

Cadum took a very long time to answer. "I made him laugh,” hefindly said. "I made the entire world
laugh."

DragonStar lifted a hand and placed it on Caglum's shoulder, and the two brothers sat there for a
long time, only love, the scent of the flowers, and the bellow of the ocean between them.

DaréWing had brought the Strike Force to the northern coast for a particular reason: here the Demons
influence was likdy to be least. Although the demonic hours would affect none of them, DareWing
wanted to keep the Strike Force as safe as was possble for as long as possible. The Icebear
Coast would dso have the least concentration of crazed animas. What DaréWing wanted more than
anything dse was to find agmdl pack of something that the Strike Force could whet their teeth on. And
then alarger pack of something, and one day DareWing wanted to launch the Strike Force at the entire



meass of lunacy that milled about the Maze.
Firgt, they would start with the mountains themsalves.

"See here?' Cadum said, thumbing through the Book, "this one is of fear, and this one of despair.”

DragonStar studied the Song of Degpair, absently converting it to symbal in his mind. "This book is
full of everything the Demons have ever projected,” he said, "and | mugt be the one to let these ‘emotions
consume me so | may project them back at the Demons.”

"Is that so?" Caelum said, and his voice sounded more than mildy puzzled. Agan
DragonStar had the feding that something of immense importance hovered at the very edges of hismind.

"W, | suppose it must be you," Cadlum continued, "for you are the true StarSon and the wielder of
Acharite magic, without which no-one can use this Book."

DragonStar closed the Song Book and put it to one side. "Cadum, what happened when Qeteb
caught up with you?'

Caelum frowned, then his brow cleared. "I cannot remember," he said, and laughed with
reief. "l remember only tha the Dance of Death was such an aysmd falure the Demons ridiculed me.
Then | remember fleaing through the Maze, and then something happened ... | ... | fell over, and
despaired, thinking that this must have been how RiverStar fdt when | killed her. | begged her
forgiveness, and then suddenly | wasin the Field of Flowers, and | knew no more of Qeteb.”

"Ah," DragonStar said.

They sat in silence for another while longer, and then DragonStar sirred. "Where is
DareWing? He should be here somewhere with the Strike Force.”

"Oh, he grew impatient,” Caelum said, "and thought to save Tencendor dl by himsdf.”

"What!"

"He took the Strike Force,” Caelum said, "and went back into the wastdand.
Contentednessis not yet ther lot."

"Godd" DragonStar wondered what he should do: go rescue Dare Wing from a Stuaion he might
wdl be able to control on his own, or go see the one person who might truly tdl him the secret of the
book?

Fndly DragonStar got to his feet and whistled Bdaguez over, tucked the Enchanted Song Book
under hisarm and legpt on the gdlion's bare back. Best to make sure about DaréWing fird.

The Alaunt jumped up, milling about the horse'slegs.

"Come back," Caelum said, wistfully, and DragonStar nodded, and drew the doorway of
light with his sword.

DareWing wheded above the ruins of Star Finger, the ghodly apparitions of his force dipping and
swvaying about him. He was logt in his memories of his early years spent in and about the mountain. Now
it was broken and destroyed, and would never prove a safe haven for the Icarii race again.

Nothing in Tencendor would, cometo that.

"Strike Leader."

A soft voice above hisright wing snapped DareWing out of his reverie.

"Wha isit?"

There was a slence, and DaréWing regretted his sharp tone. "l am sorry. What do you need to tell
me, Mirror Wing?'

MirrorWing — or the being that had once been MirrorWing — pointed to a canyon below.
"| think someone down there istrying to attract our attention.”
Dareéwing looked down, and could not stop his exdamation of surprise.

WolfStar thought they'd never see him. Curses! What was wrong with ther star-damned eyes?

But then, what were they to start with? The creatures were Icarii-shaped, but ther bodies were
indidinct, dmogt transparent.

And their wings ... WolfStar knew that Enchanters would have committed murder to understand the



spdls that made these wings glow with such incandescent colour.

Wolf Star waved an am dowly, trying to get them to hurry up. Stars, but every movement was
agony! He'd only fallen some twenty or thirty paces — bouncing from rock wal to rock wall —
down the chasm before he'd tumbled onto a rock ledge that doped backwards under an
overhang. By thetime StarL aughter had sent her merriment — her mad, mad merriment —
chasing down the chasm after him, he'd been hidden from view.

And from there WolfStar had painfully, drop by drop, handhold by handhold, clambered to
the bottom of the chasm, and then hauled himsdf dong its rock-littered floor until hed emerged into
what passed for sunlight in this northern devastation.

And there held lain, thinking over StarLaughter's words. Caelum not the StarSon? Well, it
made sense. The idiot had been usdess agang Qeteb. WolfStar's mouth curled in a samdl smile. The
true StarSon was 4ill out there somewhere, dill controlling power. And WolfStar knew there
was not a man dive he could not manipulate and eventudly control. He would regain power agan, but
fird he needed to know who the true StarSon was.

"Who?' he whispered. "Who?" That bitch StarLaughter had distracted him before he could force an
answer from her ...

He looked up again at the soft sound of wings. Perhaps a score of the Icarii-creatures
were now only some fifty paces above him, and dropping fast.

With them was a more conventiona Icarii birdman — at leest he had a solid enough body,
although he was incongruously dressed in awhite linen tunic and sandals.

"Wdl," WolfStar said, as the group landed about him, "at least you do not seem demon-mad, even if
the mgority of you look aftrifle vitreous. What has happened? Has the loss of the Star Dance bled you of
your solidness?"!

"Loss of life" sad one, afemde by the lightness of her voice, "has made us less fleshy than what we
were wont to be."

"Who are you?' said WolfStar, wondering if he was going to spend the rest of hislife asking: WWho?

"Who are you?" said the one flesh-solid I carii among them.

WolfStar rolled dightly so he could stare the birdman in the face. "1 am WolfStar SunSoar and |
demand you take me to the StarSon."

The birdman laughed, and, raising his eyes to a spot somewhere behind Wolf Star, said, "
think he comes to greet you, renegade.”

And WolfStar rolled over, groaning, and stared to the east.

A man and a white horse had emerged from a canyon, and the horse's mane and tall dripped with
dars.

"Gods" WolfStar whispered as he findly recognised the man's face.

"Wdl met, WolfStar,” DragonStar said, and grinned. "I should have known that you would somehow
aurvive the Demons attentions.”

WolfStar could bardy manage to keep his face bland as the man dismounted from his horse
and walked towards him. Drago? The Star Son? And, ye gods, feel the power that radiated from
him!

"And | should have known," WolfStar responded softly, "that you'd dways find a way to redise
your ambition, Drago.”

"DragonStar,” he corrected, and squatted by WolfStar's side, running a gentle hand over the
Enchanter's body. "You are hurt. Badly."

"l have been out and about,” WolfStar said, "while others donned pretty clothes.” He flicked his eyes
over Dare Wing and the members of the Strike Force that had gathered around.

DragonStar's face tightened, but he did not respond to WolfStar's taunt. "Whaose blood is
this?'

"Cadums”

DragonStar rocked back on his hedsin surprise. "Caelum's? Y ou were there when Qeteb —"



"Killed him? Yes. The fool boy, he walked draight onto the tip of the Demon's sword. Had you
enchanted him into supidity, Drago? Or was it a natural fault ... Caelum ever had a sackful of
those"

DragonStar reached out and buried his fingers in WolfStar's hair, and the birdman winced in pain.
Was everyone going to haul him about Tencendor by the roots of his hair?

"Caelum died ahero's death!" DragonStar said.

"How can you be sure of that?' WolfStar snapped. "Were you watching?'

"What happened?'

WolfStar chose not to respond.

DragonStar gave the Enchanter's head a wrench. "What happened?”

WolfStar growled, and grabbed a DragonStar's hand with both of his own.

DragonStar's grip did not loosen, and WolfStar could not pry him free.

"What happened?' DragonStar gave WolfStar's head such a twist that all present could hear
the bones in the birdman's neck crack.

"Cadum waked into the portion of the Maze where | lay,” WolfStar ground out, hate and
resentment for DragonSter filling every nuance of his voice, "asif he were walking into a picnic ground.
He had a supid, vacant amile on hisface."

He was already walking through the Field of Flowers, thought DragonStar, and the amile he
hed on his face must have been beauteous, not stupid. "And then?'

"Then Qeteb rode his black nightmare up behind Caglum, and Caglum turned.”

"And?"

"And Qeteb ran his sword through Caelum — Gods! The boy reached out and grabbed the blade
asit diced into him!"

DragonStar stared a WolfStar. There was something ese ... something that WolfStar was not
deliberately holding back but thought so unimportant as not worth the relation.

"And what ds2?' DragonStar said, histone compelling.

WolfStar sghed and rolled his eyes dramaticaly. "Cagdum said something to the Demon that drove
him crazy."

"What?"

"He said, 'Oh, how | doloveyou'."

DragonStar 4ill stared at WolfStar, but his eyes were far, far away. Cadum mugt have turned in the
Fed of Flowers and seen RiverStar. He had spoken to her, not Qeteb.

But what he'd said had driven the Demon ... "crazy"?

DragonStar refocussed his eyes on WolfStar. "'l gpologise for what | am about to do to you,” he
sad, "but methinks you have used it on many a soul before now.”

And DragonStar forced the memory of Caelum's deeth up from WolfStar's subconscious into the full
light of consciousness.

Caelum, turning, smiling, holding out his hand. "Oh, how | do love you."

And Qeteb going crazy with ... what? Hate?

Or ... fear?

"For thousands of years you have roamed about doing nothing but mischief in the name of
ultimate good,” DragonStar said, "but findly | think you may have done this land a service. Come on,
gtand up.”

DragonStar got to his feet, and — once agan — WolfStar found himsdf being hauled upwards by
hishair.

He shouted with rage and squirmed about, but DragonStar's grip did not loosen.

DragonStar turned to DaréWing. He was annoyed with the birdman for leaving the Field of Flowers,
but for the moment that annoyance could wait. "None of the Demons are about, and | think this
place safe enough for the time being. Watch Bdaguez and the Alaunt for me, will you? | think | know just
the place for WolfStar ... if it can bear the shock.”

And, s0 saying, DragonStar unsheethed the lily sword, drew his rectangle of light, and stepped



through Spiredore as quickly as he could into Sanctuary, dragging WolfStar with him.

Chapter 16
Hsdea

DragonStar moved briskly through Spiredore — gods done knew how dangerous it was getting
now — while dragging WolfStar behind him. The birdman was muttering something
incoherently about Starlaughter and the tower and his hair, but DragonStar paid him no heed.

His mind was full of jumbled thoughts and images, and they were dl to do with Cadlum's amiling,
lovefilled face, and the mystery of the Enchanted Song Book, which, somewhat unbdievably,
for he had not been aware of it for some time, DragonStar ill clutched under his free arm.

Suddenly they were tumbling through the doorway of light onto the approach to Sanctuary, and
DragonStar briefly wondered how held managed it with his hands full of the Song Book and WolfStar.

"Where are we?' WolfStar gasped, rubbing his head as DragonStar findly let im go.

"Somewhere | imagine you thought you'd never see,” DragonStar said. "Somewhere sife.
Sanctuary.”

"What?"

DragonStar did not answer. An Icarii birdwoman was spirdling above them in the sky, and
DragonStar beckoned her down.

"Thisis WolfStar SunSoar," he said, and the birdwoman paed. "Heisinjured. Can you arrange that
he be taken where hisinjuries can be heded? But, ware! Do not trust him."

She shook her head violently.

" ask also that Axis and Azhure supervise his care,"” DragonStar said.

The birdwoman nodded soberly and rose back inthe ar. DragonStar waited impatiently — refusng
to respond to any of WolfStar's taunts or answer any of his questions — until he could see Axis and a
group of four or five men draw near with a stretcher. He nodded to the group and smiled to his
father, then he stepped back into Spiredore without further ado, the Song Book il in his grasp