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For Laura Herrmann

»Behold, | have created the blacksmith
who fans the coals into flame
and forges the weapons of destruction.
| have created the waster to destroy.
Isaiah 54:16

CHAPTER ONE

THE SUBTLE ART OF FALLING
1100 D.A. (Dragon Age), the 1st Year of the Reign of Shandrazel

GRAXEN SKIMMED ALONG the winding river, the tips of his wings teasing the water with
each downbeat. The sunrise at his back cast a shad-ow dragon before him, a phantom
companion that swooped and darted across the rippling current. The elms and maples along
the riverbank had shed their leaves, papering the earth with rust and gold. In the crisp morning
air, Graxen's breath billowed out in clouds that rushed back along his scaled body, forming a
wispy trail.

As Graxen journeyed west, the river grew rockier, with patches of white water. He welcomed
a rare mirror-smooth stretch of river. He opened his toothy jaws and scooped up a quick gulp
to refresh himself. He glided upward as he savored the icy drink, gazing down at the pink-
white sky reflected on the still water. Graxen was a gray blur against this pastel backdrop.
Unlike other sky-dragons, he lacked even a single blue scale. Some trick of birth had robbed
his hide of the azure hue that other members of his species wore with pride. Graxen's body
and wings were painted by nature in a palette drawn from storm clouds.

Graxen knew the area below him only from his study of maps. The river he followed
meandered in a serpentine path among low mountains. Soon he would arrive at the dam, an
imposing structure dat-ing from ancient times. Beyond this, a body of water known as Talon
Lake filled long, twisting val-leys. His destination was the Nest, an island fortress just
beyond the dam. Sometimes, on the edge of sleep, Graxen could see himself as a fledgling
perched on the Nest's rocky shores. His earliest memory was of watching small fish dart about
in a shallow pool as he waited for the biologians to take him away.

As an adult male sky-dragon, he was forbidden to return to the Nest. Only a select handful of
males were invited to those hallowed shores. Graxen was forever excluded from those ranks
by the color of his scales. Under other circumstances, he would have no chance of admittance.
However, the world had changed in recent days. Graxen had a satchel slung over his
shoulders, the long strap allowing the bag to hang near his hips. The contents of this satchel
gave Graxen the courage to journey to a place where only his imagination had been allowed
to travel.

As he tilted his wings to follow the river north toward the dam, his sharp eyes spotted dark
shapes flitting high above. Valkyries, three of them. The dam was hidden by one more turn of
the river, but Graxen calculated that the valkyries were circling above the structure. He
wondered if they'd spotted him. His drab color against the stony river might provide some
camouflage.



He negotiated the final bend and closed in on the dam, barely a mile distant. The dark shapes
sud-denly wheeled toward him. The valkyries were the guardians of the island, female sky-
dragons trained from birth in the warrior's art. Save for his first year of life, Graxen had never
seen a living female of his own species. He knew them only from books and sculpture. Now,
they seemed like creatures of myth as they hurtled toward him, their silver helmets gleaming
in the sun. The polished steel points of the long spears in their hind-talons twinkled like stars
in the morning sky.

Graxen spotted a dry rock rising in the midst of the river, barely large enough for him to land
on. A few other rocks jutted nearby, natural landing spots for this trio of guards. He could see
a strategic advantage to having this encounter take place on land. He tilted his hind-claws
forward and lifted his wings to drift to a landing. He raised his face toward the valkyries and
held his empty fore-talons open to show he carried no weapon.

The valkyries closed fast. It didn't look as if they intended to land. Graxen held his ground. He
was breaking no law by standing on this rock. The land outside the lake was the property of
the sun-dragon king. He was as free to stand upon this stone as he was to stand by the
fountains at the College of Spires.

He studied the lead valkyrie as she raced toward him. At first glance, the differences between
a male and a female sky-dragon were trivial. Some primal layer of Graxen's brain,
however, was busily cataloguing the subtleties that identified the valkyrie as a member of
the opposite sex. Sky-dragons had heads that resembled goat skulls covered in scales, with a
fringe of long feather-scales rising from the scalp and trailing down the neck. The leader's
helmet concealed some of these scales, but those that showed were a deep sea-blue, with tips
that trailed off into a pale white, a pattern unique to females. The leader was also slightly
larger than a typical male. Male sky-dragons had wingspans averaging eighteen feet; the
leader's wings easily stretched twenty. Her torso was chiseled from life in the sky, while most
male sky-dragons possessed the softer bodies of scholars.

The valkyries unleashed powerful war cries, fierce primal shrieks that tightened Graxen's
intestines. The leader aimed her spear to drive it into Graxen's chest. Graxen stood still as
stone. He noticed that the leader had a large silver bell attached to her belt, the clapper
covered with a leather hood. An alarm device to call reinforcements, no doubt. Five yards
away, she lifted her neck and beat her wings. She zoomed over Graxen's head, the tip of her
spear missing his face by no more than a foot. The wind of her wake washed across his cheek.
He could smell a faint aura of blackberries.

The second valkyrie darted past, then the third, close enough that he could see his gray eyes
reflected in the large silvered plates that studded her leather breast armor. A pair of iron
manacles dangling from her thick belt threatened to clip his cheek. He tilted his head a
fraction of an inch, allowing the chains to pass without touching. Graxen possessed a keen
mind for spaces and vectors. In contests of speed and reflexes he had no peer. Yet was he
known as Graxen the Swift? Graxen the Nimble?

"Graxen the Gray!" the lead valkyrie shouted as she circled, coming to rest on the stone that
jutted from the river before him. "Your kind has no busi-ness here! Begone!"

"I am a representative of the king," said Graxen, half-surprised she recognized him, half-
fatalistically accepting it. As the only gray-scaled sky-dragon ever to survive birth, he had
little hope of anonymi=ty. "I come as a courier of important news. I'm charged with delivering
this message to the matri-arch herself."

A second valkyrie landed to his right. "We care nothing of your mission," she growled. "The
king's domain ends at the lake's edge." Graxen noted this valkyrie was younger than her
companions, per=haps still a teen. Despite the normal female advantage of size, Graxen
judged himself taller.



"Fortunately, | haven't reached the lake's edge," said Graxen. "I ask that you read the scroll |
carry before you judge the importance of my mission."

The third valkyrie, the one with the manacles on her belt, landed to his left. She was larger
than her two companions and, to his eyes, more relaxed. The other two stood in stances that
indicated they were prepared to defend themselves from a sudden attack by Graxen. This last
valkyrie didn't look concerned.

He turned his attention back to the leader as she spoke once more. "If the message is
important, give us the scroll and be gone. We will see it reaches the matriarch."”

"The king would be disappointed if | failed to speak to her personally."

"Would the king be disappointed if your body was discovered on the rocks downriver?" the
young valkyrie to his right asked. "Perhaps he could take comfort in knowing that we found
your satchel and delivered the scroll without you."

A silence fell as the valkyries allowed the implied threat to settle into Graxen's mind. Graxen
studied the youngest valkyrie. Her eyes were full of scorn, with perhaps a touch of fear. She
looked ready to run him through with the long spear she carried in her fore-talons. He turned
back to the leader. Her face was a cool mask, impossible to read.

He tilted his head to study the final valkyrie. Her eyes were cold little slivers of copper.
Graxen caught his breath as he noticed a slight discol-oration against her cheek. A single
scale of gray, the color of fresh-cut granite, sat below her left eye like a tear. The rest of her
hide was flawless; she seemed sculpted from sapphire, her lean and well-muscled body
sporting graceful lines and symmetry that rivaled the statues that adorned the College of
Spires. This valkyrie continued to regard him with a look that approached boredom.

With one guard showing uninterest and another looking prepared to run him through, Graxen
knew his best course of action was to win the leader over to his cause. He said, "As a
commander, you are obviously a dragon of proven judgment. Perhaps you should examine the
scroll yourself." Graxen reached into his satchel and produced the scroll. He stretched his
wing across the watery gap to offer the message to the leader. Her fore-talon brushed his as
she took the rolled parchment. This brief touch was his first adult contact with a female. He
found the experience... unsatisfying.

The leader unrolled the scroll. She tilted her head and furrowed her brow, attempting to
decipher its jagged calligraphy. The message had been scribed by Shandrazel, a sun-dragon.
With talons twice the thickness of a sky-dragon's nimble digits, sun-dragons seldom earned
praise for their penmanship.

"What does it say, Arifiel?" the youngest valkyrie asked, impatient.

"Quiet, Sparrow," said the dragon with the teardrop scale. Graxen guessed that Sparrow was a
nickname. It was rare to encounter a dragon whose name corresponded to something in the
physical world. All sky-dragons' names were drawn from the Ballad of Belpantheron. The
two-thousand-page poem was the oldest document verified to have been drafted by a dragon.
Unfortunately, it was also a document that had defied ten centuries of scholarly attempts to
decipher its mysterious lan-guage. Tradition held that it told the story of how the young race
of dragons slew the older race of angels. Less poetically inclined scholars speculated that the
work was schizophrenic babble granted sacred status by the passage of time.

"It does say he is to be given safe passage,” Ari-fiel said, rotating the scroll to a thirty-degree
angle as she puzzled out the script, "but, this isn't Albek-izan's mark."

"Albekizan is no longer king," said Graxen. "He died at the hands of Bitterwood following an
upris—ing of humans in the Free City. His scion, Shandrazel, charged me with this mission."
Arifiel tilted the scroll in the counterclockwise direction. "I guess that could be an 's." That's
prob-ably an 'h" and an 'a.' Shandrazel is... plausible. However, all that's here is the order of
safe passage. | see no further message."



Graxen raised his fore-talon to tap his brow. "I have the message up here. It's too important to
be entrust-ed to mere parchment. This is why you should provide me with an escort for the
rest of the journey."”

"I see,” said Avrifiel.

"Shall we grant him passage then?" asked the teardrop valkyrie, still relaxed.

"No," said Arifiel. "Last I heard, Shandrazel was banished."

"Who cares if Shandrazel is king now?" Sparrow growled, directing her words toward Avrifiel.
"Male law ends at the lake's edge. Whatever transpires in the outside world is of no concern to
us."

"True," said Arifiel, rolling the scroll back up. She eyed Graxen even more skeptically than
before. "My gut tells me this is a trick. Desperate males try far more clever schemes to reach
the Nest in the hope of mating."

"This is no scheme,” said Graxen. "I'm marked by birth as one who will never breed. No
female would ever submit to my touch."

"Desperate dragons will attempt to breed by force,"” said Arifiel.

"If I were here to resort to violence, why would | wish to journey into the heart of the Nest?"
Grax-en asked. "Wouldn't a desperate dragon attempt to ambush valkyries on patrol, away
from the safety of the fortress?"

"Perhaps that's your plan,” said Sparrow. "Per=haps you didn't expect to be outnumbered."
Graxen found Sparrow's tone grating. He felt that if she would only be quiet, he might have
hope of con-vincing Arifiel. He said, "Arifiel, do you always allow the dragons in your
command to abuse guests so?"

He expected Avrifiel to order Sparrow to silence herself. He didn't expect Sparrow's face to
sudden=ly twist into a mask of rage as her muscles tensed, ready to strike with her spear.
"Abuse is all a freak like you deserves!" Sparrow shouted.

"Sparrow, halt!" barked Arifiel.

It was too late. Sparrow lunged. Graxen shifted his weight back on the rock, swinging his tail
around for balance as he pulled his shoulders back. The spear pierced the air before him. The
weapon was twice Sparrow's height. Graxen calculated that avoiding the thrust might lead to
tragedy. Sparrow was off balance, falling forward. If she toppled, her spear would reach all
the way to the valkyrie with the teardrop scale. Perhaps her armor would deflect the blow, but
could he take that chance?

Graxen grabbed the shaft of the spear, using the full weight of his body to halt its forward
path. He jerked the spear backward. Sparrow let go, her hind-talons skittering on the wet rock.
Before she could spread her wings to steady herself, Graxen jabbed the butt of the spear
between her legs, trip-ping her. She landed in the water with an angry shriek.

Arifiel, perhaps mistaking his act of protection for an attack, released the scroll and readied
her own weapon. Graxen dropped the spear, crouched, and then sprung into the air, whipping
his tail for-ward to knock the falling letter upward before it hit the water. He grabbed the
document in his hind-claws as he beat his wings, climbing into the sky with all his might.
"Stop!" Arifiel shouted, drawing back to throw her spear.

"Stop me," Graxen called back, climbing higher.

Arifiel grunted, hurling her weapon, but Graxen didn't bother to look down. The weapon had
been designed for a thrusting attack, not for throwing. He was practically straight over her,
fifty feet up. The anatomy of a sky-dragon's wings simply wouldn't allow the weapon to reach
him. Seconds capacity and pulled her body into a tight ban. She became a blue whirligig,
descending toward the for-est in a dizzying spiral. Her landing wouldn't be delicate, but she'd
survive.



Graxen tossed away the bell he'd stolen from her belt, the leather hood once more covering
the clap—per. From the time he'd started his dive to the time he'd shackled Arifiel, no more
than ten seconds had passed.

Something fell past him, barely glimpsed from the corner of his eye. At first, he had difficulty
identify—-ing it as it tumbled. Then a silver disk flashed as it caught the sun. It was a valkyrie's
empty breast plate. He looked over his shoulder to find Teardrop barely ten yards behind him.
She'd shed her armor, even her helmet, leaving her groomed for speed. Her breast muscles
moved like mighty machinery beneath her scales. Graxen's heart beat joyously. He always
enjoyed a good race.

Graxen turned away from his pursuer and dove once more, aiming for the river. He pulled
from his dive to skim along the surface. The spray from the whitewater moistened his face in
welcome relief. If not for the letter in his teeth, he would have risked a quick drink. He
banked toward the forest, the jagged tree trunks looming before him like a maze. Beating his
wings for a further burst of speed he plunged into the woods. Flying above the treetops was
one thing. Flying amid the branches of an unfa-miliar forest was a feat most dragons would
regard as suicide. His eyes tracked every limb and shadow as momentum carried him forward.
He beat his wings to stay aloft in the gaps between the trees. The tips of his wings knocked
away twigs and vines. A whirlwind of dry leaves followed in his wake.

Ahead, he spotted a bright patch on the forest floor—a clearing—three times his body length.
With a sharp, hard burst of energy he zoomed heav-enward, flitting back above the trees.
Only now did he allow himself to glance over his shoulder. He was certain the valkyrie had
been stubborn enough to follow, even though her longer wings would have made the feat
impossible. He hoped she hadn't injured herself too badly when she snared in the branches.
To his astonishment, she was still in flight, now many yards behind, about to reach the
clearing. He watched, slack-jawed, as she found the open space and rose back over the
treetops, her gaze still fixed upon him.

Very well. If he couldn't outfly her, he'd have to cheat.

He banked in a sharp arc as he reached up with his hind-claws to the leather satchel. With a
violent grunt, he yanked the bag so hard its strap snapped, freeing it. He darted back toward
Teardrop with all the speed he could manage. His eyes locked on hers. Their paths would
intersect in seconds. She showed no fear as the space between them closed.

Then, at the last possible instant, Teardrop low-ered her head to dodge, passing beneath his
body. Graxen snapped the bag in his hind-talons, opening the satchel wide. With a satisfying
shudder, the leather ripped from his claws as the makeshift hood slipped over her head.

He bent his whole body in the air, heading once more for the dam. He glanced back to find
Teardrop whipping her head, trying to free the hood, obviously disoriented. Instinctively, she
was climbing slowly, as any temporarily blinded dragon would do. Graxen was relieved she
showed no sign of injury. The high-speed hooding had carried the risk of snapping her neck.
Leaving his last opponent far behind, Graxen raced toward the dam, rising quickly over its
mas-sive stone wall. He found himself over the deep silver-blue waters of the mountain lake.
The Nest, an impressive fortress of stone and steel, jutted from the waters like a racial
memory. He knew this place in his blood. He'd been born within its walls. The air smelled
like dreams as he breathed in great heaves through his nostrils.

There were dark shapes dashing all over the sky now. A dozen valkyries had spotted him.
None were closer than half a mile. Unless there was another among them as swift as
Teardrop, none could intercept him before he reached his goal. He darted upward as he
reached the outer wall of the fortress, rising above the iron spikes that edged it. The Nest
would be a bad place to fall. Every surface was covered with sharp metal shafts pointed
sky-ward to discourage any males who might wish to land. Ahead, the central bell tower
began to clang out an alarm. He heard a command shouted some-where below: "Get clear!



The gates are closing!" A rumble came from deep beneath the island as ancient gears slipped
into service.

He aimed for the tallest spire of the fortress and a balcony that jutted from it. As he rose
above the lip of the balcony, he saw the open door to the cham-ber beyond. A metal grate
was sliding down to seal the room, like the jagged teeth of some great beast. He hoped that
the marble floor beyond was as smooth as it looked. He flattened his body, slipping beneath
the teeth. He slammed against the marble, sliding forward. He snaked his tail into the room as
the grate clanged shut. He spun and pivoted as he

slid, spreading his wings to lift himself back to his hind-talons, his sharp claws splayed out,
desperate to halt his forward slide. He skidded to rest inches from the opposite wall.

He opened his jaw and let the scroll drop. He caught it with his fore-talon as he spun around.
The scroll was damp with spittle. He held his wings in a gesture of surrender as countless
valkyries rushed into the room, spears pointed toward him.

"Greetings,"” he said, in as calm a voice as he could muster. "I have a message from the king."
The valkyries drew into a half circle around him as he pressed his back against the cold stone
wall. "Your kind is forbidden here!" one growled.

"We should gut you where you stand!" snapped another.

"We should," said a firm voice at the back of the room. "But not yet."”

Graxen looked over the wall of valkyries to see an aged sky-dragon, the weight of her body
supported by a gnarled cane. Her body was stooped but her eyes were bright. Her face was
lined with an aura of dignity that made her instantly recognizable: The matriarch!

"He's made it this far with his precious message," she said, her voice raspy with age, yet still
firm with authority. "We shall allow him his say."

"Thank you, Matriarch,” Graxen said. He cast his gaze over the guards. "I've been ordered to
speak to you privately. Would you dismiss your attendants?"

"Do you think we'll fall for this trickery?" a valkyrie snarled, jabbing her spear to within a
whisker of Graxen's ribs.

"Lower your spears!" the matriarch commanded, drawing closer, studying Graxen with a cool
gaze.

"We've nothing to fear from this pathetic specimen. He's nothing more than an overly large
carrier pigeon.”

"I prefer to think of myself as an ambassador for the new regime."

"Ah yes, the new regime. Rumors travel more swiftly than you, Graxen. I've already heard of
Albekizan's death. Shandrazel is king."

"For now, yes," said Graxen.

"A strange choice of words," said the matriarch.

"An appropriate choice for strange times."

"Explain yourself."

"I shall,” he said, looking back over the guards. "If we may have privacy."

The matriarch waited a long moment, her gold-en eyes fixed on his face. He saw himself
reflected in her gaze, a gray dragon against gray stone. He tried to see any emotion in her
eyes, any hint of... Of what? What did he wish to see? Remorse? Tenderness? Hatred? Love?
He'd not set eyes on the matriarch since infancy. He'd imagined this meeting almost every
day, prac—ticed what he would say in his mind, but now that it was happening, he felt utterly
unrehearsed and awkward.

The matriarch sighed. "You shall have your pri—vate audience. Valkyries, leave us."

Graxen relaxed, lowering his wings. Until this moment, he hadn't known if he'd live through
this meeting. The valkyries were notoriously unmerciful toward interlopers. He hadn't known



if he would be treated any differently. There was every possibil-ity he could have been
treated worse, given his family history.

"I was worried you would hate me," Graxen said to the matriarch as the last valkyrie left the
room.

The guard closed the door with a final glance back, her eyes full of murder.

"I hate you with all my blood," the matriarch said, shaking her head sorrowfully. "You're my
greatest mistake, Graxen. | curse the decision not to snap your neck as an infant. It gives me
nothing but pain to see you again."

Graxen nodded, no longer feeling awkward. These were also words he'd heard many times in
his imagination. He was a freak of nature, a mockery of the careful breeding and birth lines
the sky-dragons had labored for centuries to maintain. Of course the matriarch, whose sole
duty was to protect the integrity of those lines, would despise him.

"l... I'm sorry," he said.

"Of what use is your sorrow?" spat the matri-arch. She shook her head, and sighed. "Your
sorrow cannot mend my grief. Igave birth to four daughters, and two fine sons. Their
offspring should number in the dozens by now. Yet fate snatched them all in their youth, one
by one, through disease and accident and treachery. All dead... all save the accursed seventh
born."

Graxen lowered his head, unable to find the words that might ease her pain. Part of him felt
pity for the aged dragon, part of him shared her grief. Yet, underneath it all, he bristled at the
injustice of her scorn. It wasn't his fault that he'd been spared the misfortunes of his siblings.
How was he to blame for having been her only surviving child?

CHAPTER TWO
FRAYED THREADS

GRAXEN FOLLOWED THE matriarch down a winding staircase, leaving the tower far
behind as she led him to the heart of her domain, the fabled Thread Room. The enormous
round chamber, nearly a hundred yards in diameter, was like an interior forest filled with thick
granite columns supporting the fortress above. Elaborate, colorful tapestries covered the walls
of the room, depicting in glorious detail scenes from the Ballad of Belpantheron. Bright
crimson sun-dragons sav-aged golden-winged angels in their bloody jaws at the climax of a
battle that raged for decades.

The valkyries were masterful engineers; while the chamber sat beneath the surface of the lake,
the room showed no traces of leaking or flooding. Mir-rored shafts were set in the ceiling
twenty-five feet overhead, funneling sunlight into the room. Despite the radiance, the room
was still beset with a cave-like chill and dankness. The cloying incense that rose in wispy
tendrils from silver sconces lining the room couldn't quite hide the underlying scent of
mildew.

The matriarch walked through the chamber with-out looking back at Graxen. The only sound
in the room was the tap of her cane as she hobbled across the tiled floor. She had not spoken,
or even glanced at Graxen, since they'd left the tower. Graxen want-ed to speak but feared
disturbing the sacred air of this place. The tapestries of the Thread Room were priceless.
Underlying the visible representation of battle, the threads themselves were woven in an
elaborate code. For the matriarch and others initi-ated in their lore, each thread of these
tapestries told a story. Thicker lines represented the lives of individual sky-dragons, every one
born in the Nest through the centuries. Thinner threads ran parallel, representing desired
genetic traits. The web of lines intersected in elaborate patterns as every mating, every birth,
every death of a sky-dragon were recorded in minute detail.



Centuries earlier, it had been decided that the genetic destiny of the sky-dragon race was too
important to be left to mere chance. Males and females were not allowed to mingle or mix
accord-ing to whim or desire. Each mating represented a careful decision made by the
matriarch and her predecessors. Many pairings were planned genera=tions in advance. Others
would arise after a sky-dragon demonstrated a novel trait—superior intelligence, for example,
or a well-documented resistance to disease—and it was the matriarch's duty to capture these
desirable mutations through careful interweaving with a receptive bloodline.

On the far side of the room a black section of the wall stood devoid of tapestries. The
matriarch moved toward this area, a single smooth slab of slate, twelve feet high and four
times that length, covered with lines of colored chalk and countless scribbled notes. The
matriarch paused, studying the board, as if she had forgotten Graxen's presence and resumed
her normal duties of steering the fate of the species. She leaned her cane against the board as
she lifted a thick finger of chalk in her fore-talon.

As often happened in older dragons, the colors of the matriarch's scales had faded, tinting
white the frill of long scales that ran down her neck and along her spine. The once jewel-like
sheen of her scales had dulled, as if muted beneath a life-~time of dust.

Graxen cringed as the matriarch brought the chalk to the slate and drew a long, screeching
line from top to bottom. To the left, hundreds of scrib-bled notes in a rainbow of colors were
surrounded by circles, with lines and arrows connecting them. He didn't recognize any of the
names save one. In a large yellow oval, surrounded by pink question marks, in thick, capital
letters was the name VENDEVOREX. There were no lines connecting his circle to any other.
To the right of the line she had drawn, the board was fresh and black. She wrote in neat,
balanced letters despite her trembling talon: "World order, post Albekizan."

Without facing Graxen, the matriarch asked, "Is it true the so-called wizard is dead?"

"Yes," said Graxen. "His funeral pyre is to be lit tonight.”

The matriarch drew a bold white "x" across Vendevorex's name. "The 'master of the invisible'
has been a burr under my scales for fifteen years," she grumbled. "He was bloodless, a beast
without history. I never learned where he came from. I'm happy to know he s gone. Ash in an
urn is tne only appropriate fate for an... aberration."

The way she said "aberration™ gave the word mass, making it a solid thing that struck Graxen
in the chest.

She did not give him time to dwell upon the blow. "Shandrazel now wears the crown. He
fancies him-self a scholar. Metron will control him with ease."”

"Shandrazel is a free thinker," said Graxen. "He won't be anyone's puppet. He definitely won't
be a pawn of Metron."

"Metron was able to control Albekizan,” said the matriarch. "The High Biologian will be
more than a match for his son."

"Your informants have failed you," said Graxen. *Metron is no longer High Biologian."
"What?" She jerked her head around to fix her eyes on Graxen for the first time. She quickly
turned her gaze away, looking distraught over this news. "Is he dead?"

"Banished," said Graxen. "Metron allied himself with Blasphet. Androkom is the new High
Biolo—gian."

"No!" The matriarch looked as if the news caused her physical pain. She walked along the
tap-estries, her fingers tracing from thread to thread. "Androkom is a dreadful choice. His
bloodline is one of genius, yes, but also carries a risk of mad-ness. Look here!" She pointed
her gnarled talon at a dark red scale on the cheek of a sun-dragon. "Shangon, his second seed
removed—"

"Second seed removed?"

"What the less educated might call a grandfather,"” she grumbled, sounding angry at the
interruption. "Shangon was a brilliant scholar. At the age of thirty he earned the right to breed.



Unfortunately, as sometimes happens, the experience shattered him. He went insane and tried
to return to the Nest. The valkyries were forced to end him. Until five generations have
passed, members of Androkom's bloodline must be kept from positions of authority. To make
him High Biologian is an absurd risk!"

"It's a risk Shandrazel is willing to take,"” said Grax—en. "He appreciates Androkom's boldness
of thought, his willingness to value reason over tradition."”

The matriarch traced black threads from the second seed removed to another red scale that
represented Androkom. No black lines radiated out from it. Androkom was relatively young,
not yet eligible for breeding. The matriarch hooked a needle-sharp talon into the tapestry and
tore at the threads that formed the scale, fraying them.

"No further,” she said, her voice cold. "I cannot undo his past, but | have just undone his
future.”

Graxen shuddered as he understood the harsh-ness of her judgment. "Androkom may become
the greatest High Biologian known to history," he protested. "You would end his bloodline
now, in a moment of anger? How can you know what the future holds?"

The matriarch's eyes narrowed. "I do not know the future,” she said, coolly. "I create it."
"But—"

"Save your breath, Graxen. You cannot under-stand the burden | bear, the responsibility of
ensuring the strength of our race for eons to come. You haven't the capacity to judge me."
"Why not?" asked Graxen. "Presumably, as your child, | was designed to inherit your
intelligence."”

He studied the tapestry that bore Androkom's bloodlines. Was the thread of his own life
marked somewhere upon this canvas? "What's more, | pre-sume my father must have
possessed many desirable traits to have been chosen as your mate."

"You are so transparent, Graxen," the matriarch said. "You will not learn your father's name
from me."

"Why?" Graxen asked. "Other sky-dragons know their heritage. Why has the identity of my
father been kept secret from me?"

"His bloodline ended with the production of an unfavorable aberration. His identity is no
longer of any importance. You are his only offspring. When you pass from this world, the
danger he represent-ed will be at an end."”

"I could have passed from this world at my birth,” said Graxen. "Other aberrations have been
drowned in the lake. Why was | allowed to live?"

The matriarch lifted her fore-talon in a dismissive gesture. "What a pointless question. You
are alive now; you have a purpose in life, however menial, of messenger to the king. So far,
you have shown an appalling lack of competence in carrying out your duties. What was
Shandrazel's message?"

"I bring an invitation. Shandrazel is convening a summit in three days. He wishes to invite
leaders from throughout the kingdom to discuss the end of the era of kings, and to help design
a new era of equality and justice for all races.”

The matriarch released a barking noise that Grax-en at first took as a cough, but then realized
was a laugh. "Equality? There is no equality in this world and never will be. The Earth has
produced four intelligent species, it is true, but it is self-evidently absurd to think they are
equal.”

"Shandrazel feels differently. When you hear him speak on the matter, | believe you will find
his arguments compelling.”

"I hope you find it compelling when humans are marching with dragon heads atop their
pikes," the matriarch grumbled. "They are merely tall and talkative monkeys, with baser urges
unchecked by reason. Their animalistic breeding practices mean they outnumber us by a
thousand to one. Granting them freedom is dangerously irresponsible.”



"I've had little experience with humans. If they're truly as primitive as you say, what threat
can they pose?"

The matriarch shook her head at Graxen's igno-rance. She sighed. "This is only one more
crisis to be managed. Fly back to Shandrazel. Tell him I will send an envoy to his summit.
There must be some-one there to serve as the voice of reason.”

"Thank you," said Graxen.

"You've delivered your message," the matriarch said, turning her back to him once more.
"Now take your leave."

"I've had a long journey," said Graxen. "Isn't it customary to offer a messenger of the king
time to rest, to partake of food and water?"

"You have said Shandrazel doesn't respect cus—tom," said the matriarch. "He could have sent
a member of his aerial guard. Why send you, if not as deliberate taunt?"

"Shandrazel has no interest in the bloodlines of sky-dragons. | don't believe he knows | am
your son."

"I am to believe it is only coincidence he chose you?"

"No. When Shandrazel was banished by Albekizan, he sought shelter at the College of Spires.
Chapelion sent him away. But | felt pity for Shandrazel and followed him. | served as his
messenger in exile. Now, | serve him openly. Still, you are correct. My presence here isn't
chance. | asked for this mission. It was my one chance to ask... to ask..."

"Don't stammer," she snapped.

Graxen felt as if the simplest words were almost impossible to utter. He stared at the frayed
threads that had been Androkom, and suddenly grew aware of hundreds of similar threads
representing the con—clusions of bloodlines. He knew he was one of them.

"I want to mate,"” said Graxen. "It grieves me to think that your thread ends with me. The
color of my hide is only a superficial flaw. In every other way, | believe | am an excellent
candidate to carry on your bloodline. I'm strong, I'm studious, I'm—"

"Get out," she said.

"But, if you'll—"

"Valkyries!" she shouted.

The tapestries on the wall bulged outward. A score of valkyries emerged from hidden
passage-ways, spears readied. Graxen's gut twisted as he realized they must have been
listening to his every word. Sky-dragons were supposed to be creatures of intellect, devoid of
the lusts that fouled lesser beings. His shameful confession of the desire to breed had no doubt
been heard by all these war-riors.

"I'll go," he said.

"You arrived with great speed,"” one of the valkyries growled. "Let your departure match it."
Grinding gears vibrated through the stone walls as Graxen climbed the steps from the Thread
Room back toward the tower he'd entered. Arriving at the high chamber, he found the iron
bars now raised. Valkyries stood in twin rows, forming a living hall-way through which he
passed. He lowered his eyes as he walked, unable to bear the icy stares of the females.

As he leapt to the balcony rail and spread his wings, he heard a muttered word from one of the
guards behind him: "Freak."

He tilted forward, falling toward the spikes below. Rust and moss and damp sand scented the
air that rushed across his face. His feather-scales toyed with the air, pulling him out and away
from the spikes in a gentle arc, until, an instant before he dashed against the rocky shore, he
flapped his wings and shot forward, then up, into a bright win- ter sun that failed to warm
him.

A moment later he passed over the edge of the dam. The sky in all directions was thick with
valkyries. He felt a stir of grim pride that h