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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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‘Should the whole frame of Nature round him break,


In ruin and confusion hurled,


He, unconcerned, would hear the mighty crack,


And stand secure amidst a falling world.’


– Joseph Addison
Horace, Odes, book III, ode iii




Prologue


Silence filled the women’s court in the Eastern kingdom of Stalmize, broken only by occasional tense whispers from the spectators. Khitajrah stood near the far end of the courtroom, her head bowed and her back to the murmuring crowd. She faced the three-man tribunal who sat, with stony expressions, at their long table. Behind them, a doorway led to their chambers where they had deliberated for less than it took for the woman’s heart to beat two dozen strokes. Khitajrah never doubted that they would find her guilty. It was only the sentence that remained a mystery: imprisonment, mutilation, death.


Khitajrah raised her head slightly, her curly, shoulder-length black hair falling into eyes nearly as dark. Directly beside her, the guard stirred, attentive to her movement, though he did not otherwise respond to it. She was, after all, only a woman and, also, half his size. She twisted her gaze to the spectators, counting them to expend nervous energy. It was not her way to stand mute in the presence of injustice; her need for action had committed her to this trial that had proven little more than a recitation of her crimes. As an Eastland woman, she had no right to a defense, and the proceedings in the women’s court were a parody of justice.


Khitajrah’s gaze played over the seated rows of the audience. She counted eighteen, all men, and weaponless as the court law specified. Her son, Bahmyr, sat along one aisle, fidgeting helplessly. At twenty-three, he already sported the heavy frame and hard musculature of his father. Ebony hair fringed a handsome face, friendly despite growing up amid the cold evil of the Eastern culture. He was the last of Khitajrah’s children. Her other two sons, one older and one younger, had died in the Great War, along with their father, Harrsha, who had served as one of two high lieutenants to King Siderin.


The other seventeen spectators included family, curious neighbors, and soldiers. Among the latter, Khitajrah recognized at least two who had placed the blame for the defeat of the Eastern army on her late husband. That accusation, at least, seemed ludicrous. Khitajrah understood the need for these broken veterans to find a scapegoat, to blame the hundreds of casualties on a specific man whom they could curse and malign. As the chosen of the Eastlands’ one god, General-King Siderin must always remain a hero, though he had led his followers and himself to their deaths. But Harrsha had been Siderin’s last surviving high commander, and the Western warrior who had killed him on the battlefield was a woman.


A woman. Khitajrah pursed her lips in a tense frown, torn by the irony. She had fought for the dignity and worth of women for as long as she could remember: comforting those beaten, lending her strength to the overburdened, and stealing food and medication where needed. Now, at forty-three years old, she would pay the price for a lifetime of assisting her sisters and decades of walking the delicate boundaries of the law. Now that her cause finally stood a chance, she would fall in defeat, with no one to continue her work. The war had left women outnumbering men by three to one, and the Eastlands needed to use the guile and competence of their women, as well as their bodies, to keep the realm from lapsing into decay. The overtaxed farm fields could scarcely feed the populace, even with their numbers whittled by war.


The central man of the tribunal cleared his throat. Khitajrah returned her attention to them, her gaze sweeping briefly over the only armed men in the courtroom. Two burly soldiers guarded the door. Another stood, braced and watchful, between the tribunal and the crowd. The last remained at Khitajrah’s right hand, alert to her every movement.


This central man rose. ‘Friends. Freemen. It is the opinion of this court that this woman … this frichen-karboh …’ He paused on the word, one of the ugliest in the Eastern language. Literally, it translated to ‘manless woman, past usefulness,’ a derogatory term used for widows. In the East, a violent crime and a constant life of labor saw to it that a woman rarely outlasted her husband. When he died first, it was expected that she, and her unattached female children, would suicide on his pyre. ‘… this one called Khita is guilty of theft, of inciting women, and of treason in the eyes of the one god, Sheriva.’ Though he spoke formally, he used the shortened form of Khitajrah’s name, as if to imply that she was not worth the effort of a third syllable. ‘She is guilty.’


‘Guilty,’ the judge to the speaker’s right echoed.


‘Guilty,’ the other concurred.


Khitajrah stiffened. Though the law condemned dissent or revolt, thoughts of these rose naturally. She had spied on her husband when he taught their sons the art of war. Hard labor, her own and that which she had spared weaker women, had honed her agility. Stealing from men had taught her to climb, twist, and dodge. And, since the Great War, Bahmyr had worked with his mother on strike and parry, his love for her outweighing the risk of violating Eastern rules. It had never been his or Khitajrah’s desire to break the laws that had become a fixed part of their culture for millennia, only to revise them. Without change, the Eastlanders as a people would die.


The speaker continued. ‘We sentence Khita Harrsha’s-widow …’ His dark eyes met Khitajrah’s, strong and intense; they seemed to bore through her. The woman had been trained since infancy to look down in deference, yet this time she met him stare for stare.


Caught off-guard by her boldness, the speaker lost his place. Flustered, he glanced away first, covering his weakness by turning his glare on the guard at Khitajrah’s side. ‘… sentence Khita to work the silver mine until the end of her life.’


Slow death. Khitajrah knew they had given her the worst sentence of all, an anonymous and prolonged death. Starvation and cave-ins took those strong enough to survive the constant pace of working to the limit of the most competent prisoner from moment to moment, without rest. Few lived out a year in the mines. Khitajrah had expected death, yet it should have come in the form of a public execution, as an example to the other Eastland women. Given the chance to defy crying out at the tribunal’s torture or to speak last words, Khitajrah could have become a martyr to her cause, her death the shock that might have driven others to take her place.


‘No!’ Khitajrah screamed. She whirled, managing to turn halfway toward the audience before the guard caught her arm in a grip like iron. His sword rasped from its sheath, its edge coming to rest at her throat. Despite the threat, she struggled against him.


The spectators erupted into a wild, indecipherable hubbub.


Drawing swords, the guards by the door leapt forward to assist. Even as they moved, Bahmyr sprang to his feet, catching the nearest one’s hand where it clutched the sword’s hilt. The guard spun toward him. Bahmyr stomped his booted instep on the guard’s foot. In the same motion, he caught the haft, whipped it fully free of its sheath, and buried the blade in its wielder’s gut.


The son’s voice rang out over the others, clearly audible. ‘Mother, run!’ Freeing the sword, he shoved the guard’s corpse away. The other hacked high. Bahmyr’s parry rang against the guard’s attack. His counter slash opened sleeve and sword arm. The soldier’s arm flopped to his side, his sword clanging to the floor.


Khitajrah’s guard spun to face the attack, his sword falling from the woman’s throat. He shoved her violently aside, his blade cutting the air above her head, and he leapt for Bahmyr.


‘No!’ Khitajrah made a desperate grab, catching the man’s hilt and hand as he spun. Using the technique her son had taught her, she twisted violently downward, breaking the guard’s grip. The effort took her to her knees, the sword still clenched in her grip. Unable to recover quickly enough to defend, she hurled herself against the guard’s legs. The man staggered onto Bahmyr’s stop thrust, the sword impaling him cleanly through the abdomen.


The guard screamed. Bahmyr’s cry sounded equally agonized. ‘Behind you!’ He choked off the last syllable in shock or pain.


Still on her knees, Khitajrah whirled toward the tribunal. She met the last guard’s attack as much from instinct as her son’s warning. Steel crashed, chiming against steel, the man’s strength driving her to her buttocks. Blow after blow followed, each so fast and hard she could do little more than block. She waited for Bahmyr to come to her aid. Between them, they could handle her enemy. Yet her son did not come.


Fatigue wore on Khitajrah. She exaggerated its effect, whipping a frightened gaze to the man above her. She met an expression of icy cruelty, devoid of mercy. His blade slammed against hers once more. She gave with the motion, all but pressed to the wooden floor. The instant he raised his weapon for a final strike, she lunged, slamming her hilt into his groin with all the power she could land behind the blow. The guard collapsed, hand still clutching his sword.


Hands, throat, side of the chest. Calling on Bahmyr’s training, Khitajrah naturally struck for a kill. She hacked at his neck. The blow lacked the power to inflict serious damage, but the draw cut she used to recover the blade opened his throat. Blood splattered, warm droplets pelting her, and the guard went limp at her feet.


Khitajrah rose, assessing the situation in an instant. Bahmyr sprawled, facedown, in the aisle, blood washing from a wound in his back at the level of a kidney. Another knife cut ravaged the tunic she had sewn for him, now dark with her son’s blood. The sight paralyzed her. She stood, sword still in her clenched fist. All color drained from her and, with it, all her will to fight.


From behind Bahmyr, two veterans of the Great War advanced on Khitajrah. She knew both men well. Diarmad had been the first to disparage her dead husband, laying blame on the commander, at the top of his lungs, from the curtain wall of the king’s palace. The other had engineered this mockery the tribunal dared to call a trial.


The elder who had pronounced Khitajrah’s sentence shouted. ‘Stop her at any cost!’


Some of the audience sat, rooted. Others leapt to obey, charging down on Khitajrah with her son’s killers in the lead. The judges ran around their table toward her.


Attacked from all sides, Khitajrah mobilized as well. She whirled, running directly for the judges’ bench. Footsteps pounded behind her, liberally mixed with shouts and threats of violence. As she sprinted for the bench, the judges hurried around it, to corner her against it.


Khitajrah did not slow. She sprang to the surface of the table, dark hair flying behind her, entwined with her cloak hood. For an instant, she balanced there. Then, her momentum drove the table over backward. Wood crashed, splintering against planking. She dodged free as the judges scattered, leaving her an open path to their chambers.


‘Get her!’ the speaker shrieked.


A knife whizzed by Khitajrah’s head. Its hilt struck the door frame and bounced, skittering across the floor. She threw a quick glance around the room, finding its furnishings wastefully excessive at a time when the Eastlanders could scarcely feed what remained of their masses. Pillows covered the floor, surrounded by half-eaten platefuls of beef and grapes and goblets of wine. Three desks lined the walls, festooned with intricately carved leaves and vines. Above one, a window overlooked the mazelike alleyways of the Eastlands’ royal city.


Khitajrah hurled the sword blindly behind her. Its length in her hand could only hamper her escape. She hoped throwing it might gain her the precious moments she needed to maneuver. She had prowled the streets of Stalmize enough times to know them by heart, even under the cover of night’s darkness. Although she had never entered the tribunal’s quarters, she knew its window from the outside. It opened a story over a populous street, full of vendors and shops. Though it would leave her exposed and hemmed in by crowds, a few steps could take her in any of a thousand directions. If she worked her way into the street, she had a chance of evading pursuit.


Khitajrah made a wild leap for the desktop. A hand snagged her sleeve. The sudden jerk of motion tore the cloth and stole momentum. Jarred backward, she missed the desk, crashing to the floor and skidding half beneath the desk. She sprang to a crouch, banging her head against the underside of the desk. Pain howled through her head. A foot lanced toward her. She dodged, twisting, hurling her body up and over the desktop, and rolling through the window.


Khitajrah’s mind told her the fall was too far for an uncontrolled landing. She clawed, managing to catch a grip on the sill. Splinters jabbed beneath her nails. Then, a knife blade slashed the back of her hand, and she recoiled reflexively.


Khitajrah fell. She twisted, her body still lithe from training, despite her age. She scrambled for a hold on the masonry of the building. Stone snapped her fingernails into grimy irregularity. The touches friction-burned her flesh and made the wound in her hand throb, but it slowed her descent. She landed on her feet on the cobbled roadway, bent her knees, tucked, and rolled at random. Her already aching head pounded over stone, then struck a woman burdened with two buckets of water.


The stranger sprawled, dropping her cargo. Water splashed over Khitajrah, chilling her. Sense of direction lost, she spun and scrambled to her feet, ducking into the nearest alley. Pained, bleeding, and haunted by images of her son’s corpse on the courtroom floor, Khitajrah Harrsha’s-widow sought to lose herself in the rabbit warren snarl of Stalmize’s streets.




Part 1


The Seven Tasks of Wizardry




1 The Outworlder


Surf battered the Northern coastline of the country of Asci leaving jagged cascades of stone. Colbey Calistinsson stood, legs braced and balanced, on a fjord overlooking the wild slam of the waves. Spray stung his clean-shaven face, the youthful features belying his seventy-seven years. Golden wisps still graced his short, white hair, and he studied the Amirannak Sea through icy, blue-gray eyes that had not changed, in look or acuity, since his youth. A longsword hung at either hip, their presence as familiar as his hands. Though he paid his companion, the Eastern Wizard, and the Wizard’s wolf no heed, his mind naturally registered their every movement.


Shadimar spoke. ‘Colbey, we need to talk.’


Colbey said nothing. He studied the jeweled chop of the waters a little longer before turning slowly to meet the Wizard’s gaze. The measured delay was an affectation. Should the need arise, the old Renshai could strike more quickly than most men could think to watch for the movement. But he had found that Shadimar equated slow deliberateness with competence, and the appearance of mastery seemed to unnerve the Eastern Wizard more than its actuality. Months ago, when Colbey had fought for the lives and freedom of the few remaining Renshai, Shadimar had misinterpreted a prophecy. Their blood brotherhood had dissolved in the wake of Shadimar’s distrust. Though Shadimar had apologized, in his subtle and not-quite-satisfying manner, Colbey still harbored some bitterness that took the form of keeping the Wizard always slightly uncertain. Few things unbalanced or bothered the Wizard more.


Always patient, Shadimar waited. His silver beard hid his craggy, ancient face, and eyes the gray of the ravaged stone remained fixed on Colbey. Wind whipped Shadimar’s blue velvet robes, and the fur trim eddied, but the Cardinal Wizard stood steady. Secodon waited at his master’s side. Empathetically linked with Shadimar, the wolf often betrayed emotions that the Eastern Wizard carefully hid. Now, the beast remained as still as his master.


Though a long time had passed, Colbey responded directly to Shadimar’s request. ‘What do you want to talk about?’


‘The next step in your training, Western Wizard.’


The form of address bothered Colbey, and he frowned, eyes narrowed in annoyance. Decades ago, he had traveled to the cave of Tokar, the Western Wizard, because of an old promise the Renshai Tribe had made to the Wizard. While there, he had witnessed the Western Wizard’s ceremony of passage, a rite that killed Tokar and was to have passed his knowledge and essence, and that of all of the Western Wizards before him, to his apprentice. Colbey had interfered, attempting to rescue the centuries old Wizard from the demons that had come to claim him.


Though the thought surfaced quickly and fleetingly, it brought, as always, crisp clear memories of the pain that had assailed Colbey then. Agony lanced through him, vivid enough to make him wince, softening the glare he aimed at Shadimar. Despite all the wounds he had taken in battle, this memory ached worse, an agony he had never managed to fully escape. And with that pain had come a madness. Shadimar recalled the decade he had spent combating voices and presences and their compulsions in his mind. One by one, he had fought with and destroyed them, in the process honing his own self-discipline and mental competence until he had found the perfect balance between mind and body. And more. As he gained mastery, he found himself occasionally reading the thoughts and emotions of others around him. Over time he discovered that, with great effort, he could actively read minds, though he considered this intrusion too rude to attempt against any but enemies.


At first, Shadimar had attributed Colbey’s abilities to the incorporation of a stray piece of magic during Tokar’s ceremony in the form of a magical being called a demon. Much later, he hypothesized that Tokar had shifted the focus of his ceremony from his apprentice to Colbey. And, though wholly against his will, Colbey had become the next Western Wizard.


‘Soon, a ship will arrive to take us to the Wizards’ Meeting Island. There, you will undergo the Seven Tasks of Wizardry that Odin created to assess the competence of each Cardinal Wizard’s apprentice. You should have passed these before Tokar …’


Shadimar continued while Colbey’s mind wandered. He knew from pieces of previous conversations that each of the four Cardinal Wizards took an apprentice when the time of his or her chosen passing became imminent. An apprentice then had to undergo seven god-mediated tasks to prove his worth. Failure at any one meant death. The challenge intrigued Colbey, yet Shadimar’s unspoken thoughts interested him more. Because Colbey had destroyed the collective consciousness of the Western Wizards, one at a time, he had none of their magic to guide him. And, since he had received no training from his predecessor, he had learned none of the Wizard’s magics in that manner. Shadimar believed, without a thread of doubt, that this lack would doom Colbey to fail all of the tasks. And, to Colbey, the Wizard’s cocksure dismissal made the challenge nearly irresistible.


‘… finished, you will truly be the Western Wizard in every way, save one.’


The exception pulled Colbey back to Shadimar’s words, though he already guessed the missing qualification.


Shadimar confirmed Colbey’s thought. ‘You will not have your predecessors to guide you. Though I thought little of Tokar’s apprentice, I can’t fully fathom my colleague’s choice to abandon Haim for you.’


Since Shadimar’s proclamation that Colbey was the Western Wizard, ideas had tumbled through the old Renshai’s mind. Believing he understood the reasons, Colbey addressed Shadimar’s implied question. ‘There was a madness in the Western Wizard’s line.’


Shadimar nodded agreement. It was common knowledge to the Wizards that the ninth Western Wizard, Niejal the Mad, was paranoid, gender confused, and suicidal, presumably due to the collective consciousness itself. His insanity had warped others in the line, the flaw passing as easily as the memories and skill. Shadimar’s head froze in mid-movement as the deeper implications became clear. Accustomed to subtlety, the Eastern Wizard was momentarily stopped by the pointed directness of the warrior’s comments. ‘Are you saying Tokar chose you because he knew you could destroy an entire line of Wizards, including millennia of irreplaceable wisdom?’


Colbey shrugged. Shadimar had taken it one step further than his intention, and the mentioned wisdom seemed of little consequence. Aside from a distant attack that had sent a soldier crashing from parapets, a feat Colbey had matched with his own mental power, he had never seen a Wizard create magic more powerful than sleight of hand or illusion. He had once fought a creature Shadimar named a demon, which the Eastern Wizard claimed one of his colleagues must have called, but Colbey had not witnessed the summoning. Time had taught him that knowledge came with age and experience. Still, though he lived through as much now as in his youth, the wisdom seemed to come in smaller doses as he gathered what the world had to offer. His skill and understanding became honed in tinier, finer detail with each passing year. He wondered if the difference between learning for millennia and a century was really all that much. ‘Actually, I don’t know if Tokar expected me to destroy the entire line. I do believe he thought I could kill or contain the insanity.’


Shadimar frowned. ‘An illogical thought. To destroy that much power would require mental powers stronger than all of the other three Wizards together.’


Colbey smiled, ever so slightly. ‘Not so illogical. I did it, didn’t I?’


Shadimar hesitated just long enough to display his doubts. Apparently, he still had not fully convinced himself that Colbey was the Western Wizard rather than a man under the influence of demons. ‘The issue is not whether or not you destroyed the Western Wizard’s line. It is forever gone, along with its knowledge. The issue is whether Tokar had reason to believe you could do so. It should be impossible to fight a collective consciousness, let alone destroy one. No Cardinal Wizard would believe otherwise.’


Colbey shrugged again. Clearly Shadimar was wrong. There was no need nor reason to say so. Still, silence seemed rude, so the Renshai tried to make his point tactfully. ‘Maybe Tokar knew something you don’t.’


‘Maybe,’ Shadimar replied. A thought that served as explanation drifted from the Eastern Wizard to Colbey without effort or intention. It has always been Odin’s way to make the Western Wizard the strongest of the four and the Eastern Wizard the weakest. Maybe Tokar did know something. Understanding accompanied the idea. Colbey learned that this discrepancy had existed since the system of the Cardinal Wizards had begun, and no logical reason for the imbalance had ever come to the attention of the Eastern Wizards. Colbey also discovered that the Western Wizard’s line was not the only one that had lost its collective consciousness. In the past, the Eastern line had been broken twice and the Southern line once, in all three cases because the current Wizard had died before his time of passing. Though twenty-four Eastern Wizards had existed since the system began, Shadimar carried the memories of only six.


Silence fell. As if in sympathy, the wind dropped to an unnatural stillness and clouds scudded overhead, veiling the sun. Secodon sat, whining softly. For all his quiet stillness, the Wizard was apparently bothered by his thoughts.


At length, Shadimar met Colbey’s gaze again. He raised an arm, the fur-trimmed sleeve of his velvet robe a stark contrast to Colbey’s simple brown tunic and breeks. ‘There are still things we need to discuss. Since the beginning of the system of the Cardinal Wizards, just before the beginning of mankind, the Western and Eastern Wizards have worked in concert, for the good of neutrality and its peoples, the Westerners.’


Colbey frowned at Shadimar’s stiff formality. Although he came from a Northern tribe, technically under the protection of the Northern Sorceress, who championed goodness, he had long ago pledged his services to the Westlands.


Shadimar continued. ‘Some have physically worked together as a team. Others have worked separately for the same cause. I would like to work closely with you. In harmony.’ His glance sharpened.


‘You were the one who broke our bond of brotherhood,’ Colbey reminded him.


Shadimar’s mouth clamped closed, and he dismissed his disloyalty as if it held no significance. At the time, his actions had followed logic, and apologies were not his way. ‘That matter has not been fully laid to rest.’ Secodon rose, pacing between Wizard and Renshai. Shadimar’s brow wrinkled, as if he sought an answer to a question he had not asked.


Annoyed, as always, by the Eastern Wizard’s subtlety, Colbey struck for the heart of the matter. ‘What do you want from me, Shadimar? I could read your mind, but we both know that would be impolite.’ Colbey understated the seriousness of the offense. Shadimar had made it quite clear that only the four Cardinal Wizards were capable of invading thoughts, and then only those of other Cardinal Wizards. To do so uninvited, however, was considered a crime equaled only by blasphemy.


‘That, Colbey, is exactly what I want from you.’ Shadimar measured each word as a swordsman in a battle on ice watches every movement. ‘You once told me you had nothing to hide. You gave me permission to enter your mind. But when I tried, you built barriers against me. I want another entrance. This time, unhindered.’ Shadimar’s gaze dropped to the sword at Colbey’s left hip, an enchanted weapon that bore the name Harval, the Gray Blade. As an end result of the Seven Tasks of Wizardry, the Wizards’ apprentices became immune to harm from any object of Law; therefore, the Cardinal Wizards and their apprentices could be physically harmed only by their chosen ceremonies of passage, by demons, and by the three Swords of Power. Harval was one of the three, all the more dangerous since Shadimar had placed it in the hands of the most competent swordsman in existence.


Colbey remained calm, though the incident that Shadimar recalled brought memories of a bitter time. Then, assailed by doubts about his own long-held religious beliefs and his loyalty to the tribe he had served since birth, Colbey had needed the comfort of his blood brother. Shadimar had chosen that moment to turn against him. Colbey had tried to assert his innocence by giving the Eastern Wizard access to his thoughts, but his mind had not permitted Shadimar’s entrance. ‘I’ll do my best. I don’t know how to convince you that I never intended to block you out. Just tell me how to get rid of those things you call barriers, and I’ll do it.’


Shadimar retreated from the edge of the fjords, propping his back against an irregularity in the crags. The cover of clouds thickened, and the windless stillness remained. ‘You need to do nothing. All it requires is that you don’t fight me.’


Colbey did not believe that to be the case. His few excursions into other men’s minds had cost him more dearly in stamina and energy than days of continuous battle. But the other time that Shadimar had attempted to read Colbey’s thoughts, the old Renshai had expelled him without any conscious attention or will. He knew that his mind powers worked differently than those of the Cardinal Wizards. His had come to him even before he had met Tokar, a product of his martial training in endurance and control. He could read the minds of mortals, where the others could not; and his intrusions into the Wizard’s mind had gone unnoticed, although they always recognized one another’s presences. Still, Shadimar seemed fixed in the belief that Colbey was resisting him. Rather than fight the misconception, Colbey chose to try to give the Eastern Wizard what he wanted.


‘I’ll do my best.’ Colbey crouched, spine flat against a jagged tower of stone, his position defensive. A single breeze riffled the short feathers of his hair, then faded into the brooding stillness of the day. He closed his eyes, turning his thoughts inward. He concentrated on keeping his mind as flat and still as the weather.


A foreign presence touched Colbey’s mind tentatively.


Though he noticed the intrusion, Colbey willed his consciousness away from it, struggling against curiosity and his natural need to defend. Still, Shadimar’s being seemed to burn a pathway through his mind, its presence so defined and out of place it pained him. And, in seeking to invade Colbey’s thoughts, Shadimar inadvertently brought some of his own essence and emotion with him. Though Colbey made no attempt to counter the exploration, he could not stop the inklings of Shadimar’s judgment that seeped through the cracks.


At first, Shadimar waded through seventy years of war technique and the private battle maneuvers invented by the Renshai tribe. He met these with a patient self-satisfaction. Obviously, this mass of knowledge neither surprised nor interested him.


Colbey kept his own emotions at bay. To lose control meant thwarting Shadimar and he knew from experience that that would hurt the Wizard as well as destroy the fragile friendship they had tried to reconstruct. Still, Shadimar’s cavalier dismissal of the tenets that had driven and guided Colbey’s life since birth bothered the old Renshai. Attributing it to cultural differences and closed-mindedness, he let it pass unchallenged.


Soon, Shadimar found the supporting tendrils of Colbey’s Northern religion, and he followed one of these toward the core. As the Wizard read the all-too-familiar rites and faith of a Northman, he paused at another concept, this time obviously impressed.


Colbey resisted the urge to focus in on the abstraction, aware that his sudden channeling of presence would drive the Eastern Wizard from his mind. Instead, he satisfied himself with the wisps of Shadimar’s thoughts that diffused to him. The answer came slowly, from a source that Colbey never expected, the same war tenets that the Wizard had viewed with contempt moments before. Having looked more closely this time, Shadimar had discovered the intricate judgments and mathematics that allowed Colbey to size up an opponent instantly and in explicit detail, by a single sword stroke. He followed the complexity of Colbey’s examinations, though the old Renshai had learned to compress them into an instant: the knowledge of anatomy that told him, by the length, development, and insertion points of tendon and sinew, which maneuvers a warrior should favour … and which ones he did favor; the angle and speed of cuts and sweeps that told him an opponent’s strategy, often before his foe had himself determined it. For the first time, the Eastern Wizard understood that competence in warfare was based on more than just quickness, strength, and blind luck.


For several moments, Shadimar concentrated on his discovery. Then he turned his attention to following one of the solid threads of Colbey’s religion.


The Eastern Wizard’s change of focus pleased Colbey. The Renshai had developed sword maneuvers over the course of a century of exile from the North, during which time his tribe had culled the finest techniques of every warrior race. Vows to the Renshai forbid Colbey from teaching those maneuvers to anyone outside the tribe. Had Shadimar chosen to examine their intricacies, Colbey would have had no choice but to expel the Wizard.


Now, Shadimar sifted quickly through the religion, which was integrally entangled with the fighting skills. The Northmen’s faith hinged as deeply on battle glory and death as on deities, and many of the gods personified concepts of war. Each of the eighteen tribes chose a patron or two. For the Renshai it was Thor’s golden-haired wife, Sif, and their son, Modi. The son’s name literally meant ‘wrath,’ and its call stirred the Renshai to a frenzy in battle that allowed them to fight, not despite pain, but because of it. Colbey smiled at the thought, driven to dim, racial memories of chiming steel, wolf howls, and the god’s name echoing through the ruins of a ravaged town. So long ago. Nearly three decades had passed since the other Northern tribes had banded together to exterminate the Renshai, three decades during which Colbey had recreated the tribe from a scraggly group of five swordsmen, only three of whom had any Renshai blood at all.


Colbey and Shadimar reached the deep-seated pocket of bitterness simultaneously, though from different directions. Though weeks had passed, Colbey could still see the hawk-nosed visage of Valr Kirin, a Nordmirian officer who had proven the noblest enemy he had ever faced. At that final battle, Colbey’s sword, Harval, had accidentally claimed an arm as well as Kirin’s life. By Northern religion, the loss of a body part should have barred the Nordmirian from Valhalla, the haven for the finest warriors slain in battle. Yet Colbey had personally seen a Valkyrie claim the body for Valhalla.


Shadimar’s consciousness circled the event, alternately horrified and awed by the disruption of a faith Colbey had clung to since birth. It was the Renshai’s practice of dismembering Northern enemies to destroy morale that had led to their exile from the North, an exile that had turned an entire world against them. Yet, all of the pain and hatred, all of the racial prejudice, and all of the fiery vengeance that had led to the extermination of the tribe had hinged upon a lie. On the day of Valr Kirin’s death, Colbey had waffled between denying his vision and denying the very foundation of his belief and being through seventy-seven years.


Shadimar’s discomfort turned to interest as he held Colbey’s choices and deeds in judgment. Now Colbey backed away, already knowing what the Eastern Wizard would find. At the time, Colbey had combed his memories, using logic and experience to decide which religious tenets to keep and which to discard, which came from the gods themselves and which from the more arbitrary laws of mankind. In the end, the event had redefined and strengthened, rather than shattered, his faith.


Momentary pleasure radiated from the Eastern Wizard, liberally mixed with surprise. Obviously, he had never anticipated such complexity from a Renshai sword master.


Though Colbey expected nothing else, the Wizard’s underestimation grated on him. He had tired of the jokes that had become standard belief, the foolish gibes that the quicker the warrior, the slower his intellect. These, Colbey knew, sprang from the need of those unwilling to suffer the constant pain and effort required for competence at anything to explain away ability as magic or natural from birth. Underestimating Colbey Calistinsson had cost more than one man his life.


Shadimar poked into a few pockets of memory that Colbey felt were better left undisturbed. Among those, Shadimar found an agony of grief for a young man, Episte Rachesson, the orphaned child of the last full-blooded Renshai other than Colbey. The boy had seemed as much a son as a student to Colbey. Lost to chaos’ madness, Episte could not be salvaged, though Colbey had driven himself to the edge of death trying to fix the damage. Shadimar found the sorrow the old Renshai knew over leaving what remained of the Renshai to fend for themselves. He also discovered a tie whose strength even Colbey had not recognized, until that moment. He had left his white stallion, Frost Reaver, with a farmer in Bruen. He had owned the horse for less than a year, yet he missed the animal’s surefootedness, agility, and loyalty. And then, Shadimar found the heart and core of Colbey’s existence, the thing that had driven and steered his life since birth: the need to die with courage, honor, and glory in battle.


Shadimar withdrew.


Colbey dropped his concentration with an eager sigh. Exhaustion gathered at the edges of his awareness, and he lowered his center of balance to relax. The effort of protecting Shadimar’s hunt had taxed him more than he had expected.


Shadimar sat back against the stone, his head bowed and his eyes closed. His white beard trickled over his laced fingers and curled knees. Secodon remained before his master, watchful and alert, revealing the fatigue his master hid so well.


For a long time, Wizard and Renshai sat in silence. The quiet windlessness seemed to stretch the moment into an eternity, and Colbey’s patience broke first. ‘Did you find what you were looking for?’


Slowly, Shadimar raised his head. His gray eyes flared open, fixed stolidly on his companion. ‘Can you truly say I was looking for something, when in truth, I hoped not to find it?’


Colbey had no desire to discuss semantics. ‘Fine, then. Did you not find what you weren’t looking for?’


‘Yes,’ Shadimar replied.


Colbey considered the reply, eyes narrowing as he tried to interpret the answer in the wake of a doubly negative question. Shadimar let him off the hook. ‘I did not find what I wasn’t looking for. No evidence of demons. No sign that you are other than you claim.’


Tired of others doubting his integrity, Colbey pressed. ‘Did that surprise you?’


‘Many things about you surprised me.’ Shadimar dodged the question, creating many others in the process.


Colbey let the initial issue drop. Shadimar’s doubts had been quelled. And, though it bothered Colbey that Shadimar questioned his integrity enough to require a mental exploration, it was over now. The healing process could begin for both of them, as long as the Eastern Wizard did not mistrust him again.


The darkness deepened. Colbey glanced upward, concerned that the mental process had taken far longer than it had seemed to and that day had passed into night without his knowledge. But the sun remained high, all but lost beneath a thickening cover of clouds. Streamers poked through tears in the clouds, their light feeble and diffuse.


‘You are a more capable thinker than I ever would have guessed.’ Shadimar brushed his beard away from his hands.


Colbey did not reply to the faint praise. A thank you did not seem in order.


Apparently recognizing his words as a backhanded insult, Shadimar added, ‘I think you could make a competent Wizard.’


Something about Shadimar’s tone did not ring solid enough for Colbey’s liking. ‘If …?’


‘If?’ Shadimar repeated, brows rising in question.


‘I could make a competent Wizard if what?’


Shadimar opened his mouth, as if to remind Colbey that he was the one who had added the qualifier. Then, apparently seeing the futility of such an argument, he pursed his lips and started again. ‘Colbey, no man is born a Cardinal Wizard. As a Wizard comes within about half a century of his time of passing, he selects an apprentice. He then spends the half a century training that apprentice. After the Wizard’s rite of passage, his successor has the strengths, knowledge, and experience of his predecessors to call upon. Without training or knowledge, none of us expects you to slip right into your niche.’ He hesitated only an instant, his composure unbroken, but the lapse spoke volumes to Colbey.


The Renshai caught a flash of realization that Shadimar wanted to explain some detail about the tasks that an apprentice who had undergone the proper training would have known.


The concept disappeared as quickly as it came, suppressed by a law and propriety as old as creation. Only a splash of guilt at his need for silence lingered, and Shadimar finished his previous thought. ‘Some of the best prepared have fallen prey to the power or to the strange eclipsing and dragging of time that comes with near immortality.’


Colbey shook his head, not pressing the matter. To admit he had read Shadimar’s thoughts, even unintentionally, would reawaken all the suspicion he had only just set to rest. Instead, he considered Shadimar’s words. All his life, Colbey had cared only for his sword, his tribe, and his goddess. He had dedicated his soul to his honor and to earning the glory of a death in battle that would bring him the promised rewards of Valhalla. Neither the power nor the responsibilities of becoming a Cardinal Wizard enticed him. ‘Becoming a competent Wizard means nothing to me. I’m not interested in becoming a Wizard at all.’


Shadimar’s eyes went as dark as the roiling clouds. ‘You are the Western Wizard already. The time for choices is past.’


Colbey scowled. ‘The choice was never given to me.’


‘That is of no consequence any longer.’


‘Perhaps not.’ Colbey gathered his composure, though anger still hovered tangibly, easily sparked. ‘But don’t expect me not to question or resist now that I’m starting to understand what Tokar forced on me.’


Shadimar’s expression softened. ‘That is a point well taken. Still, it doesn’t change the facts. The sooner you accept the way things are, and that they cannot be changed, the better Wizard you will become.’


‘You don’t understand, do you?’ The lengthy pause had restored Colbey’s lost energy. He rose suddenly. ‘If I don’t care to be a Wizard, why do you expect me to care to be a competent one?’


‘Because you are a Wizard. And I can’t imagine Colbey Calistinsson not working to become the best at whatever he might be.’


Colbey’s rage receded. This compliment inspired all the goodwill and appreciation that the other had not. ‘You are assuming, my friend, that there’s no way to refuse the title. That may be so, but I won’t take that as fact until I prove there’s no escape.’


‘You selfish, arrogant bastard.’ The Wizard stood, the taller of the two by a full head. ‘Would you leave the peoples of the West, including your own beloved Renshai, without a guardian? Would you let Trilless’ goodness eat at the northern border and Carcophan’s evil infect the east and south until nothing remains but absolutes?’


The names of the Northern and Southern Wizards rekindled Colbey’s anger. Trilless had misinterpreted a prophecy, hounding Colbey with champions and a demon sent to slay him. Although the three Swords coming together on the world of men had caused Episte’s madness, it was Carcophan who had ignorantly summoned the final blade and placed it in the young Renshai’s hands. Then, the Southern Wizard had preyed upon the damage he had caused, turning the youngster against his own tribe in order to further the causes of evil. Thoughts of Episte Rachesson drained away the rage as quickly as it had come, and grief replaced it.


Shadimar continued his tirade. ‘You were the one who claimed that law and morality become too fixed and rigid when strict definitions are placed on good and evil. You are the Northman who abandoned the tenets of good for those of neutrality. Now, when the time has come for you to defend those bold words and choices, you would abandon your responsibilities and the many whose lives depend on the Western Wizard because someone made one decision for you.’


‘The Westlands have you. And you can find another Wizard to fill my place.’


Shadimar turned away. He gazed out over the ocean, and his voice fell nearly to a whisper. ‘It’s not that easy. When he created the world and banished chaos to its plane, Odin created the system of the Cardinal Wizards, placing us as the mediators between gods and men. Clearly, the balance he created between us has a purpose. If he believes we need four, then four is what we need. At this time, we can’t risk any deviation from Odin’s plan. Too much lies at stake.’


‘Fixed and rigid.’


Shadimar did not deny the accusation. He continued to stare out over the Amirannak Sea. ‘But still less so than good or evil. And it’s better than the alternative.’


Colbey followed Shadimar’s gaze to a black spot on the horizon, an approaching ship. ‘Ragnarok?’ he guessed. Once, he had intruded on Shadimar’s mind, and that search had uncovered an ancient prophecy:




‘A Sword of Gray,


A Sword of White,


A Sword of Black and chill as night.


Each one forged,


Its craftsman a Mage;


The three Blades together shall close the age.


‘When their oath of peace


The Wizards forsake,


Their own destruction they undertake.


Only these Swords


Their craftsmen can slay.


Each Sword shall be blooded the same rueful day.


‘When that fateful day comes


The Wolf’s Age has begun.


Hati swallows the moon, and Sköll tears up the sun.’





The rhyme foretold that the day of destruction for men, gods, and Wizards would come after the three Swords of Power were all called to man’s world of law at once. Colbey carried the Gray Sword, Harval. The others he had faced, in the hands of Trilless’ and Carcophan’s champions, first Valr Kirin then Episte Rachesson. Shadimar had banished the White Sword back to the plain of magic as soon as the battle had ended. Yet, clearly, there had been at least a moment when all three swords had existed on their world at once. Colbey recalled the chaos attack he had shared through Episte’s memories, a brutal assault that had left neither time nor thought for defense. Chaos had accentuated every shred of bitterness and rage that Episte had known, inflaming them far out of proportion, turning the boy into a warped and vengeful caricature of his former self. Having relived the remembrance too many times, Colbey forced emotion away, concentrating on the approaching ship.


‘The final destruction. The end of the world. Do you want to be responsible for causing that?’


As the vessel approached, Colbey realized that its size had made it appear farther than it was; it seemed too small to call it more than a boat. ‘Ship’ would be a kindness. Yet, from Colbey’s experience, ‘boat’ would insult its captain, so he chose to think of it as a ship. Around it, the air lay too calm before the growing storm for it to remain in motion. Colbey had joined enough pirating raids to know that it should have sat, in irons, on the darkening sea. But the ghostly white sails, devoid of symbol or standard, spilled wind. Faint ripples on the water showed that the gaily-painted craft was gliding toward them at an impossible speed.


Colbey watched the ship, his mind clicking through the combinations of wind that could account for its movement on the Amirannak Sea. But, always, his calculations fell short. Something felt misplaced, beyond the realm of logic. Still, he managed to pull his thoughts from the vessel to concentrate on their conversation. ‘I fail to see where my decision could cause the Ragnarok. In fact, you’ve often told me that prophecies don’t just happen. The Cardinal Wizards have to make those prophecies occur. It seems to me that all that’s needed to avert Ragnarok is for the Wizards not to cause it.


Now, Shadimar returned his attention to the ship as well. ‘You of all people know it’s not that simple. There is no single being more powerful than Odin. Some would say that all other life together cannot equal him. Yet even he could not destroy chaos, only banish it to another realm. And his hold on it has weakened. You see that every day when vows give way to lies and men violate the laws of their countries. There was a time, Colbey, within your lifetime I believe, when falsehoods and treason did not exist at all.’


‘So what are you saying?’ Colbey no longer needed to struggle to focus interest on Shadimar’s words. ‘That the Ragnarok is inevitable? That the world will lapse back into the primordial chaos, with or without us?’


‘I’m saying only that these are desperate times. It was predicted that the Great Destruction would occur during my time as a Cardinal Wizard. I now worry that it may come sooner rather than later.’ Shadimar caught Colbey’s arm. As the Renshai turned, the Eastern Wizard met his gaze directly. The ancient gray eyes became earnest to the edge of desperation. ‘I’m not sure I can explain this in a way you can understand.’


Colbey scowled. ‘Remember? I can spell sword as well as I can use one.’


The ship drifted closer. Shadimar sighed deeply, trapped by his own choice of words. To avoid an explanation now would offend Colbey. ‘Our ship is about to land.’ He gestured around an outcropping toward a low, relatively accessible flat amid the fjords. ‘So forgive me if I keep my clarification brief and to the point.’


Colbey resisted a smile. He could think of few things that would delight him more than a short, direct discussion with Shadimar, without the morals and Wizardly subtleties.


‘Law is the direct opponent of chaos. If we work within the tenets of law to bring the Ragnarok our efforts could do exactly the opposite. If, however, we turn against Odin’s laws and break our Wizards’ vows in order to avert the Ragnarok, we are virtually guaranteed to cause it.’ Without bothering to explain further, Shadimar motioned to Secodon and headed for the docking site. ‘When the time comes, I hope we will all have the sense and competence to choose our actions wisely. Quite literally, the world and everything in it will lie in our hands.’


Colbey’s gaze traced the rain squalls stalking the horizon, and the idea of sea travel seemed as illogical as the tiny ship’s movement across a windless ocean. The Eastern Wizard’s words sat in his mind like lead, unpondered. Too many questions remained unanswered for him to make decisions of such earth-shattering proportions, so he left the idea to lay idle for the moment. Decades on the battlefield had forced his gravest decisions to be made in an instant. When the time came, he trusted his own instincts. But he and the Renshai as a tribe had suffered from misinterpretations by Trilless, Carcophan, and Shadimar. Though he felt embarrassed to the point of sacrilege to place his judgment and knowledge over that of Cardinal Wizards centuries old, experience told him to believe in himself rather than them. He followed Shadimar to the cliffs leading down to the flatter lowland of the shore.


Shadimar climbed gingerly down the rock face, choosing each hand and toehold with patient care. ‘You should know our captain is an outworlder.’


Colbey waited at the peak with Secodon, seeing no reason to crowd the Eastern Wizard. The ship had drawn close enough for him to see the carved dolphin on its prow and to read the name, Sea Seraph, written in the Western trading tongue on the bow. ‘What’s an outworlder?’


‘A creature of Faery.’ Shadimar clambered the last short distance to the plain.


Secodon looked at Colbey. The old Renshai gestured for the wolf to go first. ‘Like an elf?’ Even the most pious priest that Colbey had known believed in elves only as cute mythology to draw children to their religious studies. The irony of discovering the tales to be fact, after the shock that had shaken the more deeply rooted foundations of his faith, did not escape Colbey. He loosed a bitter laugh, gaze channeling naturally on the tall, slender figure at the tiller. From a distance, the sailor held the appearance of a gawky teenager. ‘You’re joking, right?’


Secodon leapt from the jagged peak of the fjord to the stone beside Shadimar. The Eastern Wizard raised a hand in greeting to the approaching ship. ‘Not at all. Elves are real. Like chaos, they exist on another plane or world. Captain’s probably the only elf you’ll ever meet. He’s navigated these waters for centuries, at least, carrying the Cardinal Wizards to the Meeting Isle. There’s no other way that I know of to get there.’


The captain returned Shadimar’s greeting with a brisk wave. Colbey analyzed the movement from habit, finding a grace that contrasted starkly with the awkward adolescent image of the figure at the helm. As the boat touched the rock flat and Shadimar moved to help with docking, Colbey measured the jump that Secodon had taken. It looked dangerously far to land on solid rock. Compromising, Colbey caught the first few handholds in a quick sequence, then made a graceful leap to the rocks below. The maneuver scraped skin from his palm, tearing loose a callus, and blood welled in the hole.


Lightning flared beyond the sail. The hull of the Sea Seraph grated against rock. Colbey cringed. The open sea should have dashed the tiny craft to matchsticks; surely it would in the upcoming storm. Already, rolling gray haze limited vision.


The captain sprang to shore with an agility that nearly matched Colbey’s own. Gold tinged his red-brown hair, faded from a life lived in the open sun. He wore the thick locks knotted at the nape of his neck. High, sharp cheek-bones and broad, slanted eyes gave him a pleasant, animal look. His eyes glowed amber, a color Colbey had only seen on a cat. His full mouth bent into a friendly grin, and the stiff wrinkles that marred his face seemed to come from excessive smiling. The visage defied Colbey’s attempts to guess his age, even within a decade or two. He noticed that the elf’s arms and legs were proportionately longer. His muscles arose and inserted in locations slightly different from men, built more for quickness and agility than strength. A leather jerkin and silk pantaloons peeked from beneath a frayed wool cloak.


‘Greeting, my lords!’ The outworlder spoke the Western tongue with a unique accent that seemed closest to general Northern. He threw his slender arms around Shadimar.


‘Greetings, Captain.’ Shadimar squeezed momentarily.


Pulling away from the Eastern Wizard, the captain embraced Secodon’s shaggy neck. The wolf’s plumed tail flailed excited circles.


Colbey found himself with a thousand questions, including how one came to sail an ocean for centuries, but he knew these would have to wait until he had the Wizard in confidence or knew the elf better.


The captain did not share Colbey’s polite hesitancy. Releasing Secodon, he hugged Colbey in turn, with the exuberance of an old friend. ‘A Northman, eh? And a young one. I’ve a fondness for Northmen. But you know that, don’t you? Welcome aboard the Seraph, Colbey.’ He gestured his charges to the ship.


The captain’s familiarity confused Colbey momentarily. Then he recalled that the Wizards had passed their collective consciousness from successor to successor for millennia, and the elf’s reaction made more sense to him. In a way, he’s been greeting the same four Cardinal Wizards forever.


Shadimar headed for the ship. Colbey hung back. ‘Shouldn’t we wait out the storm?’


‘Nay. Nay.’ The captain shook his head, waving for the Renshai to follow Shadimar. ‘I’ve had a thousand years to learn this sea. We can run before the gale.


Shadimar clambered to the deck, and the captain followed. Colbey shoved the hull into the water, then leapt aboard with the others. Though his intuition told him that the captain was dead wrong, he dared not argue sea gales with one who had survived for centuries and had not yet gone gray.


The instant the ship left the shore, her sails caught a wind that drew her swiftly northward.


Captain perched with one foot on the dolphin-headed prow. ‘Blessed be the gods who watch over my lady and my charges. Thank you, Aegir, may your mercy stay with us always! Thank you, Weese, may your winds always blow true. Thank you, Ciacera, she of the eight-legged. Thank you, Morista, may your charges rest easy beneath the sea. And thank you, Mahaj, whose likeness graces the Seraph.’ The captain lowered his foot and ran a fond hand over the ornament on the prow. Surely, he had spoken that prayer a million times, yet his sincerity made it sound fresh and new.


Colbey recognized only the names of the Northmen’s sea god, Aegir, and the Westerners’ god of winds. He studied the darkening sky as the first gust rose, wet with the promise of violence. No sailor he knew would chance such a storm.


But the captain remained calm and beaming. His prayers finished, he gestured his charges to the central cabin.


Colbey and Shadimar went.




2 The High Seas


The clean, white walls of the Sea Seraph’s cabin enclosed an area that seemed impossibly large for the tiny ship. Three cots, a wooden chest, and a decoratively chiseled table with four matching chairs filled it only sparsely. A narwhal horn hung on the wall, mounted above an open case crammed full of books. While Colbey Calistinsson studied the layout, the captain pointed to one of two doors at the opposite end of the room. ‘We’ll need to bunk together. If Shadimar will prepare his famous herbal stew, I’ll man the tiller.’


Shadimar smiled. ‘I presume you’ve gathered all the proper ingredients.’


‘Of course.’


The Eastern Wizard nodded, then headed for the indicated exit, his wolf trotting across the planks behind him. He opened the panel, slipped through, then closed the door behind Secodon.


The captain winked at Colbey. ‘I don’t always get them exactly where he asks. Waterroot is waterroot, whatever ocean grows it, and the stew always comes out the same.’ The captain laughed at his own wit, then spun on his heel. ‘Feel free to look around.’ He left through the door by which they had entered.


Aside from the Western Wizard’s library, which he had not dared to disturb before he learned of his title, Colbey had only rarely seen texts, usually a single one treasured by its owner. Now, Colbey knelt before the book shelf, scanning titles in a variety of languages. He recognized labels in the trading tongue of the West, in the West’s main language, and in Northern. He found one titled in the stiff, heavy print of the Eastern tongue, though the meaning of the words escaped him. Others held runes as incomprehensible as an infant’s random scrawl. Of the titles he could read, he found most to be nautical texts or collections of seamen’s tales. Most of the others contained detailed monologues on religion and its history. Though, at a quick glance, the words spanned the belief systems of all three divisions of the world, the collection seemed weighted toward the Northern faith.


Pleased, Colbey singled out The Trobok, the book of the faithful. It contained the spiritual wisdom that guided Northmen’s lives, mankind’s gift from the gods. Most believed that daily reading from the work strengthened Odin’s hold on law, keeping chaos at bay from their own day to day existences. Colbey had heard priests read from the great book, but he had never before come so close to an actual copy. Tentatively, he touched the binding, running a finger along it. The well-worn leather felt comfortable, but not in a deeply celestial manner. Cautiously, he levered it free and carried it to the table.


Colbey set The Trobok on the surface. The tome thumped gently against the wood, falling open to a weathered page near its end, marked by a string of dried seaweed. Curious about the marker, Colbey read:


‘Men shall slay fathers to lie with mothers. Swords shall run with brother’s blood. The wolf, Sköll, shall swallow the sun and Hati the moon. There shall follow three bitter cold winters without a summer to break them. So shall begin the Wolf Age and the great battle which will see the passage of the Gray Lord, Odin. The new age that follows shall be ruled by the survivors of the gods: Vidar and Vali, Baldur and blind Hod from the dead, and the sons of Thor who will together wield their father’s hammer.’


Images of the world’s fated destruction pulsed a shiver through Colbey, though it pleased him that the Renshai’s patron, Modi, as one of Thor’s sons, would survive the carnage. No text he knew of mentioned the fate of the goddesses, so Colbey had always chosen to believe that Sif endured as well. He flipped the book to its first page and began to read.


The toss of the Sea Seraph and the creak of her mast kept sleep from Colbey. He had lain awake half the night, listening to the clank of sheet clamps and Shadimar’s heavy breaths yet he had never heard the captain come below from the helm. Surely even elves have to sleep. Remarkably unwearied, Colbey rose from his cot, donning his tunic and sword belt. The pressure of the two swords at his hips felt reassuring. He threaded past the sleeping Wizard and the wolf beneath his master’s cot, padding to the starlit deck.


The captain sat on a bench, manning the rudder and singing a sweet tune of the sea. His mellow alto lilted across the deck, as natural as the slap of waves against the stern. The wind caught his damp hair, tossing it gaily about his sunbaked face. Colbey leaned over the rail, staring at the trails and sparkles of color the moon drew in their miniscule wake. He squinted against the rush of ice-grained wind, the pellets stinging his face and eyes. A cloud enwrapped the moon, all but choking it from vision.


The outworlder finished his song before speaking. ‘Is the Western Wizard brooding?’ He spoke the Northern tongue cleanly, without accent. ‘Did you leave a little lady behind?’


Colbey kept his gaze on the horizon. The darkness huddled, as if to block the sun from rising. He considered the captain’s question. Longer ago than he cared to remember, he had married, but none of their lovemaking had resulted in children. Himinthrasir had left him for a man who had sired a family with her. Since that time, no woman had wanted more than a brief relationship with him, and none of those encounters had resulted in an heir. Instead, Colbey had lavished his love and time on his swords, and he had known women only as friends and colleagues. Half of the Renshai’s most competent warriors were female, every bit as savage as the tribe’s men. The image made him smile, and he thought of Mitrian, one of two women in the tattered remains of the tribe called Renshai. ‘The only little lady I left could raze a city.’


The elf chuckled. He groped beneath his bench, opening a compartment that Colbey had not previously noticed. He drew out a pair of matching goblets and a crystal flask half-filled with amber liquid. Pouring some into each glass, he offered one to Colbey. ‘Hold tight. The wind’s strong.’


Colbey accepted the drink. ‘Forgive the passenger arguing with the captain, but that storm will catch us.’


‘Midday.’ The outworlder seemed unperturbed. ‘About the time we reach the portal. Oddly, I find it more navigable in a squall.’ He grinned at Colbey. ‘You know something of sailing, Wizard?’


Colbey flinched, still not liking the title. ‘Call me Colbey.’ He sipped at the wine. It tasted sweet and held a pleasant salt tang. ‘And what should I call you?’


‘Captain is fine.’ The elf took a long pull at his wine.


‘But as formal and distant as “Wizard.”’


‘It is what I’m called.’


‘Perhaps because you tell people this when they ask your name.’


‘It is what I’m called. Does that not make it my name?’


Colbey laughed at the circle of the captain’s reasoning. ‘I’m called many things. Wizard, for example. But my name is Colbey Calistinsson.’


The elf downed the remainder of his wine. He topped off Colbey’s goblet, though the Renshai had only taken a single swallow, then filled his own glass. He set the carafe aside. ‘Why is Colbey your name? What makes it more your name than The Golden Prince of Demons or The Deathseeker or torke or Kyndig?’


Colbey took another sip of wine. He had been called all of those things, the first from a prophecy, the second from his style in warfare, and the third was the Renshai word for teacher or sword master. The last meant ‘Skilled One,’ and he had heard it only once before, from Valr Kirin. ‘My name is Colbey Calistinsson because it’s how I think of myself. As is my tribe’s way, my mother named me for a hero who died in battle and found Valhalla, my guardian and namesake. The Calistinsson keeps my father’s memory alive. He was a fine warrior as well.’


The elf moved up beside Colbey, propping one bare foot on the railing. ‘Perhaps, Colbey Calistinsson, I think of myself as Captain.’


Colbey considered, seeing how the elf had trapped him neatly. He watched water vapor condense to a fog on his glass. ‘Then I guess your name is Captain. I’ll call you that, though I think it’s a slight to your parents. Surely, they picked a name for you that they considered important.’


‘Surely,’ Captain replied. ‘But I’ve lived millennia. Do you think I remember it?’


Colbey whipped his head to directly face his companion. ‘Is this some sort of test? Do you really think I’m feeble enough to believe you’ve forgotten your name?’


Captain ran a finger through the condensation on his glass, tracing a crooked line that barely disrupted the fog. ‘That’s the great thing about being a Wizard. You have the knowledge and insight to believe what you wish.’


Colbey grunted, taking another drink.


‘When you think about the reasons that humans have names, my claim may become more believable.’ The captain took another swallow of wine. ‘Humans have names to preserve an image of immortality, for an individual or a family, and to fit comfortably into an era.’ He lowered his foot from the gunwale to meet Colbey’s gaze with his red-flecked eyes. ‘Take your name, for example. You use Colbey to honor the dead warrior who held the name before you, thereby keeping him alive long after his passing. You use Calistinsson to honor your father. Carrion now, I presume?’


Colbey nodded grudgingly. ‘We prefer to use a more polite term for it. But, yes, my father died in battle.’


‘Those children not named for elders usually get some name that sounds beautiful or special to their parents or that’s common to their generation. Beautiful and special ceases to be either after enough time passes. And an era means little to an immortal.’ Captain raised his brows, as if to question whether he had made his point. ‘Names have significance only to mortals. For us, it’s just a way to distinguish between one and another. A title or description works as well.’


‘So you are immortal?’


‘As we define it, yes. Our lives far outspan yours. Elves do die, though. When we do, our souls are stripped of body and memory, placed in the body of a newborn, and we start again. Death always precedes a new life.’


‘Interesting,’ Colbey said, glad for Valhalla. The idea of a life dragging and cycling into infinity did not sound desirable, though he knew many would see it so.


The conversation came to a temporary halt. Wind howled through the silence.


Captain spoke first. ‘You were going to tell me how you came to know about ships and sea gales.’


‘Was I?’ Colbey took a longer pull at the wine. Over time, the flavor became more inviting, and he did seem to recall the elf’s question from before he’d sidetracked the conversation. ‘Decades ago, I visited a tavern in Talmir. A healthy quantity of ale convinced me to join a pirating raid.’ Colbey laughed at the memory, long buried. His thoughts of the other Northern tribes had become bitter since they had banded against and all but exterminated the Renshai. ‘We had three ships, oars and sails, and a crazed band of young men willing to hurl themselves on ax and spear for glory or scant treasure.


‘When our lead ship’s captain had his brains dashed out by a stone dropped from a coastal city’s ramparts, they gave me his command. They chose me for swordsmanship and savagery. I’m sure no one knew it was my first time aboard any ship larger than a seal boat, and I certainly wasn’t going to open myself to ridicule by telling them. We fought the winter storms of the Amirannak on the way home. I learned quickly.’


Man and elf fell into another hush, watching darkness enwrap the stars and gradually dim them to memories. The moon struggled behind thickening clouds. The captain refilled his goblet.


Colbey stared at the amber wine, curiosity finally getting the better of him. ‘What is this anyway?’


Captain’s smile stretched nearly the length of his face. ‘Good wine. Fermented from kelp.’


‘Seaweed wine?’ Colbey examined the yellow liquid a trifle less fondly. ‘Bleh.’ Still he did not protest when the captain refilled his glass.


Releasing the tiller, Captain leaned over the gunwale to free the ground tackle. He let the anchor fall into the dark, churning waters with a splash. ‘Without the stars, I can’t guide us.’ He turned back to face Colbey. ‘But I’m still curious. If you’re not brooding over a woman, then over whom?’


Colbey responded with a wry chuckle. ‘I didn’t think I was brooding, though there is one I worry about more than any other. My students will do fine without me. My horse, Frost Reaver, may not. I left him in a farmer’s care, with more than enough gold to cover his needs and with explicit instructions.’ He sipped at the wine again, conveniently forgetting its source. Droplets pelted him, and he wondered whether they came from damp winds or waves, or if the storm had already begun to catch them. ‘I have this fear that I’ll find him pulling a plow. Or sold.’


They both laughed. Captain replenished the glasses, though they were both over half full. ‘A horse? Now that has to be a first for the Western Wizard.’


Colbey let the title pass, not wanting to delve into another discussion on names. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I hardly need to explain. We all know it’s the Eastern Wizard who’s lord of furred beasts.’


The captain’s words reminded Colbey of information he did already know, though only indirectly. ‘That’s right. I’m supposed to have some kind of bird rapport.’


Captain’s canted eyes widened. ‘Haven’t you ever tried bonding with the birds?’


‘No,’ Colbey admitted, flushing. Such an attempt would have made him feel foolish. ‘Actually, I did once try to talk to the red falcon who brought me a message from Shadimar.’ Colbey considered the incident briefly. ‘The bird didn’t answer.’


‘I don’t think it’s a matter of answering directly.’ Captain shrugged, revealing his ignorance. His long fingers rested on the railing. ‘Besides, Swiftwing is different. He serves all four Cardinal Wizards.’


‘Like you?’


The captain closed his grip around the railing. ‘Oh no. No. I serve Trilless and goodness.’ He looked up in surprise. ‘You know that.’


Colbey opened his mouth to deny the possibility of that knowledge. Until the previous day, he had believed in elves only as children’s legends. Then, he realized the captain referred to the memories and understanding Colbey should have had from the collective consciousness of the previous Western Wizards. If Captain did, indeed, serve Trilless, Colbey saw no reason to reveal his lack. The champion of goodness would see it as a weakness and find a way to exploit it. Still, he liked the captain, as a being and as a source of information. Although Colbey had not yet read any stray thoughts from his host, candor radiated from the elf. At the least, a Cardinal Wizard’s servant could not lie. ‘I try to learn as much as I can on my own. It’s not my way to rely on information gathered by others.’


The captain laughed. ‘Not even other Wizards?’


The bitterness returned. ‘Especially not other Wizards. I’ve seen the results of their mistaken conclusions.’ Like everything in his life, Colbey related gathering knowledge to sword mastery. ‘No one becomes competent by taking shortcuts.’


Captain laughed again. ‘You’re talking like an elf now, you know. If we take shortcuts, we spend half our existence in boredom. Mankind always seems eager for an easier, faster way, and I can hardly blame them. You have to work with the span you have.’


Colbey shrugged. A limited lifetime only partially accounted for most people’s search for the quick and simple, but he saw no reason to malign his fellows. Again, he steered the conversation back on track. The mythology described the lighter breed of elves as capricious and silly. Colbey saw little of that in Captain, but the elder did seem to have a knack for driving conversations on tangents. ‘So you serve Trilless.’


‘I do.’


‘Yet you’re transporting us, even though our cause, neutrality, conflicts with hers.’


‘I transported Carcophan before you. He’s already waiting for you on the Meeting Isle.’


Colbey rested his goblet on the railing, brows raised. ‘You, a minion of good, transported the champion of all evil?’


‘More than once.’


‘If I had known about your loyalties, I’d have never boarded with that storm brewing. Doesn’t Carcophan worry that you’ll drown him or slaughter him in his sleep? At least that you’d leave him in the wrong place?’


Captain shook his head vigorously, the red-brown hair flying. Surrounded by a wild mane, his not-quite-human features looked even more animal-like. ‘First, there’s not much that can hurt a Cardinal Wizard. You know that. Second, as a close minion of one of the Wizards, I’m bound by the same laws. Trilless can’t directly harm Carcophan. And neither can I. Of all the Wizards’ vows, Odin made that the most binding.’


Captain’s words reminded Colbey of the very reason he had no wish to become a Cardinal Wizard. He frowned. ‘So, when I complete these tasks, I’ll become bound by the same monstrous list of dos and don’ts as the others.’


‘Certainly.’ Captain drained his glass, questioning Colbey with his expression as well as his words. ‘If by monstrous you mean large, that’s true. If by monstrous you mean awful, then you sadly misinterpret the truth. Perhaps you should learn to rely more on your predecessors.’


Colbey made a thoughtful noise by way of reply.


Captain’s look went from quizzical to concerned. ‘Odin wrote these laws and created the system of the Cardinal Wizards. Surely he had the best interests of men and gods in mind.’


‘Surely,’ Colbey admitted easily. ‘Millennia ago. Times and situations change.’


The statement walked the fine edge of blasphemy. ‘Don’t you think Odin has the knowledge to guess the future and its needs?’


‘Yes. To a point.’ Colbey borrowed the words of a song he had heard long ago, called ‘Sheriva and the Blue-nosed Fly’ and sung by the bard who was also the guardian of the high king in Béarn. Then, the words had only seemed interesting. Now, he recalled them verbatim, and they became eerily appropriate:




‘To the immortal, centuries pass like months;


But the shortest-lived see every moment’s glory.


It is they who first notice the need for change


And they who adapt most quickly to it.’





The translation from the Eastern to the Northern tongue lost the rhyme, but the message came through as clearly.


The captain balanced his wine on the gunwale. ‘Perhaps I’ve had too much of this, but I’m not certain of your point. You’re saying that perhaps it’s time Odin reconsidered the system of the Cardinal Wizards.’


‘Yes.’


‘But it’s worked so well for so long. Why do humans feel the need to mend things that aren’t damaged?’


Now, Colbey laughed, though the sound was strained. ‘Perhaps it’s our strange habit of living every moment we have. Or maybe surviving moment to moment allows us to see the detail that immortals miss. I do know this.’ Wind howled across the stern, plucking the lines into humming dances. Colbey raised his voice. ‘All of the other Wizards tried to destroy me, based on a misconception. Now, we’re perched on Ragnarok’s brink. One way or another, something has to change.’


Captain threw a worried glance at the sail, apparently weighing whether to unfurl it or chance the storm he needed to navigate the final journey to the Wizards’ Island. ‘And you’re going to affect that change?’


‘Only if I refuse the tasks.’


Captain took the goblet from Colbey’s hand, pouring the remainder of the golden liquid over the railing. ‘Now I know it’s you, not me, who’s had too much. If you refuse the tasks, you leave yourself vulnerable to mortal weapons. My experience with humans, though small, tells me that you have fewer years than I have fingers on one hand. If that long.’


‘I’m not afraid of death.’


‘I’m sure you’re not.’ The captain balanced Colbey’s glass beside his own. ‘But if you’re dead, there’s little you can do to cause those changes you seem to feel are so necessary.’


‘Are you giving a Cardinal Wizard advice?’


‘No.’ Captain replied defensively, paused, then laughed. ‘Yes, I guess I am. As long as I’m doing so, I might as well do a competent job of it. I don’t know exactly what happens during the Tasks of Wizardry, but I do know this. It involves battles, both external and internal. And it involves choices. Remember, each Cardinal Wizard may spend centuries seeking out and choosing his apprentice. And they do. It’s only in each Wizard’s best interests to make his or her line stronger and more powerful through the millennia. Yet, despite the caution of their selection and training, fewer than half of those chosen survive the tasks. The worst that can happen to you during those tasks is death. If you refuse the many laws and oaths that bind the Cardinal Wizards, I imagine that you will fail the tasks. The result of that is death. You say you don’t fear death. So what are you risking?’


Colbey rested both hands on the railing, using his body to shield the cut glass goblets he would hate to see the wind destroy. The darkness had thickened, and Colbey could no longer see the waves that lashed at the Sea Seraph’s hull. Much about the Cardinal Wizards and their honor bothered him, but the Captain’s questions helped him organize his thoughts and find the deeper reason buried beneath the others. Being bound by law never bothered him; the Renshai had a code of honor more restrictive than any he knew, and he followed it with a devotion that left little room for doubts. Arbitrary rules had no place in Colbey’s fierce heart, yet his own religion guided him to trust ones created by Odin, no matter how long ago. Buried beneath all of his bitterness and concern for the Cardinal Wizards’ responsibilities and competence lay the crux of his discomfort. ‘When a Cardinal Wizard chooses his time of passing, his memories are passed to his successor.’


The captain nodded slightly, the movement nearly swallowed by the darkness.


‘What about his soul?’


‘His soul?’


Colbey read discomfort in the elf’s tone. He stood in silence while the captain stalled.


‘My research leads me to believe a Wizard’s soul is … well …’


‘Well?’


The elf’s words cut through the blackness. ‘Utterly destroyed.’


‘Utterly destroyed.’ The phrase sat in Colbey’s ears, unable to penetrate further. His mind had to focus on each syllable individually, define each word separately before the implications became clear. Then rage speared through him, as ugly as the threatening storm. Like all Renshai, he had clutched a sword from the day his tiny fingers could close around a hilt. His first word had been ‘war,’ his only long-term goal to die in valorous combat and earn his place, beside his namesake, in Valhalla. Unless I fight the title, the decision of one dying Wizard will cost me my soul.


The idea sparked an even deeper anger, one that washed Colbey’s vision red and made the gusts and darkness seem to disappear. He thought of the decade of crashing steel, of pitting only skill against the guile and armor of the Renshai’s enemies. He thought of the daily practices, the time stolen from sleep and food and friendship to hone his abilities and demonstrate his faith and devotion to the Renshai’s goddess. He thought of the throbbing agony of muscles torn and wounds healing, daily driving himself beyond exhaustion for the honor of serving the gods in Valhalla when war finally claimed him. All stolen from him at once.


Despair eased through the outrage, bringing with it a responsibility that Colbey could not deny. He had raised his skill to a degree that thwarted death. Honor bound him to fight every combat to the limit of his ability. Yet it was the very skill that came from experience and giving his all that had made him too competent to die in the battles he sought. Without the Western Wizard’s interference, Colbey knew he would almost certainly have succumbed to age. And that would have condemned him to Hel as surely as cowardice.


My soul for the chance to make the changes I believe necessary not only to avert the Ragnarok, but also to keep our world from becoming as static as death. As grand as the prize was, Colbey dreaded the cost. One thing he knew for certain: he needed to do a lot of thinking. And, just as on the battlefield, he would have to do it quickly.




3 The Scene in the Pica


A dying glaze of sunlight filtered through cracks in the base of Stalmize’s cobbler shop, diffusing into the cramped darkness beneath the building. Pain pounded every muscle of Khitajrah’s body. Her neck felt on fire from sleeping in the same curled position for the last two nights. The niche in the building’s base that served as her hiding place left her no room to move or turn, and the urge to stretch had become an obsession. For three days, she had watched the city’s crowds scurry about their business, dwindle to a trickle, then give way to only the ceaseless, pacing search of Stalmize’s guardsmen. Now, as evening again gave way to darkness, she knew she would have to leave the tight safety of the hole.


Khitajrah’s belly felt pinched and empty. Now that she had awakened it, it gnawed incessantly at itself, reminding her that she had not eaten in days. Licking at the condensation on the boards had kept thirst at bay, but it did not ease the burning in her throat. Throughout her second day, smashed and aching beneath the shop, she had counted the patterns of the watch, noting that their search had become more haphazard and lax. That night, their patterns had grown farther apart, less tight. Apparently, they had turned the bulk of the troops elsewhere, guessing that she had escaped the city of Stalmize. Khitajrah hoped the guards had become sparser and even less alert this night.


Cautiously, ears attuned for movement, Khitajrah Harrsha’s-widow backed through the crack and into Cobbler’s Alley. Each movement rippled pain through her limbs, and a sensation of swirling pins and needles nearly felled her. She gritted her teeth, bulling through the many aches returned blood flow caused. In time, she knew, she would feel much better for the change in position. She drew her head out of the confining, damp darkness.


Once free, Khitajrah studied the alleyway. She found it unexpectedly bright, the dull gray of sunset rather than the moonlit night she had expected. She hesitated, at a crouch, as the throbbing settled into a quiet numbness. Too early. There might still be stragglers on the streets. She glanced back into the yawning blackness of her cubbyhole, hating the sight of it. Just the thought of crawling back into that self-imposed prison reawakened the ache of tortured muscles. She would rather take her chances on the street. She rose, the movement awakening soreness in her chest, abdomen, and neck that only time and food could heal. She pressed into the shadows of the wall, weaving a careful path along the cobbler’s shop.


As Khitajrah reached the mouth of the alley, she heard booted footfalls clomping between the buildings.


Guards. Khitajrah flattened against the wall, waiting for them to pass. She had no doubt that every member of the city guard, and perhaps all of Stalmize’s citizens, had been instructed to kill her on sight. She cringed, wondering how many innocent women had lost their lives because they resembled her or had once been her friends. Eastern law already allowed rape, murder, and other violence against its women. She hated the idea that the Eastlands’ most cruel would use her disappearance as an excuse for their cold-blooded pleasure, but she dismissed the thought. People who would hold her crimes against all women would find other excuses to inflict their brutality. If not over her, they would simply find a different justification.


The guards passed, their footfalls fading to dim thumps that became eerily distanced from their echoes. Knowing the street they had just vacated would be safe until the next patrol, Khitajrah hurried out into it. Almost immediately, she collided with a boy moving as quickly in the opposite direction. Momentum sprawled them both. His woven sack fell, spilling bread and vegetables. From a broken crock, milk washed in pulses over the cobbles.


For an instant, they stared at one another. The boy’s eyes widened in recognition. His lips parted.


Khitajrah moved first. Leaping over the scattered foodstuffs, she seized the child’s arm, hauling him to his feet. The boy started a scream that Khitajrah’s hand clamped to silence. ‘Quiet. Not a sound.’


The boy struggled madly, doubling over to pull her off-balance, kicking backward at her legs.


Khitajrah sidestepped beyond his wildly flailing feet. ‘Be still. I’m not going to hurt you.’


The boy twisted in her grip.


Khitajrah swore. Keeping her arm wrapped around the boy, she made a quick search of his pockets. Ignoring coins, marbles, and string, she found and drew his utility knife. She pressed the blade to his throat. ‘Be still, damn it. I’m not kidding. One more movement and I might just open your throat.’ It was an idle threat. Hunted and condemned to death, Khitajrah had no legal reason not to add murder to her list of capital crimes; but the pain of losing her own son still ached within her. She would not take the innocent child of another woman or man.


The boy froze in place.


Khitajrah glanced around the familiar street of the shopping district. Plain, flat-topped buildings stood, wedged between the crumbling minarets and spires of the older architecture. Streets radiated like the legs of a spider. Ancient roads crossed, branched, and fused with newer, making every part of the city look like a central square. All of the shops lay dark and closed for the night. ‘I won’t hurt you. All I want is a promise that you won’t scream.’


The boy made a muffled sound beneath Khitajrah’s hand.


‘Just nod if you agree not to scream.’


The boy hesitated. Then he made a slow, solid movement with his head.


Khitajrah released him.


The instant she freed him the boy broke into a sprint, shrieking at the top of his lungs.


‘Damn you.’ Hunger got the better of Khitajrah. She snatched up a slender, brown loaf of bread from the scattered remains of abandoned groceries, then ran in the other direction, ducking into a narrow alleyway. Shoving the bread into her belt and the knife into a pocket, she looked for one of the more decorative buildings. The tailor’s shop, with its ledges and gargoyles, seemed the best choice. Using the cracked masonry and stone ornaments for toeholds, she clawed her way toward the rooftop.


Footsteps bounced through the maze of the Eastlands’ royal city, all converging on the boy’s cries for help. As the shouts and pounding drew closer, Khitajrah quickened her pace. Jagged edges of rock tore at her fingers. Her cloth shoes protected her toes, though they made purchase more difficult. Her left foot slipped. The remains of a ledge tore a hole in the cloth. The sudden jar of weight on her hands opened the knife wound across her fingers, and blood trickled along her fingers. She bit off a gasp of pain, flailing for a new toehold. The shoe flopped, useless on her foot. It slid nearly free.


‘This way!’ A bass voice rumbled through the alleyway, and running footsteps followed.


Khitajrah froze in place, toes cinched around the dangling shoe. Afraid to move, she rolled her gaze downward. Half a dozen guardsmen with swords bustled along the roadway beneath her. A cramp settled across Khitajrah’s toes, raw agony. She felt the shoe slip further. She forced her grip tighter, silently mouthing a fervent prayer to Sheriva, though she expected little from a god whose laws had brought her to this state.


‘Over here!’ The guards passed beneath Khitajrah, making the correct turn into the street, though the boy’s screams had ceased.


The shoe plummeted to the cobbles behind them, the soft patter of cloth hitting stone lost beneath the slam and echo of their footfalls. Khitajrah groped for and found a foothold with her toes. She scrambled to the roof.


Once there, Khitajrah gnawed at the bread, staring out over the city of her birth. Despite its familiarity, it looked strange and unwelcoming. The flowering mazes seemed without beginning or end, and the town itself spread cancer-like tendrils throughout what had once been woods and countryside. In the decade since the war had taken more than half of the male population, the city’s sprawl had slowed. But repeated plantings of the same crops in the same fields had sucked all of the nutrients from the soil. In a constant attempt to escape the densest, oldest parts of the city, and its crumbling architecture, the citizens built more houses at the outskirts, impinging deeper onto pale, barren fields no longer able to provide sustenance. Nearly every forest had been burned or cut down to provide new land for the farmers to make as cold and sterile as their fields.


Khitajrah lowered her head, the tangled black locks falling into her eyes. Though she hated the ugliness the Eastern men inflicted upon its women, she could not help feeling a loyalty to the culture she had known since birth. For all of its evil, the Easterners lived by a rigid code of honor, ruled by a strict morality that the warlike Northmen considered immorality. Any man who wished to better his life or his lot could do so as long as it did not impinge on his neighbors, unhindered by the myriad ties to family and colleagues that burdened Northmen. Self-interest, the key to Eastern society, bore the name evil; while the Northmen’s bonds to family and community made them good. In a way, Khitajrah believed, evil was another name for personal freedom. At least for the Eastlands’ men.


Khitajrah knew that the Eastlands had honor, too, that every society lived within its rules. Only in her lifetime had lies, theft, and betrayal come to exist, and they had only become more than a shockingly rare occurrence since the Great War. Not so long ago, she could have trusted anyone’s promise not to scream.


Khitajrah took larger bites of bread, the first morsel fueling a hunger that made the plain loaf taste honey-soaked. She could not recall having eaten anything so delicious, though she scarcely chewed in her rush to swallow. She glanced over the side of the building where a host of guardsmen examined the scattered remains of the boy’s groceries. Suddenly, the boy’s indiscretion had turned from danger to distraction. Smiling, Khitajrah stuffed the last of the loaf into her mouth and headed down the opposite side of the building.


Waves slammed the Sea Seraph’s hull, tossing the ship like flotsam. Her captain raced from one end of the slippery deck to the other, securing sails, clutching at the tiller, and lashing stray items to the rail. Poised at the bow, Colbey marveled at the agility of the elf trotting across his rollicking ship. Water darkened the captain’s jerkin. His silk pantaloons had become dirty and tattered. Still, a smile graced his angular features.


The deck bucked like a half-broken stallion. Captain lost his footing, tumbling toward the deck. Colbey sprang forward, catching the elf just before he fell. The captain grunted his thanks, staggered to his feet, and dove for the jib sail as it tore free of its mounting.


Colbey’s time sense told him that morning should have arrived, yet the clouds choked out the sun more completely than they had the moon. Darkness veiled the sky from end to end, broken by a sudden, jagged flash of lightning that revealed a shape in the distance.


Colbey shouted. ‘I –’ Thunder crashed, and the old Renshai saved the remainder of his sentence until the sound rumbled to a conclusion. ‘I saw something ahead!’ Even without the thunder, the gale hurled the words back into his face. The slap of waves against the hull and the pounding drumbeat of the rain swallowed his cry. He could see the object more clearly now, a shimmering haze that stretched from sea to sky.


Somehow, the captain heard Colbey. He came up beside the Renshai and screamed a scarcely audible reply. ‘That’s it!’ He had spoken in the Western tongue, but he quickly switched to Northern. ‘Man the rudder, and set a course for it.’ The elf lurched for the cabin, where Shadimar and his wolf had been left sleeping. Surely, the storm had awakened the Eastern Wizard, but he had wisely chosen to remain below decks.


Colbey fought his way aft across the wave-washed planks. The deck pitched, tossing him against the rail. A jagged burst of lightning lit its path, revealing the dark bulk of the tiller. He lunged for it, catching it in both fists, then slammed it against the stern. The bow lurched through mist and rain, leaping for the glowing curtain. A pulse of white light blinded Colbey, and he closed his lids against pain. Almost immediately, the sea went calm, as if the storm had never existed.


Colbey opened his eyes, seeing only the colored afterimages the flash had carved onto his vision. He stared at the tiller, waiting for the brilliant circles to fade. When they did, he turned his gaze to a sky as smooth and blue as a sapphire. The sun blazed down on the Sea Seraph. The sea mirrored the deep, rich color of the sky. A breeze filled the sails, and the sun warmed the deck. Under ordinary circumstances, Colbey would have found the change pleasant. Now, the breeze cut through his soggy tunic, its dryness icy cold. He huddled over the tiller, with no idea in which direction to take the tiny ship.


The captain emerged from the cabin. ‘Splendid, Colbey. Thank you. Go get some comfortable clothes. You’ll need them.’


Colbey accepted the invitation, letting the cryptic warning that had followed pass unchallenged. He trotted below decks.


Shadimar glanced up from a thick tome that rested on the table. Secodon stood tail wagging, beside his master. ‘Ah, Colbey. Good morning. I trust that you got a good night’s rest before you went to help our captain with his ship?’


‘Good enough,’ Colbey replied, though he had not slept at all. Many times in his life he had become engrossed in creating new sword maneuvers, or perfecting old ones, and day had passed to night, then back to day without his knowledge. He knew that, forced to face matters of any importance, he would find the strength and alertness he needed. Fatigue only made him less patient with long-winded liturgies from self-important speakers, simple matters twisted into emergencies by alarmists, and insincere politeness. Unfortunately, Colbey knew that a meeting with the Cardinal Wizards would probably mean dealing with all three things.


‘Good.’ Shadimar closed the book. ‘You’ll need your wits about you. To understand the nature of the tasks before you …’


Colbey tuned the lesson out, not even granting the Eastern Wizard the occasional grunt to acknowledge his words, if not his points. He walked to the foot of his cot, swung his pack onto the rumpled covers, and pawed through it for a dry shirt and breeks. The true measure of the tasks would come when he faced them. Until then, the Cardinal Wizards could talk about them forever. And Colbey suspected that they probably would.


A stroke of rebellion drove Colbey to choose the flashiest garb he carried: a red silk shirt, black breeks, and a wide sash to hold his swords. He pulled them on quickly, shoving both of his sheathed longswords through the loop on his right hip. Like all Renshai, he had trained equally with both hands, working one harder whenever it lagged behind the other.


Shadimar trailed off into silence, studying Colbey’s choice of costume with obvious disapproval, though he said nothing about it. ‘I presume the ship’s sudden steadiness means we passed through the portal?’


‘That depends on whether “passing through the portal” means suffering a stab of light that probably destroyed my sight until I’m a hundred.’


Shadimar smiled. ‘That would be it.’


‘You could have warned me.’


‘What? And miss your endearing sarcasm?’


‘Mmmm.’ Colbey let Shadimar’s cutting witticism pass. He spread his wet clothing across the cot to dry. ‘Why is it you feel the need to detail the importance of the Tasks of Wizardry into infinity, but little things like blinding agony and souls becoming destroyed utterly slip your huge, perfect, Wizard mind?’


Shadimar rose, stretching his long, lean frame delicately and with dignity. He stood nearly a head taller than Colbey. The Renshai maneuvers relied on quickness instead of strength, and Colbey was not large in height or breadth. Still, he guessed that he probably outweighed the ancient Wizard who now answered his accusation. ‘When you become my age and you are burdened with the lives of thousands of men, present and future, the survival of the world itself, and the wishes of the gods, you may understand.’


Colbey snorted. Suddenly, he thought he understood the gods’ decision to allow mortals less than a century of life. Any more time would make the differences between elders and youths so great, they would lose any possibility for coherent communication. He wondered how the elves managed, guessing he would find the answer in the cyclical nature of their lives and deaths. Perhaps, their world simply did not change as quickly. ‘You may have outlived me by a century or two, but don’t mistake me for a teenager. And what does it mean to “pass through the portal”?’


Secodon stood, yawning, stretching each foreleg in turn. The ship jolted, and the wolf slipped, sprawling to the deck. He scrambled to his feet, looking around, as if to find the person who had tripped him.


Colbey took the sudden movement in stride.


Shadimar caught a steadying grip on the table. ‘It means we entered another world, a small one that holds only the Meeting Isle and the ocean around it. And that bump means we’ve arrived.’ Grabbing his pack, he strode from the cabin, Secodon trotting cautiously after him.


Colbey tossed his own pack across his shoulder, leaving his wet clothing in the Sea Seraph’s cabin to retrieve on the trip home. He followed the Eastern Wizard out onto the deck. The sun beamed down from a huge expanse of blue sky. Tide lapped at the shore and at the hull of the Sea Seraph. The captain had beached the ship on an island that Colbey could see end to end. It held a single stone building at its center that appeared nearly as natural as the weeds surrounding it. Only the perfect rectangle of its shape and the obvious door destroyed the image of an ordinary rock formation on a deserted atoll.


Colbey leapt down to the beach. Shadimar and Secodon clambered after him. Grasses scratched through the openings in Colbey’s sandals. A breeze stirred his gold-flecked, white hair. The sun shed warmth and light from a cloudless sky, uncomfortably hot to a Renshai who had so long known the frigid summers of the North. Despite the island’s simplicity, its lack of trees, birds, and insects unsettled him.


Captain appeared from around the starboard side of the ship. ‘All ready?’


Shadimar nodded. ‘Thank you, Captain.’


The elf shoved the bow free of the sand, seized the railing and hauled himself back aboard. He waved a friendly good-bye. ‘When you need me, just call. I’ll come as swiftly as I can.’ His gaze shifted from Shadimar to Colbey. ‘Good luck, Western Wizard. I’m looking forward to many more talks.’


Colbey made a brisk, but friendly, gesture of farewell. The quiet austerity of the Wizards’ Meeting Isle brought back all of the apprehension he had banished aboard the Sea Seraph. Despite Shadimar’s long-winded and too frequent explanations, the practicalities and specific realities of the Tasks of Wizardry still escaped him. All he had were vague theories and grandiose descriptions of its deep significance to the Cardinal Wizards and to the world.


Shadimar turned toward the cottage at the center of the island. ‘Let’s go.’ He clapped a hand to Colbey’s shoulders, the touch the first contact in a long time that felt sincere. A gesture of friendship, it did not patronize or direct. For a change, it did not seem geared to remind Colbey that he was younger or less experienced, ignorant of the wonders that came with the passage of millennia of wisdom. It was a gesture between equals, and it awakened faded memories of the time before Trilless had made her accusations against Colbey and before Shadimar had tried to kill him for a misinterpreted prophecy, a time when he and Shadimar had shared a brotherhood and a friendship.


In silence, the two men walked to the dwelling. Just before the door, Shadimar stopped and turned to face his companion. He opened his mouth, clearly to speak words of encouragement or to once more explain the significance and urgency of the tasks before Colbey. Apparently realizing another lecture would only alienate the Renshai, he echoed the captain instead. ‘Good luck.’ Then he seized the handle of the plain, granite door and hauled it open with a creak of old hinges.


Instantly, the sweet aroma of honey, sassafras, and fresh bread assailed Colbey. Inside, a fire burned in a hearth carved into the farthest wall. Though the building lacked a chimney, no smoke obscured the room, and the fire burned without an odor. A table filled most of the remaining space. To Colbey’s left, Carcophan sat. His salt-and-pepper hair hugged his scalp, a dark contrast to his yellow-green eyes, clean-shaven face, and deeply impressed scowl. His tunic stretched taut over a bulky chest and widely-braced shoulders. His large hands rested on the table, curled closed. The frayed remnants of calluses still marred the edges of his fingers. Once, Colbey felt certain, the Southern Wizard had learned the art of war.


At the exact opposite end of the longest part of the table, a shapely woman perched on a chair. White robes fluttered around her slender form, the skirts cascading from her seat like sea foam. Long white hair framed delicate, timeless features, and her blue eyes, though watery with age, seemed kind.


One other occupied the room, a man familiar to Colbey. Mar Lon Davrinsson sat in a shadowed corner, strumming his compact, ten-stringed instrument and mouthing silent lyrics. He wore his brown hair short and without adornment. His hazel eyes rolled upward. Finding Colbey’s gaze upon him, Mar Lon smiled in greeting. Colbey stared back. The bard’s presence among somber, genteel Wizards shocked him. Experience had shown him that the Cardinal Wizards rarely lowered themselves to consort with mortals, except for an occasional champion or where the prophecies they were bound to fulfill drove them to the association.


‘Mar Lon. What a pleasant surprise.’ Colbey ignored the Great Wizards to address the only mortal in the room. ‘Why aren’t you in Béarn protecting King Sterrane?’ He asked from genuine concern, not the desire for small talk. In the year before the Western high king had claimed his throne, Sterrane had traveled with Colbey and Mitrian. His simple justice and fierce loyalty had endeared him to the remaining Renshai. It had become Mar Lon’s job not only to protect King Sterrane from usurpers, but also from his own childlike innocence.


Every gaze riveted on Colbey. Shadimar’s hand slipped from the Renshai’s shoulders and gripped his arm in warning. The bard lowered his instrument, glancing from Wizard to Wizard as if seeking permission to speak.


No one addressed the question.


Apparently, Mar Lon accepted the Cardinal Wizards’ silence as consent. He sighed, placing the lonriset into playing position. Odin’s curse on his ancestors drove each eldest child, male or female, to a constant and desperate search for knowledge that he could only impart to others through his music. Though the curse did not include his dealings with Wizards, Mar Lon found it easier to respond to Colbey’s question by singing:




‘A man named Jahiran became the first bard


His line cursed by Odin: Béarn’s king to guard,


All knowledge to seek and for all lore to long


But never to teach it, except in a song.


‘When the great times in history are known to occur,


The current bard will be there, you I can assure.


Unless his vow to Béarn keeps him away


Then his firstborn may replace him for affairs of that day.


‘As of the time this song is being written


Mar Lon the bard has yet to be smitten.


Without a marriage and with no wife to bear it


Mar Lon is damn glad that he has no heir yet.’





Despite its silliness, haphazard rhyme scheme, and obvious instantaneous authorship, the song spanned three octaves and its melody was striking. Mar Lon hit every note and chord with solid assuredness. Colbey admired the decades of constant and dedicated practice that had created a talent that all who heard enjoyed, although few could understand the bard’s sacrifice. Mar Lon had told Colbey the basis for his musical skill came from his inheritance of the bard’s curse, but Colbey knew the fine details of his talent could only be mastered through years of daily practice.


Throughout the concert, the Cardinal Wizards sat in impassive silence. Time meant little to them. Apparently, they chose to indulge the exchange between the mortal and the one of their own closest to his previous mortality. As the last notes fell from the lonriset, Trilless addressed Colbey. ‘Welcome, Western Wizard.’


With a last squeeze of reassurance, Shadimar strode around Trilless to a vacant side of the table, leaving the seat nearest the door for Colbey.


The old Renshai turned his gaze on the speaker. Though wrinkled, her face still held a mature beauty. Its set and the pallor of her skin revealed her Northern heritage, though her hair had gone fully silver. Her white robes against pale skin, locks, and eyes made her seem ghostlike and frail. In Northern society, white symbolized coldness as well as purity, and Colbey found equal amounts of both in the woman’s manner. ‘Spare me your insincere greetings, Trilless. The army of Northmen, Valr Kirin, and the demon you sent to kill me told me what you really think of me.’


Carcophan laughed regally.


Trilless glared, first at Colbey, then, with more venom, at her evil opposite. She returned her gaze to the Renshai, and her features softened. ‘A logical mistake and one I’ve come to regret. No harm done.’


‘No harm done!’ The cavalier dismissal outraged Colbey. ‘Your Northmen destroyed the city that harbored me, slaughtering its army and the finest strategist the West ever had.’ Memories of Santagithi’s gutted town surfaced immediately, followed by images of the final battle in a cave in the Granite Hills. Colbey and Santagithi had held off a troop of Northern warriors to allow the last handful of Santagithi’s citizens to escape. Santagithi had died in the battle, and Colbey had spent days in coma. An angry, red scar still spanned his chest in a long diagonal. ‘Your Northmen hounded us across the continent. Because of you, the world lost two Renshai and two of the dearest, closest friends the Renshai ever had.’ Colbey avoided the details of those others’ deaths, afraid the memories might sever his control. Until he took the oaths and vows that accompanied the Tasks of Wizardry, nothing but common sense could keep him from attacking the Northern Sorceress with a sword that could kill her. At one time, he would have cherished the opportunity. Now, he struggled against his need for vengeance for the sake of mankind and Odin’s laws.


Carcophan laughed again. His receding, black-speckled hair lay brushed flat against his scalp, and his features appeared to be permanently sneering. ‘The man has a point, dear colleague. Had you gathered as much information as I did, you would have realized that my champion was going to come to me, without need for me to seek him. Had you watched for him to come to me, instead of assuming, you might have killed my champion rather than wasting your time and resources chasing down a colleague.


The tactless coldness of Carcophan’s reference to Episte all but shattered Colbey’s already tenuous control. He called upon heroic depths of composure to keep from responding with violence he might regret.


Immediately, Trilless turned her attention from Colbey to Carcophan. ‘You poisonous snake. You creature of evil. I spent months in research, tracking down the tiniest footnote in a text so old it crumbled with every touch.’


Carcophan grinned. His tiny eyes glittered. ‘I read, too. Then I had the sense and the competence to use my skill to confirm what I found.’


Colbey remained silent, the Wizards’ bickering cutting through his rage, his point only half made.


Trilless tapped a fist on the tabletop. ‘Maybe I care enough about our world and its law not to risk summoning demons and their chaos just to clarify questions.’


‘So instead, you take a bigger risk and loose one to slaughter the Western Wizard.’


Incredulity replaced Colbey’s ire. He had wanted to agitate the Northern and Southern Wizards and to force them to face the consequences of their misconceptions. However, the two seemed quite capable of inciting one another without his help. On man’s world, each was charged with destroying the cause of the other. Colbey guessed they probably had spent their rare moments together through eternity baiting one another. He took his seat, suddenly enjoying the spat.


Trilless answered Carcophan’s accusation. ‘I constrained that demon. And I kept its task specific. It could have harmed no one else.’


‘No one else but the Western Wizard. How clever.’


Trilless smoothed a hand through her hair, her placid demeanor unbroken despite the Southern Wizard’s sarcasm. ‘Who could have guessed Tokar would do something so stupid? Destroy his own apprentice. Make a Renshai a Wizard.’ She lowered her hand, eyes flashing at the ludicrousness of Tokar’s actions. ‘And don’t tell me you knew Colbey was the Western Wizard. If you had, you would have also known that Harval would come into existence.’ She made a vague gesture that came nowhere near its target, yet they all knew she indicated the Sword of Power at Colbey’s hip. ‘And you might have used what little judgment you have not to summon the Black Sword.’


As Colbey became more relaxed and less irritable, the knowledge gained during his years with General Santagithi allowed him to see that the Wizard-opposites’ quibbling went far beyond childish name-calling. They read one another’s strategies, ideologies, and methods in every phrase; and the seeds of future war were born from every gibe they traded.


‘Three Swords, it took, not two.’ Carcophan kept his voice low, pitched to provoke. ‘You called …’


Mar Lon strummed the lonriset’s strings harder, and a minor chord rang out over the argument. His crisp tenor rose over it in new song. ‘… the meeting began with great pomp and fanfare. Wizards squabbled like children where each sat in his chair …’


Trilless and Carcophan went suddenly quiet, and all eyes swiveled to the bard.


‘… They argued of demons, each seething and blathering. Forgetting, in anger, the cause of their gathering.’ Mar Lon looked up. He lowered the instrument with a brisk gesture that parodied embarrassment. ‘I’m sorry. Was I playing too loud?’


Colbey smiled. In the past, he and Mar Lon had had a relationship based on mutual suspicion. Colbey’s background and history unnerved the bard, especially when the Renshai came too close to King Sterrane. And Mar Lon’s mistrust had naturally made him unlikable to Colbey. Suddenly, Colbey developed a new respect for the bard’s style.


‘You’d take about half a heartbeat to kill,’ Carcophan said.


Even Colbey knew the threat was idle. To kill any mortal meant risking the possibility of jeopardizing future prophecies. The law allowed the Cardinal Wizards to drive mortals into killing one another. Rarely did those rules allow them to interfere more directly.


‘Colbey, you have seven tests to complete.’ Shadimar redirected the conversation by attending to the task at hand, too dignified to care that the diversion was shallow and obvious. The tonelessness of his voice suggested a standard speech given to all apprentices at this point in the proceedings. ‘Successful completion of each yields a ring of Wizardry. Once you have any given ring, the task is considered completed, and the next begins.’


Carcophan and Trilless regained appropriate decorum, abandoning their differences to fix their attention on Shadimar.


‘When you pass the seventh and last of the tasks …’ Shadimar glanced sharply at the other Wizards, as if to challenge either to turn his ‘when’ to an ‘if.’


‘When you pass the last task, you may be offered an eighth. You must refuse it.’


Colbey raised his brows, intrigued. This was the first time anyone had mentioned this complication.


Again, Shadimar looked from Wizard to Wizard, his expression imploring. When no one else spoke, Shadimar leaned across the table, as if to whisper. His thoughts and manner struck Colbey first. The Eastern Wizard apparently struggled with a desperate concern he saw no way to defuse. A thought drifted from Shadimar to Colbey, obviously without intention. I know Colbey, and, in this, he is like a child. The more I forbid it, the more it will entice him. Yet to send him in unwarned and unprepared for the Guardian of the Task’s tactics will doom him for certain. ‘There is a guardian who will become insistent. He will offer ultimate power. You must resist him, though it is not my right to tell you why. Refuse repeatedly, and he will send you back to us, perhaps with some crucial information or advice that you or we can use to avert the Ragnarok. If you attempt the task, his advice will become forever lost. As will you.’


Colbey gleaned far more than just Shadimar’s words. The intensity of the Eastern Wizard’s thoughts sent them wafting clearly to Colbey. He understood that, over the millennia, no one who had survived to become a Cardinal Wizard had ever attempted the eighth task. He also learned Shadimar’s theory, nurtured by his collective consciousness. Shadimar believed that Odin had added the eighth task to protect the gods, the world, and the system of Wizardry. Anyone interested in ultimate power could not be trusted to obey the many laws that hemmed in and restricted the Wizards, and Shadimar guessed that the simple act of accepting the eighth task meant failing it. To his mind, the eighth task was, itself, the decision of whether or not to attempt an eighth task.


Colbey considered the possibility. It did seem exactly the sort of warped logic that the Cardinal Wizards used, to his continued annoyance. And Odin’s wisdom seemed to work in much the same way.


‘There is no eighth task,’ Carcophan added. ‘Better to think of it that way.’


Trilless nodded her support. Colbey hoped Mar Lon had captured the evil and good Wizards’ concurrence in song. Their agreement on any matter seemed like a grand event that should have documentation.


Though no one had actually asked a question, the three studied Colbey in silence, brows raised. He saw no reason to delay the inevitable. Every Wizard had far more patience than he did. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Colbey said, then explained. ‘Like all Renshai, I rely only on the strength of my own mind and body. These are eternal.’ He raised his hands to indicate self-reliance. ‘Your powers are not your own. They come from the creatures you summon, your demons and your Power Swords.’


Mar Lon hunched over his instrument, stunned into motionlessness. A moment later, his lips moved furiously. He drew paper and a stylus from his tunic, as if to capture the many thoughts that came too quickly for his mind alone to retain.


Carcophan’s reply was abrupt and angry. ‘You speak of eternity, yet how long do Renshai live? Mortal strength withers and dies.’


Shadimar remained leaning forward. His hands slipped from the table, and he rummaged for something in his pocket as he spoke. Knowing Colbey better, he chose a different tack. ‘These tasks won’t make you a Cardinal Wizard. You are already one, and there’s no place any more for personal grudges. You don’t have to like Carcophan or Trilless. In fact, you’ll work against them, and their successors, every moment for centuries. But if you refuse to take your title, the people who suffer will be those who follow neutrality. My people. And your own …’ He pulled a huge, oval sapphire from his pocket, a gem Colbey recognized as the Pica Stone. Once it had belonged to the Renshai, a symbol of their greatness and durability. Before the Renshai had conquered it and taken the Pica, the town of Shadimar’s birth had kept it as their own talisman. After the destruction of the Renshai, Shadimar had engineered the gem back into his own hands. As a gesture of peace, Colbey had allowed the Eastern Wizard to keep the sapphire without fear of retaliation, and they had made their pact of brotherhood over it.


Colbey scowled, curious as to why Shadimar had chosen that moment to remind him of a blood-sworn relationship that Shadimar had broken.


Shadimar placed the Pica on the table. ‘… including the Renshai.’ He paused for a moment, head lowered, as if in consideration. A strongly directed thought radiated from Shadimar, obscure in its translation and underlying intention. Surely, he had not meant it for Colbey.


Accustomed to accidentally reading private ideas and emotions from others, it occurred to Colbey too late that the thought seemed too deliberate to have wafted inadvertently from the Eastern Wizard. He didn’t mean it for me. But the others in the room are Cardinal Wizards as well, the only ones, besides me, with whom Shadimar could choose to communicate in this fashion. Colbey went wary. He glanced at Carcophan. The Evil One returned the look, his lips tight in a quiet smirk. His yellow-green eyes found and held the Northman’s blue-gray ones, and the gaze they exchanged held candor and danger.
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