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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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‘We … were by nature the children of wrath.’


– Ephesians 2:3




Prologue


For centuries, the Amirannak Sea had kicked spindrift on the ragged Northland shores, but the Northern Sorceress, Trilless, watched waters glazed with calm. Perched upon a seaside cliff in the country of Asci, she stared into the fjord, watching wind scarcely ruffle ocean the color of steel. The tide tugged so gently that the waters barely seemed to pulse in time with her heartbeat.


Trilless had come to this unpopulated shoreline for the quiet solace it offered, yet the ancient champion of all goodness found no peace within or without. For all its stillness, the ocean seemed coiled and restless, locked into the dark instant of lull that preceded the most violent storms. As if in answer, the memories and surviving slivers of identity from Trilless’ eighteen predecessors seemed to writhe within her. Always before, they had remained quiescent, a conglomerate of experiences and references she called upon in time of need. Now, they heaved and fidgeted like tempest-wracked waves, while the ocean itself remained uncharacteristically stagnant.


More than four centuries ago, the ceremony that had established Trilless as the Northern Sorceress, one of the four Cardinal Wizards, had also, by necessity, claimed the life of her direct predecessor. Trilless knew that the pool of knowledge granted to her by that ceremony made her the most powerful of her line, just as her own successor would gain the benefit of her lore and become even more wise, knowledgeable, and skilled. The first four Cardinal Wizards established by Odin, including the original Northern Sorceress, had no magical powers. Haunted by dreams and images, they had written or spoken their prophecies, leaving them for later, more adept successors to fulfil. Now, Trilless found herself haunted by the first prediction of the first Northern Sorceress:


In an age of change


When Chaos shatters Odin’s ward


And the Cardinal Wizards forsake their vows


A Renshai shall come forward.


Hero of the Great War


He will hold legend and destiny in his hand


And wield them like a sword.


Too late shall he be known unto you:


The Golden Prince of Demons.


Clearly, that promised age of change had come. Trilless knew a tense expectancy that seemed to follow her, an inescapable current that suffused the world and all the creatures in it. Some of the tenets had already come to pass. Goaded by Carcophan, who was the current Southern Wizard, King Siderin of the Eastlands had launched the Great War against the mixed races of the Westlands.


Trilless’ brow knit. A scowl formed naturally on her creased features at the thought of Carcophan, her evil opposite. Law and propriety had barred her from directly observing or taking part in this war. But, through magic, she had glimpsed those parts which involved Northmen. Only one of the eighteen Northern tribes had chosen to aid the Westerners in the War; the Vikerians had gone, allied to the Town of Santagithi. Their second-in-command, a lieutenant called Valr Kirin, showed promise as a warrior and as a possible champion of goodness. But, despite his competence, the hero of the Great War was not Kirin ‘The Slayer.’


Trilless’ thoughts flowed naturally to the Renshai who had earned the title ‘Golden Prince of Demons,’ Colbey Calistinsson. She saw his cold blue-gray eyes in a hard face scarcely beginning to show age. He kept his mixed gold and white locks hacked short, a style that looked out of place amid the other Northmen’s war braids. Though relatively small, he moved with a strength and agility she had never seen matched in any warrior or acrobat. At sixty-five, Colbey was older than any Renshai in history, except for the ancient Episte who had died a decade and a half ago. Enamored with war, Renshai rarely lived through their thirties, and inbreeding had fostered a racial feature that made them seem younger than their actual ages. This, combined with a custom of naming infants for brave warriors slain in battle, had given rise to rumors that Renshai drank blood to remain eternally young.


Trilless sighed, missing the connection between Colbey and the doom suggested by the first Northern Sorceress’ forecast. So far, the Renshai’s actions fell well within the tenets of Northern honor. She found him as predictable as any of her own followers, though he had chosen neutrality over goodness. She doubted any mortal could challenge the Cardinal Wizards, let alone begin the Ragnarok, the great war destined to destroy the gods. Still, the prophecy implied that he would have some connection to the primordial chaos that Odin had banished to create the world.


Below Trilless, the ocean remained gray and still. The presences of her predecessors shifted fretfully, reminding her that the poem never stated that Colbey would directly cause the Wizards’ broken vows, the change, or the rise of chaos. Yet just the linking of his name with those events made their imminence loom. How many more years can a sixty-five-year-old mortal have? Trilless answered her own question. At most, a decade. To a sorceress nearly five centuries old, it seemed like an eye blink.


Trilless rose, her wrinkled features lost in the shadow of her hood. She wore a white cloak over robes so light they enhanced an otherwise nearly invisible tinge of pink in her ivory-pale Northern skin. To the Northmen, white symbolized purity. And, though no law of gods or Wizards made her dress the part of goodness to the point of caricature, she chose to do so anyway. It reminded her always of her job and her vows, and it gave added credence to her station. Odin’s constraints against direct interference kept her contacts with mankind rare and brief. Few enough men believed in Wizards anymore.


Other concerns touched Trilless then. The Southern Wizard had disappeared even before the Great War had begun. Surely, he knew that his champion had been defeated; yet he had chosen not to acknowledge the loss or the rout of his followers. The experiences of Trilless’ predecessors led her to believe that he had retired to a private haven to sulk. It was not uncommon for a Cardinal Wizard to withdraw for decades, returning only when large-scale events made a swift or strong defense necessary.


Yet Trilless knew her opposite too well. Despite two centuries as a Cardinal Wizard, Carcophan had scarcely more patience than a mortal. She could not help but admire his dedication to his cause though it stood in direct opposition to her own. She guessed Carcophan had left to plot in quiet; and when he struck, she knew it would be with sudden and unexpected competence and efficiency. His predecessors had relied on subtlety, insidiously infusing the followers of neutrality and goodness with his evil. Trilless and her predecessors had done much the same thing with their goodness. Over the millennia, this had led to a balance and a blurring of the boundaries and definitions of their causes. But Carcophan tended to choose warrior’s tactics: abrupt, committed strategies that resulted either in massive victories, or, as in the Great War, in wholesale defeat. I need to know what he’s planning.


And Trilless faced one more urgent worry. Odin had decreed that the number of Cardinal Wizards should always remain four; yet she had not heard from Tokar, the Western Wizard, in nearly half a century. Ordinarily, this would not have bothered her; the actions and locations of the paired champions of neutrality, the Eastern and Western Wizards, meant little to her. But when she had last seen Tokar, he had just chosen his apprentice, which meant that his time of passing was imminent. As well, the attack by Carcophan’s champion should have brought the Western Wizard into the foreground. But it had not.


Shadimar, the Eastern Wizard, had taken over the tasks the Western Wizard had been destined to fulfill. While Odin’s Law allowed this, the Eastern Wizard was always the weaker of the two and far less capable of handling his stronger compatriot’s duties in addition to his own. Odin’s laws stated that if a Wizard was destroyed, the others must band together to replace him; but strict protocol regulated who could initiate the proceedings. Neither Trilless nor Carcophan benefited from neutrality, and their causes could only strengthen without the Western Wizard to oppose them. Had Shadimar requested their aid, Trilless and Carcophan would have had no choice but to give it. There could be only two reasons why Shadimar had chosen not to do so. Either the Western Wizard still lived, or Shadimar was as uncertain as she of the fate of the Western Wizard. Until Shadimar could prove his partner’s death, revealing his need to work alone could only make him vulnerable.


Trilless wrestled with the problem. She knew there were only two ways to discover the fate of the Western Wizard, and both seemed frighteningly dangerous and difficult. The first involved trying to link minds with the missing Wizard. This had its practical difficulties. Although the Wizards could touch thoughts, to do so uninvited was considered a rudeness bordering on attack; and it required knowledge of the other Wizard’s location. That could only be achieved by physical means, and Tokar had not deigned to answer the messages she had sent him. The second means of gaining knowledge involved summoning. The idea sent a shiver of dread through her. Several Cardinal Wizards, including some of the Northern Wizards, had called forth creatures called demons from the magical plane of Odin’s banished Chaos. But Trilless had never done so.


Trilless looked out over the Amirannak Sea, her legs braced and her focus distant. Clearly she had no choice. Given his recent defeat, Carcophan could not afford the risk of a summoning. Weak and burdened with the tasks of two Wizards, Shadimar could hardly be expected to accept the peril either. Of the three Cardinal Wizards who had been killed unexpectedly, two of them had been slaughtered by demons, and both slain in such a manner had been Eastern Wizards. Though knowledge of the Western Wizard would serve Shadimar best, Trilless could understand his hesitation. Still, this ignorance could not continue. Someone had to determine the fate of the Western Wizard. Clearly that someone would have to be Trilless.


The memories of the previous Northern Wizards fluttered, some in agreement and a few in opposition to the decision. Then, as Trilless came to her conclusion, the suggestions disappeared beneath a rush of unified support. Those few who had summoned demons came to the forefront with solid advice and the words of the necessary incantation.


Trilless closed her eyes, blanking her mind except for the guidance of her predecessors. Slowly, cautious to the point of paranoia with every syllable, she began the incantation that would call the weakest of demons to her.


Gradually, a dark shape formed above the glass-still waters. Horror shivered through Trilless from a source unlike any she had known before. The familiar tingle of magic strengthened to a stabbing rumble that tore through her like pain. Space and time upended, physical concepts that lost all meaning. She gritted her teeth, not daring to cry out and lose the steady, unwavering cadence of her incantation. She grounded her reason on the constancy of Odin’s world and the necessary constraints of his laws. The collective consciousness of her predecessors began a low, changeless chant that gave her focus.


As the creature’s presence strengthened, Trilless shifted her spell, weaving tangles of enchantment about the hazy shadow. She worked with methodical efficiency, winding webs that shimmered white against the shapeless, sable bulk of the demon she had summoned.


‘Lady.’ The demon’s voice made the threatening hiss of a viper seem benign. ‘You called me to your world. You will pay with the lives of followers, and perhaps with your own. You had best hope your wards can bind me.’


Trilless tossed her hooded head without reply, keeping her attention fully focused. She knew that when the time came to return the demon it would demand payment in blood. But the amount it took would depend upon the quickness and competence of her craft. Dismiss it, distract it, and slay it. Trilless let the process cycle through her mind, hoping the knowledge of her predecessors would enhance the procedures while she concentrated on more immediate matters. Stay alert, she reminded herself. To lose even one life to this abomination would be a travesty.


Demons cared nothing for good or evil. They followed no masters and obeyed no laws. The only feature about it on which Trilless could rely was its certain and violent inconsistency. And the longer she kept it here, the stronger it would grow. ‘By Odin’s law I have called you here. You must answer my questions and perform a service to the best of your knowledge and abilities.’ Trilless hated wasting time with formality and information she believed they both already understood, but her predecessors assured her of the necessity. Unlike men the demons had no natural constraints. They were bound only by the laws thrust upon them and then only when on the world Odin created.


Wound with enchantments, the demon assumed a vague manshape. Its eyes looked like points of fire in a bed of dying embers. ‘Ask, then, Wizard. But hope your answers are worth the blood I shall claim in return.’ A glob of spittle fell from his mouth and struck the ocean with a hiss. Smoke curled from the water as its surface broke in widening rings.


Trilless raised her arms to a sky gone dull as slate. She knew that the demon, though forced to answer with truth, could deceive to the limits of that boundary. Clearly, it would reveal more of the information that it wanted her to have, skewed in the direction of primordial chaos. She would need to phrase her questions carefully. ‘At this time, is there a living Western Wizard?’


The demon faded into the gloom. Its semisolid form oozed beneath Trilless’ wards. Abruptly, wind chopped the jeweled calm of the sea, took down the hood of the sorceress’ cloak, and spilled her white hair into her face. But the demon’s bonds held. The gale withered and dropped. The demon’s eyes gleamed, and its jaws parted to reveal pointed teeth as dark as its form. ‘Lady, I do not know.’


Trilless gritted her teeth, prodded by frustration and rage. She dared not believe she had taken such a risk for nothing. ‘Who does know?’ She tried to keep her mood hidden, but her question emerged like a shout.


‘More powerful demons,’ it suggested, then laughed. ‘Perhaps.’ Its features contorted to a blur, then returned to a facelike configuration. ‘Though one of your own did witness the ceremony.’


Trilless considered. The demon had volunteered the information; apparently, it had more to say on this topic, and that intrigued her. Its words gave her two courses to follow, and she chose the more promising one. ‘By ceremony, do you mean Tokar’s ceremony of passage?’


‘Yes.’


‘So Tokar is dead?’


‘As dead as any Cardinal Wizard can be. His being, as such, was utterly destroyed.’


Trilless concentrated on the demon’s explanation. A Wizard’s ceremony of passage did result in the utter destruction of body and soul, leaving only memories, including misconceptions and weaknesses, that joined the collective consciousness and became a part of his apprentice. ‘What happened to Tokar’s successor?’


‘I do not know.’


‘Is he alive?’


‘I do not know.’


‘Is he dead?’


‘I do not know.’


Trilless abandoned this line of questioning, following the other path instead. ‘You said that one of my own witnessed the ceremony.’


The bulk of the demon darkened until it seemed less a being and more the absence of being, a dense hole in the cosmos. ‘I said this.’


‘Who?’ Trilless asked. Then, realizing she had left the question far too vague, she clarified. ‘Who witnessed the Western Wizard’s ceremony of passage?’


‘Many birds.’


The answer seemed obvious. The Western Wizard had an empathic link with birds similar to the Eastern Wizard’s connection to land animals and her own with denizens of the ocean. The Southern Wizard could command the creatures of transition, those that lived part of their life cycle on land and part in water or those land creatures that laid eggs. Recognizing the demon’s answer as delay, Trilless pressed. ‘Who is the “one of my own” who witnessed the ceremony?’


‘Carcophan.’


Trilless’ eyes narrowed. The response seemed unlikely. ‘The Western Wizard witnessed Tokar’s ceremony of passage?’


‘No.’


Trilless froze at the seeming contradiction, retracing her thoughts for the mistake. She rephrased the question more carefully. ‘Was there a mortal or a Wizard present at the Western Wizard’s ceremony of passage who was not Tokar or his apprentice?’


‘Yes,’ the demon said, supplying nothing more.


‘Name all the mortals or Wizards present at the Western Wizard’s ceremony of passage.’


The demon’s face became manlike enough to reveal a toothy grin. ‘That, Lady, was not a question.’


Near-immortality had bestowed patience on Trilless. She did not allow the demon’s stalling to fluster her. ‘Who is the “one of my own” who witnessed the Western Wizard’s ceremony of passage? And what makes you refer to him as “one of my own”?’


The demon chose to answer both questions at once. ‘He is a Northman, Wizard. Men call him Deathseeker. The gods use the title Kyndig.’ He used the Northern pronunciation Kawn-dee, which translated to ‘Skilled One.’ The demon’s features achieved a near-human sneer. ‘You call him the Golden Prince of Demons.’


Trilless recoiled as if slapped. Immediately sensing the new weakness in her wards, the demon thrust at the enchantments that held it. Hurriedly, Trilless fought vulnerability, plugging the gap with webs of utter purity. Her magic burned it. Screaming, the demon struggled backward, deeper into the sorceress’ wards.


Annoyance made Trilless’ head throb. Pain was a tool of evil, not good. Despite the nature of the demon, she had no wish to torture it. She softened the magics of her bindings, and the demon’s shrieks changed pitch to the deep rumble of laughter.


Trilless spoke in a controlled monotone. Over time, her magic was losing power while the demon gained more. She could not afford to keep it much longer. Yet, one question still begged asking. ‘I know Carcophan is plotting against us already. Who is the Southern Wizard’s new champion?’


The demon writhed in its bonds. It waved one splay-clawed hand and spoke in a voice that could quail a brave warrior. ‘Carcophan has no champion yet.’ The hand dissipated. Though not bound to say more, the demon chose to continue, perhaps hoping to further rattle its keeper. ‘But it is fated. Carcophan shall command a swordsman unmatched by any other mortal.’


Trilless paled, but this time she retained control. ‘Who is this mortal?’


‘I do not know.’


‘What more do you know about Carcophan’s champion?’


‘Only what I’ve told you.’


Another dead end. Trilless hesitated. There were more questions she would have liked to ask, but none seemed worth the risk. Clearly unless Colbey died before Carcophan selected his champion, he was the only mortal who answered the demon’s description. That, combined with the early prophecy that linked the Golden Prince of Demons with Ragnarok left her little choice. Her course of action seemed clear. First, Colbey must be questioned about the ceremony he had witnessed. A Wizard’s passage required the use of magics more potent than the sum of all the spells used throughout the centuries of his reign. Any interference could cause consequences she could only begin to contemplate. Since Colbey had become a follower of neutrality, his interrogation could only be carried out by Shadimar. Afterward, Trilless had no choice but to see to Colbey’s death.


Odin’s laws bound the Wizards to see that their predecessors’ prophecies were fulfilled; yet, as far as she knew, no Wizard had been specifically assigned to instigate the Ragnarok. In fact, it would stand against the survival of nearly all of the gods, the Wizards, and the world to assign anyone to such a task. Fortunately, without a Wizard to back it, the prophecy had little chance of coming to fruition, and Trilless saw no reason why she should not oppose it. Still, it went against her many oaths to confront any mortal directly or to suggest that another Wizard do such a thing. Even if she did, Shadimar might mistrust her intentions. Their causes did, at times, come head to head. She could only choose her own champion, send him or her after Colbey, and hope that Shadimar did not step in the way. To let Carcophan’s champion skew the balance toward evil meant a fate nearly as ugly to Trilless as the Ragnarok. And there was only one way to even the odds between Colbey and whatever champion she chose to send against him, Ristoril, the White Sword of Power. The calmness that accompanied this decision felt as right as the eternity she had dedicated herself to preserve. Many Northern Wizards before her had placed the Great Sword in a champion’s hands.


‘Demon,’ Trilless said softly, her mind made up. ‘You still owe me a service. I would have you retrieve the White Sword of Power.’


This once, the demon had no taunts. ‘I shall fulfill your request, though it is folly. Should Carcophan recall the Dark Blade, his champion would still best yours by skill. You take an unnecessary risk with lives you claim to protect. Including your own.’


Trilless stood statue still. She knew the demon spoke truth. Another prophecy claimed that the Ragnarok would occur when all three Swords of Power existed in Odin’s world of law at once. Previous mages had already crafted two of the Swords, storing them on the plane of magic when not in a champion’s hands. Yet the third Sword had not yet been crafted, and Trilless believed it would require a joint effort of Eastern and Western Wizards to create it. So long as the Western Wizard did not exist, she was taking no risk. Without Ristoril, her champion had no chance at all against Carcophan’s chosen one. Surely Carcophan knew this, too. He would have to guess that Trilless might call the White Sword against Colbey. After all, the Southern Wizard had been wise enough to withhold the Dark Sword from Siderin. ‘You cannot defy me.’


‘As you wish, Lady.’


Trilless tightened her control on the snarled webs of warding as the demon bellowed harsh, vulgar syllables that made her ears ache. Yet the result of his ravings was beautiful to behold. The sun shouldered through a crack in the clouds, as golden and bright as the elves who dwelt far north of the Amirannak Sea. Gradually, light emerged from the globe, streaming tendrils of sun that dropped from the sky and merged at Trilless’ feet as a starry burst of energy.


Its brilliance obscured the demon who summoned it. Within the light, a shape took form. Silently, the Sorceress watched as the sun streamers guttered and sank, leaving only a great Sword sheathed in a worn leather scabbard. Despite its imposing size, the plain steel hilt suggested nothing of the Sword’s power. Yet Trilless knew the Sword of Tranquillity as a mother knows her child.


Lightning flared, breaking the peace of the union between mistress and treasure. The demon’s obligations finished, Trilless could no longer hold it. Enchanted fetters fell from it with a sound like breaking harp strings. The demon howled its challenge, each word louder than the one before. ‘I’ve served you, Lady. Now, I’ll claim my BLOOD!’


‘No!’ Trilless screamed. Breakers frothed against the cliffs as the sorceress pictured the demon ravaging innocents as the price for her knowledge. Tapped of power by the summons and wards, Trilless struggled to gather strength to call magics of slaying upon the demon. Yet, constrained by Odin’s laws to never directly harm men or Wizards, Trilless had no practice with such spells. She had carefully drawn the sequence to the forefront of memory before summoning the creature, and she mouthed the syllables from rote. But now, her concentration seemed scattered, and the hubbub of internal suggestions only added to the confusion.


Vibrant sparks of sorcery flashed from Trilless, their glow rivaling the sun. They struck the dark shape of the demon, spattering harmlessly to stone. The demon laughed, huge, serrated wings unfurling from its dark formlessness. Blood-flecked saliva oozed from its mouth.


Despite her weakness and confusion, Trilless held her voice steady and raised one arm. The sleeve slid back, revealing pale, wrinkled flesh. ‘Take my blood, Vile One. You shall have no other!’


Bound by the sacrifice, the demon sprang with a wavering howl. His wail filled Trilless’ head, drawing and tugging, as if to pull out her soul. Claws tore her forearm like knives. She retreated, protective incantations burning her throat. Nothing of flesh or law could harm her, but she had dared to call a creature who could. Agony scattered her wits, and she called upon the memories of her predecessors for strength.


The sea surged and boiled. Trilless fell to her knees, drawing strength from the ocean’s perfect basic power. She recovered her senses quickly and, with them, confidence. Her shouted sorceries regained their rhythm. Light flashed, blindingly brilliant against the demon’s darkness, and the creature vanished before the spell sequence ended.


Trilless whispered the last few syllables from the deep-seated need for completeness. The demon’s claw strikes trailed blood, four ugly gashes only magic could heal. Had she still been mortal, each would have stolen a decade from her time left to live; but this meant little to one who had survived four centuries and who would choose her own time of passing. She guessed this incident would have a profound significance when passed, with her soul, to her successor.


The tide accepted Trilless’ blood and swirled it to the sea. Quietly, she began the sequence of magics that would restore the skin of her arm. The pain was not so easily banished, but she turned her concentration to the Sword for which she had paid. It lay so still, yet to her trained eyes so alive with magic. And, with that glance, came the memory of runes carved upon a tablet-shaped stone in the ocean, attributed to the early mages, though no Cardinal Wizard could trace the author through his memories:


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.


If, indeed, Odin had crafted those phrases, he foretold his own doom. By legend, the Wolf’s Age began the Ragnarok, when the earth and heavens would run with the blood of men and gods.


Trilless retrieved the sword. It lay heavy in her hands. Summoning Ristoril to this world formed the first leg of a perilous tripod, and she had to believe that Carcophan would prove wise enough to keep his impatience and pride from doubling the danger.


The sorceress reminded herself of her own bold words. The Gray Sword had yet to be forged. Without the Western Wizard, she guessed it would be impossible. Lulled by this thought, Trilless rose and headed toward the Northland cities, trying to ignore the dark, forgotten chaos that hovered over the artifact. An aura of dread darkened her features and those of the sea.




Part I


Béarn’s Return




1 Pudar’s Homecoming


A half-moon glazed light across the farm fields and forests of the central Westlands, and the sky seemed gorged with more stars than Colbey Calistinsson ever remembered seeing. Soldiers from a dozen different cities sprawled on grimy blankets or beds of piled leaves. Others gathered to talk or to play games with cards, stones, or dice, their laughter booming over the chorus of insects, the whirring calls of foxes, wolf howls, and the shy chitter of wisules. A general aura of fatigue still enwrapped the armies, even though three weeks had passed since the Great War ended, but triumph sweetened the exhaustion, tempering complaints and easing the grief over lost companions. Siderin had been defeated. The Eastlands had taken thousands of casualties; a long time would pass before they threatened the West again. And soon enough all the Westerners would be home.


Home. The word held little meaning for Colbey. Born during the Renshai’s hundred-year exile from the Northlands, he had spent his childhood rushing from battle to battle with his tribe, conquering, gathering food and plunder, celebrating those lucky enough to die in the glory of battle, mourning those who lost their lives to lingering injury or infection, and then charging into war again. When not engaged in battle, he practiced for it or taught the techniques to others. To Colbey, violence was simply a way of life. He knew no other.


Yet, in a matter of days or weeks, that would change. Rache had died in the Great War, leaving Colbey as the only full-blooded Renshai in existence. And Colbey knew from experience that he could sire no children, even had there still been a Renshai woman with whom to try.


These thoughts made Colbey frown. Standing just beyond the protecting canvas of the officers’ quarters, he stared out over fields so fertile they seemed to flow into one another like a vast green ocean. Fifty years ago, he had stood in this same location, looking out over Westerners’ crops in the moonlight. Then, as always, his people had won the battle, but they had been the invaders not the defenders. Now, Colbey looked out over the campsites of five thousand men, nearly thirty-five hundred of them under his direct command, including the organized military of the great trading city of Pudar and the mustered farmers of dozens of tiny towns. Colbey Calistinsson, the highest officer of the Westland’s largest army. The last of the Renshai led Westerners to war. The irony gnawed at him, quickly replaced by a sense of obligation. But I’m not really the only Renshai.


Colbey knew that bloodline meant little. By their own ancient laws, sword skill, not breeding, defined the Renshai. Rache’s long-held belief that he was the last of the tribe had given him the right to teach the Renshai combat maneuvers to another. He had chosen Mitrian, the daughter of a town leader named Santagithi, who was the general of the remaining soldiers in the camp and the West’s master strategist.


A good choice. Mitrian had a natural grace and dedication to the art; logically, Colbey supported Rache’s decision. Yet deep within, he could not help wondering if it would have been better to let the Renshai remain dead in the eyes of the world after the bloody slaughter by neighboring Northmen that had destroyed all of the Renshai except Rache and himself. He thought of the red harvest of violence that the Renshai had once casually reaped across the world, spurring a hatred so deep that, in some countries, simply speaking the name was cause for execution. Better for all, perhaps, if the ‘Golden-Haired Devils from the North’ remained the corpses everyone believed them to be.


Still, Colbey did not brood long over lost possibilities. Rache had fathered a son whom he would never see. The toddler lived with his mother in Santagithi’s Town. Mitrian and her husband Garn had left their only child, an infant boy, with a friend in Pudar during the war. Soon, Colbey and Santagithi would arrive in Pudar along with its army. They would retrieve Mitrian’s son, now called Rache in the Renshai tradition of naming children for warriors slain in battle. Once Santagithi and his guard force returned to their town, Colbey’s training of the two boys would commence. And, in a few months or years, when Mitrian and Garn returned from restoring the king of Béarn to his throne, the Renshai would be united once again.


United. An army of four, two of them babies. And all facing the enmity of nearly the entire world. The odds against Colbey seemed enormous, yet he did not flinch from the responsibility. His loyalty to the Renshai never faltered, though his understanding of their purposes did. Obviously, we can’t ever again become the wanton killers we once embodied as a tribe. Colbey recalled stories of the gory border skirmishes between the eighteen Northern tribes, battles in which the Renshai had committed the worst sin any Northman could imagine. To destroy morale, the Renshai had sliced body parts from their enemies, thereby barring the dead from the rewards of Valhalla’s afterlife. Despite minor disputes over territory, the Northern tribes believed themselves a brotherhood, and the crimes of the Renshai had resulted in their banishment from the North.


Colbey leaned against a withered oak, the bark gouging into the light fabric of his tunic. Though he moved with a casual ease that seemed to border on carelessness, every sense remained alert. A part of his mind assessed the location of every soldier and, seeing no threat, discarded the information. Movement inside the tent told Colbey that General Santagithi, too, was still awake.


Colbey knew that the Renshai’s century without a homeland had been spent gleaning the most elite battle techniques from every culture in existence. Driven first by bitterness and blood lust and later by blood lust alone, the Renshai had blended philosophy and skill into the most successful combat system in existence. Rumors told how the least competent Renshai could fight three of any country’s best warriors and win, and Colbey had never found reason to doubt the veracity of the statement.


Still, the Renshai’s single-minded devotion to war had goaded them to answer every problem with violence. Renshai rarely lived past their early thirties; the youthful exuberance and vigor of the tribe only fed the cycle. Colbey mulled the situation, forming no judgments. In his time, he had been as eager for combat as any other. A scene emerged from deeply rooted memory. He recalled when the Renshai had finally returned to the North after their hundred years of wandering. The tribal area which had once served as home to the Renshai had become a part of Thortire. So the Renshai spokesman had asked the high king in Nordmir for an icy, barren island that was then called Ti. The king’s reply remained vivid in Colbey’s memory, ‘Pick a champion from among your people. If he can best my champion, the island is yours. So long as you don’t threaten other tribes, you may live your days in peace.’ A strange smile had touched the king’s features then, ‘But should my man win, your tribe must leave the Northlands and never return.’


At twenty-nine, Colbey had already been the Renshai’s most accomplished sword master for fifteen years. Yet their spokesman had chosen a challenger from the ranks at random with a bored nonchalance that enraged the king. A young woman faced and defeated the king’s champion. Then, in an ugly gesture of defiance that had galled even Colbey, she had lopped the head from the king’s warrior, stealing from him the glory that came with death. The Renshai had won a homeland that never again bore any name but Devil’s Island. And twenty years later, when the massed armies of the North slaughtered the Renshai, they never truly broke the king’s promise. General/King Siderin of the Eastlands had steered the Northern king to the loophole in his vow. By attacking at night, the Northmen had allowed the Renshai to live their ‘days in peace.’


Colbey drew a long sword from each hip sheath, watching the familiar glow of starlight on the blades. Even after sixty-five years, the beauty of the sight never dimmed, nor the excitement that thrilled through him at the melody of steel rasping from its sheath. But the joy of other things had disappeared. Thoughts of some of the Renshai’s actions sickened him, especially the ritual mutilations that had led to their exile. Yet there was a beauty and integrity to the Renshai that outsiders rarely understood. They remained loyal to one another to the extreme of cutting down one of their own from behind to prevent his dying of illness or infection, for a coward’s death would doom a warrior to Hel. Their honor forbade them from using anything but their own individual, physical skills in war; therefore, they shunned armor, group strategies, and any weapon that did not require a direct, hand-to-hand technique. Rache had died of King Siderin’s poison. And that, Colbey had found the most distasteful weapon of all.


Still, despite the many laws that bound the Renshai, they never expected their enemies to follow the same code of ethics. A man who dies fighting with his principles intact dies in glory. To expect enemies to follow the same code of honor defiles that honor, reducing it to a set of arbitrary rules.


With that thought, Colbey launched into a svergelse, a series of sword maneuvers practiced alone. Though swifter than his heartbeats, the perfect, committed figures came easily, along with a memory that, to his mind, defined the Renshai’s creed. Before Colbey’s birth, the tribe had worshiped the god Odin as their patron. Then, one day, Colbey’s elders swore that Thor’s wife Sif appeared before them, promising that a child born that day would become the most skilled sword master in history. Three babies joined the tribe that day. The first, a boy, barely met the Renshai’s definition of average before his death in a childhood combat. The second, a girl called Kelrhyne, was hardy and robust. Clearly the object of Sif’s promise, she perfected her first sword maneuver before the other two pulled to a stand. She had breezed through the Renshai training as though it was created solely for her. The third child born had been Colbey.


The swords whirled about Colbey, veering with a speed that kept them invisible. Even the flashes of starlight shifted too quickly to betray their positions. He recalled how, at five years old, he had been told about Sif’s promise. Immediately, he had made a vow. If Kelrhyne was destined by gods to become the most skilled sword master in history, then, by setting his goal to best her, he would become the finest swordsman possible, constrained only by time. Now, remembering, Colbey smiled, spinning into a complicated kata designed for battling hordes of enemies at once. From that day, he had forsaken everything but his swords. He had spent every moment of every day drilling sword maneuvers until exhaustion battered him into unconsciousness. Over time, his parents discovered that no promise of reward nor threat of punishment could drive Colbey to fulfill the mundane duties of life. He would rather practice than eat, would rather hold his sword than another person, and would rather train than sleep.


By the time Kelrhyne died in brazen glory, Colbey had become the best. Therein, Colbey knew, lay the fundamental difference between Renshai and other men. For, where others would simply say that Colbey had been Sif’s Chosen One all along, the Renshai still believed Sif had specified Kelrhyne; and they revered the dedication that had allowed Colbey to thwart a god-voiced prophecy.


Colbey plunged into a wild flurry of strike and parry, both arms arching and driving with equal mastery, his body weaving in a finely coordinated dance. His thoughts jarred back to the present. The responsibility of recreating the greatest of all tribes from a Western townswoman and two young boys gnawed at him. The honor, glory, and skill of the Renshai must live on. Fifty years of training the world’s best swordsmen had made him confident of his abilities. That he could make them competent, he harbored no doubts. The uncertainty came with thoughts of what philosophies to instill, what purpose the Renshai would have in the new order of the world. The only possibility that made any sense at all to Colbey was to have the Renshai become soldiers for hire, to fight for money or glory, but only where the cause was right. And to make allies where before they had only enemies.


As easily as the idea came to Colbey, it brought with it no fanfares or certainties. Logic told him the decision was right, yet he wanted something more, approval from a deeper portion of his being or from the golden-haired goddess who guided the Renshai. Colbey whipped his swords into a forward cross block, then whirled, slicing opposite loops to meet imaginary opponents beside and behind him. Faster than thought, he spun again, gliding the blades through controlled, committed arcs. Like all of the Northern deities, Sif took her sacrifices on the battlefield, and Colbey had delivered hundreds of Easterners to her in the Great War. Afterward, he had recited his quieter, more personal prayers alone beside a campfire. Now, seeking guidance, Colbey dedicated his practice to Sif, sincerely trying, as always, to make it his finest effort. The elderly Renshai twirled and lunged, his swords carving the air in flawless arcs, lines, and ovals, a lethal whirlwind of flashing gold and silver.


Sif never directly answered Colbey. He sought only the peace of mind that he had always truly believed came from the goddess, though he had no proof but faith. Now, a pinpoint of light sparked before him. Gradually, it grew and spread, widening to a vast, shapeless glimmer. Colbey continued his practice, creating a grand new sword maneuver in his exuberance. He kept his attention partially on the glowing object, uncertain whether to attack or painstakingly avoid it. Never once did he question its presence. That his goddess would send him such a sign was an honor he dared not belittle with doubts. Other realities touched his subconscious. He knew that Santagithi had emerged from the tent and sat watching Colbey’s prayer, deferentially silent and still. A few of the Pudarian soldiers stopped to stare from a distance, nudging one another and passing whispered comments. Yet these things seemed of so little consequence, Colbey ignored them.


The light surged and sputtered before Colbey. Still uncertain of his role, he finally decided to bring a sword stroke through the image. As tentative as the decision seemed, Colbey never jabbed or cut without a full commitment to the blow and its consequences. The blade cleaved the glow. Fully powered, it met no resistance. A gold-white star flashed from the steel like a highlight, then disappeared, and the glimmer flared suddenly into the form of a woman in black leather.


The functional battle garb detracted nothing from a face and figure that redefined Colbey’s feminine ideal. Long blonde hair spilled free in the spring wind, so thick and saffron that it seemed like strands of spun, metallic gold. She clutched a gleaming broadsword that lashed abruptly for Colbey’s head.


For a fraction of a heartbeat, Colbey hesitated. The lack of reaction from the spectators told him that he alone saw the image. If she did not exist, he had nothing to fear from her attack. If she was a manifestation of his goddess, then he would die on her sword with honor. But not without a bold and glorious fight! She deserves that much. And so do I.


Colbey flicked his left sword into a block, boring in rather than retreating or dodging. Her blow crashed against his left blade with an unexpected strength. His right sword swept beneath her guard. She leapt backward into a crouched defense, her blue eyes sparkling with pleasure over features that clearly revealed surprise. She skipped to the left, as light and quick as an animal and with a grace that might have sent a practiced dancer into a jealous rage. Colbey did not press his offensive, instead using the instant to assess her potential. Already, he could tell that she would prove the most potent threat he had ever faced. And the challenge thrilled him.


The woman remained crouched, patient as eternity. Colbey waited, too, content to enjoy the fatal beauty of even her slightest movements. He made an almost imperceptible gesture, indicating that she should take the next attack.


The woman laughed, the sound deep and resonant yet still somehow feminine. Suddenly, she lunged. Colbey sidestepped the jab, then returned a double stroke of his own. She met the attack with a snaking parry that redirected both of his blades.


Now, Colbey laughed, too, feeling carefree and as vibrant as a child. More than fifty years had passed since any opponent could meet him stroke for stroke. Even the next best Renshai had never returned more than one attack for every two. He rescued his left sword from her maneuver, using what little remained of its momentum to catch the knurling of her hilt near her fingers. Torn from her hands, the sword pinwheeled between them. Colbey’s other blade, driven toward her abdomen, seemed certain to land.


Horror flashed through Colbey’s mind as her sword neared the ground. By Renshai tradition, a sword was the most important and deeply personal part of a warrior; to let an honored opponent’s sword touch the ground was considered the basest insult. Instantly, he whisked his right sword into its sheath. He dove for the falling weapon, catching the hilt a finger’s breadth before it hit the grass.


Colbey’s gaze lost his opponent for only the barest fraction of time. Yet, when he looked up, a sword clenched triumphantly in each hand, three cold steel blades in the hands of three identical women slammed down toward him.


‘Modi.’ Colbey called to Sif’s son, the god of battle wrath. From infancy, he had been taught to shout the name whenever he or his people needed an extra burst of blood lust. Decades of training responded to Colbey’s need. Rage surged through him, bringing strength like a second wind. He rolled, parrying despite the awkwardness of his position. He felt the blades scratch down the two in his fists, felt the swishing pass of the third as it missed his skull by a finger’s breadth. He spun to his feet, slashing a furious barrier of metal between him and his three opponents.


‘General Colbey!’ The cry seemed distant and unimportant, yet it jarred Colbey’s concentration. The triple images of the woman blurred.


No! Colbey forced his attention back, needing this fight which was the greatest challenge of his life.


‘General Colbey!’ The Pudarian voice grew louder, followed by Santagithi’s sour reprimand.


‘Be still soldier. It’s not polite to interrupt a man’s prayer. Nor wise, if his gods hold him in half the regard that I do.’


‘Prayer.’ The Pudarian snorted. ‘He’s just practicing.’


The woman faded to oblivion, leaving only a pale outline of light. The sword that had been hers disappeared from Colbey’s hand. Three women. Three sparring partners. Three other Renshai. Colbey pounced on the significance of the number, narrowing his concentration, trying to recreate the phantom that must have come from his imagination. Still, he could not let go of the possibility that his sparring partner had been a divine manifestation of Sif.


Santagithi continued in his usual gently authoritative manner. ‘He is a Northman. To them, war is religion.’


The Pudarian’s tone went icy. ‘With all respect, General, I need to speak with the other general, not with you. Prince Verrall wishes Colbey now. His grace must not be left waiting.’


The light winked out. Annoyance suffused Colbey, and he glanced directly at the speakers for the first time. Santagithi stood with one foot propped on a weathered stump. Dark blond hair flecked with gray fringed features just beginning to wrinkle. Tall and broad, he towered over the darker Pudarian soldier, yet the smaller man glared back with a look of controlled defiance. Colbey, not Santagithi, was the leader of Pudar’s army, and the man seemed determined to make that point clear.


Colbey jabbed his remaining sword into its sheath. ‘Prince Verrall will not wait for a man to finish his prayers? Then “your grace” has none. What does he want?’ Colbey did not mince words, nor question semantics. King Gasir of Pudar had died in the war, leaving no direct heir. Of his four nephews from two brothers, Verrall had legal claim to the throne. Until his coronation, however, he could not use the title ‘king,’ so he had chosen ‘prince.’


The Pudarian blanched beneath Colbey’s intense scrutiny. ‘He … his grace wants to speak with you as soon as possible.’


‘About what?’


‘I don’t know, sir.’


‘Very well,’ Colbey sighed in resignation, the conversation sounding almost too vivid and real in the wake of his holy experience. ‘Take me to him, then.’ Colbey had no interest in politics, and royalty meant little to him. The other seventeen Northern tribes, and most of the West’s largest cities, were separate monarchies, each country organized under a high king. But the Renshai had never had a government. For the rare matters of diplomacy, they had chosen whoever seemed the best speaker for the occasion.


‘This way, sir.’ The Pudarian turned, relaxing as he no longer had to confront Colbey’s cruel features and hard blue-gray eyes. He headed toward the center of the camp.


Colbey followed, and Santagithi joined him. The broad-boned Westerner dwarfed the slight Renshai.


Colbey smiled. ‘You would join me?’ They wound between trees and tent.


‘I think it would be best.’


‘Your company is always a pleasure, but you don’t often offer it.’ Colbey could not help asking, ‘Do you think I’m in danger?’


‘Do I think you are in danger?’ Santagithi’s mouth twitched upward. He cleared his throat, as if to make one of his ringing diplomatic or strategic announcements. ‘Isn’t that rather like worrying about a wolf being attacked by a flock of starving hens?’


Colbey chuckled, watching the back of the Pudarian’s shaking head. It went against Santagithi’s usual tactful finesse to insult anyone, especially within earshot of a soldier so closely linked to the prince of the West’s largest city. He tried to guess the reason as they finished the trip in silence, and he believed he understood. For Santagithi, the war had proven taxing – physically, mentally, and emotionally. He had lost both of his captains to death. Despite being Renshai and a cripple, Rache had been like a son. The second had been Santagithi’s confidant. His only daughter had run away from home with Garn, the gladiator who had paralyzed Rache. Nearly a year later, the Great War reunited father and daughter, only to reveal that she had borne him a grandson, married Garn, and, taught by Colbey, she had become as skilled at war as any of his soldiers. Named the West’s prime strategist, Santagithi had had to orchestrate the Great War, coordinating armies of mixed backgrounds and even a single tribe of Northmen. The lives of thousands of men, and ultimately of their wives and children, had lain in his hands. Even the kings and generals had pinned their hopes on the man that the Eastern Wizard had called their finest strategist. Now, Colbey suspected, Santagithi simply needed a chance to shake off the lead weight of responsibility heaped upon him.


The Pudarian came to halt before a huge, enclosed tent in the center of the camp. Four Pudarian guardsmen stood watch at the corners, each clutching a bladed pole arm that Colbey’s sword-skewed education did not allow him to identify by name. The Pudarian escort nodded to his on-duty companions, then addressed Colbey and Santagithi. ‘One moment, please, sirs.’ Raising one folded tent flap, he disappeared inside. The canvas flopped back into place behind him.


Thoughts wafted to Colbey from the nearest sentry. Bored, he explored them, finding the man unusually alert and restless for a soldier on a routine watch. Curious, Colbey probed, discovering an awe that bordered on fear; he, it seemed, was the source of the sentry’s discomfort. The Renshai suppressed a smile of amusement. He held a neutral stance, defensible, yet in no way coiled or threatening, hoping to put the man at ease.


The mind-reading ability had come to Colbey eleven years past. Shortly after the Western Wizard had informed him that the tribe of Renshai had been massacred five years earlier, a madness had descended upon Colbey. It had taken the form of driving obsessions, voices in his head, and glimpses into the past and future. One by one, he had crushed the intruders and the seeds of insanity they represented, systematically destroying them with the same competence and control he used on the battlefield. At first, he had believed that the madness itself caused him to accidentally catch stray thoughts of people around him, ideas that he later discovered he had read verbatim. Since every voice had disappeared, he realized that each winning war had honed his mind in the same way every battle enhanced his skills. Now, he was just beginning to explore the possibilities of a mental tactic that went far beyond the philosophy and mind over body mastery he had learned since infancy.


The guards stood in stony silence. The one Colbey had studied shifted uncomfortably beneath his scrutiny. Santagithi stood with his head raised, his gaze following the sweep of stars across the heavens.


Shortly, the tent flap jiggled, then folded aside. The Pudarian who had escorted Colbey and Santagithi peeked through the opening. ‘General Colbey, Prince Verrall will see you now.’ He gave Santagithi an apologetic glance. ‘Sir, he asked for the general alone. He would be happy to meet with you later if you feel the need.’


Colbey glanced at Santagithi. The Western general’s expression did not change, but Colbey sensed discomfort in his companion’s demeanor. Though he had no reason to think the prince meant him any harm, the decision to meet after dark and Santagithi’s casual insistence on accompanying Colbey made him careful. He trusted Santagithi’s instincts.


Inexperienced in affairs of state, Colbey chose his words cautiously and kept his tone respectful. ‘Please thank his grace for seeing me.’ Since the prince had called for him, Colbey guessed his gratitude was unnecessary, but it helped him lead into his request. ‘Please also inform him that Santagithi has come along as my … as my …’ The idea of Colbey needing a bodyguard seemed ludicrous. Unable to think of a better word, Colbey found an equally absurd one. ‘… my retinue. Anything the prince can say in my presence, he can say in front of Santagithi.’


The Pudarian stared, as if waiting for Colbey to admit he was joking.


Colbey made an exaggerated gesture of dismissal. ‘Go on. Tell him.’


Reluctantly, the Pudarian retreated.


Colbey glanced at Santagithi, hoping he had not offended the general. Though they had become fast friends, they had only known one another since the war. And, where Colbey’s title was wholly military, Santagithi was leader of a country as well. ‘Sorry about the retinue thing,’ Colbey whispered.


A tight-lipped smile ruined Santagithi’s otherwise somber expression. He spoke as softly, ‘You must think much of my abilities to consider me an entire retinue.’


Colbey suppressed a chuckle. In his attempt to sound as respectful as possible, he had not realized he had used the plural.


The Pudarian’s head again appeared through the slit. ‘His grace again asked to see his general alone. He has promised to tend any business with the other general afterward.’ He addressed Santagithi directly. ‘Or before, if you prefer, sir.’


‘With all due respect …’ At the moment, Colbey estimated the amount due as a spoonful. ‘… you know Santagithi has no business with the heir. He came with me. Verrall can see me with my retinue or not at all.’


Apparently briefed for this contingency, the Pudarian did not bother to consult the prince again. He sighed in resignation. ‘Very well, then. Both of you come inside.’ He exited, holding aside the flap.


Santagithi and Colbey entered together. The spacious area enclosed by the canvas surprised Colbey. Prince Verrall sat in a crude, wooden chair in the center. Behind him, straw and blankets lay neatly spread as bedding. To his left stood a pile of supply crates. To his right, a series of crates surrounded a huge stump that served as a table. A dozen Pudarian soldiers armed with swords were positioned around the prince, and two boys in peasant garb waited behind the chair.


Colbey lowered his head respectfully. Santagithi bowed, and the prince answered with the same courtesy. ‘I didn’t expect the pleasure of your company, too, Santagithi. Please, accept my hospitality. My business is with my general.’ He waved toward the table and crates. The boys scurried in the indicated direction to tend to Santagithi even before he arrived.


Colbey opened his mouth to protest again, but Santagithi squeezed his arm in warning. ‘Let it lie, friend,’ he hissed, barely audibly. There’s something to be said for compromise.’ He spoke aloud, ‘Thank you, Verrall.’ Without further comment, he took the seat closest to the prince and facing Colbey.


The peasant boys talked softly with Santagithi, then trotted off to attend some request. The prince turned his attention fully on Colbey. ‘First, General, I and all of Pudar would like to thank you for your leadership and your dedication to our effort in the war.’


Colbey glanced toward Santagithi, seeking clues to the proper formalities. But the town leader slouched with his head resting on a hand propped on the table. Legs crossed, he watched the proceedings with mild curiosity. As Colbey’s delay stretched past politeness, Santagithi raised his brows.


You bastard. Colbey knew Santagithi was gleaning some amusement from the situation. ‘You’re welcome.’ Colbey could think of nothing better to say, but the ensuing hush encouraged him to continue. ‘Your uncle, King Gasir, was a good man and a decent soldier. He died bravely. It was my pleasure to honor his only request to me, that, in the event of his death, I lead his army in the war.’ Colbey stopped, hoping he had said enough.


‘Sire,’ the nearest Pudarian hissed at Colbey.


Surprised by the address, Colbey glanced at his escort.


Prince Verrall continued, apparently unaware of the exchange. ‘As you know, King Gasir had four nephews. Though I am the second in age, my father was the king’s next eldest brother, while my cousin was born of Gasir’s youngest brother. I am, by law, the heir.’ He studied Colbey with an intensity that seemed to bear no relation to his words.


Colbey nodded, rapidly losing interest.


‘I am concerned my cousin may try to claim the Pudarian throne.’


Again Colbey nodded. He watched one of the peasant boys thread through the prince’s entourage with a mug of wine for Santagithi.


‘Do you understand the situation, General?’


Colbey’s brows knit in a mixture of confusion and annoyance. The situation seemed obvious enough for a senile street beggar to grasp, and he wondered if he should take offense at the question. ‘It seems terribly clear, yes.’


‘Sire,’ the Pudarian guard whispered more forcefully.


‘What?’ Colbey hissed back.


The soldier emphasized his point with an abrupt gesture with both open hands. ‘Sire. Call the prince “sire.” ’


‘Why?’


‘Why?’ The guard’s voice rose an octave, serving as both outraged repetition and query.


‘Why?’ Colbey repeated with vexing calm.


The guard wore a bemused expression somewhere between shock and horror. His cheeks looked aflame. ‘Because. Because that’s what you call him.’


Colbey saw no reason to further antagonize the sentry, aside from a mild curiosity about whether the man could become so enraged that he ruptured the vessels in his face. ‘Sire,’ he added, the belated title lost beneath the king’s next words, which was just as well. Frustrated at being drawn from his prayers for matters that held no interest for him, Colbey had muttered the word with a disgust that even his melodious Northern accent could not soften.


‘As commander of my troops, you will, of course, see that any rebellion Bacshas might instigate is quickly laid to rest.’


‘Bacshas is your cousin,’ Colbey guessed.


The Pudarian guardsman’s face flared to purple. As he opened his mouth, Colbey said simultaneously, ‘Sire.’


Santagithi uncrossed his legs, sitting straight in his chair. He seemed as interested in the exchange as the prince.


‘Yes,’ Verrall confirmed. ‘Bacshas is my cousin.’


‘Thank you for the opportunity, Sire,’ Colbey said politely. ‘But I’m not interested.’


The room quieted.


The prince seemed to have difficulty finding words. ‘You would not put down a Bacshas-backed rebellion?’


‘No, Sire.’


The hush deepened. Even the rare click of the guards’ armor disappeared.


Prince Verrall’s features flushed, nearly to the color of his sentry’s. He leaned forward in his chair. ‘General, are you aware your words are treasonous?’


The hands of the prince’s guards inched toward their sword hilts. This did not escape Colbey’s notice, nor did he miss the growing expressions of fear on several faces. All of Verrall’s men had seen Colbey in battle.


Colbey remained calm, seeing no significant threat from only a dozen Pudarian soldiers. ‘Sire, I admit that the Trading tongue is not my first language, but I believe I do know the definition of treason. I’ve not raised a hand against you. Surely, there’s nothing treasonous about resigning my command.’


The sentries fidgeted. Santagithi sat with the mug clasped between his palms; he had not yet taken a single sip. The prince looked stricken. ‘So you would resign your command and lead Bacshas’ forces against me?’


‘No.’ Colbey corrected the misconception. ‘I am resigning my command so I can go to Santagithi’s Town. Pudar’s politics are not my concern.’


A glimmer of hope appeared on Verrall’s face. ‘You’re not going to back my cousin?’


‘No.’ Colbey glared at his Pudarian escort, pronouncing the next word distinctly for his benefit. ‘Sire.’


‘Then you will back me.’


‘No.’


The prince lapsed into a frustrated silence. Though bored and impatient to return to his practice, Colbey waited to be dismissed.


‘Why not?’ Verrall asked, at length.


Colbey glanced at each of the dozen guards in turn. Not one held his gaze. This time, the Renshai thought it best to begin with the title of respect. ‘Sire, I’ve already told you I plan to return to Santagithi’s Town with him.’


The prince leaned forward, guarded hope again showing in his bearing. ‘Santagithi and his soldiers would be shown the hospitality due visiting dignitaries. They’ve been away from home several months already. A week or two, even a month or two, longer won’t make much difference. And the trading city will give them a well-deserved vacation and a place to buy presents for their wives and families.’ He glanced in Santagithi’s direction as if to confirm the invitation. It had become common knowledge that, when Santagithi sent his yearly trading party to Pudar, the guards clamored for the opportunity to go.


Santagithi continued to cradle his drink. Apparently not wishing to interfere with Colbey’s decision nor insult Prince Verrall, he gave only a brief, noncommittal nod.


Colbey ignored the nonverbal communication. ‘With all respect, Sire, that’s not the issue.’


‘And the issue is?’ Verrall encouraged. Thick brows arched over dark eyes, smoothing the middle-aged features.


‘That I’m not involving myself in Pudar’s politics. May I go now, Sire?’ Colbey clamped the sentences together so quickly, it took the remainder of the men in the tent a moment to recognize his sudden shift of topic.


‘No.’ Prince Verrall made a crisp gesture to his men. The two nearest Colbey shifted inconspicuously behind him to block the exit.


Colbey followed the men’s passage by sound. Until they drew weapons, they would prove no danger to him. He left their presence and movements to his subconscious, which had already processed and chronicled the skill of each soldier by his stance and his gait.


‘Colbey, I’m no fool …’


Colbey stared in stony silence, believing that any man who needed to say such a thing obviously was precisely that which he denied.


‘… You’re a Northman fighting for the West. Obviously, politics alone don’t concern you. You willingly pledged yourself to my uncle. I’m his heir. Why do you refuse me?’


Colbey lowered his head in consideration, but found no words to soften the blow. ‘Sire, it would be best if I didn’t say.’


‘But you will.’


‘Will I?’


‘I think we would both find it preferable to sitting here staring at one another all night.’


Colbey frowned. What kept him in the prince’s tent was not force or threat of violence, but protocol. He considered leaving, aware he could probably move quickly enough to forestall any immediate retaliation. But Santagithi had more ground to cover, and it seemed unfair to put a friend in danger in the name of simple defiance. Besides, Colbey had just committed the Renshai to finding allies and to a future as swordsmen for hire. Antagonizing the king of the Westlands’ largest city did not seem prudent, yet Colbey saw no way to avoid it.


Unwilling to lie, Colbey ran the risk of offending with words or with silence, and he chose the former, hoping that it would save time and that the prince would remember he had pressed Colbey to speak. ‘Sire, if you don’t have the power to claim your throne without me, what makes you think you can keep it after I’m gone?’


The guards exchanged nervous glances. Santagithi frowned, suddenly intent on the conversation.


Prince Verrall recoiled as if struck. Then his features creased in outrage. ‘You think I’m weak.’


Having spoken freely, Colbey saw no reason to back down now. ‘I’ve seen you fight. You’re not King Gasir.’


‘You think I’m weak?’ The prince seemed locked on the phrase.


Though he had little experience with smoothing strained relations, Colbey tried. ‘I don’t mean to be offensive. It’s probably just my upbringing. Northmen revere heroes. Kings nearly always serve as their own generals. Those who don’t run the risk of losing their followers to their generals. It’s not malicious,’ Colbey added quickly. ‘It’s just that good people tend to reward competence, in war and in leadership.’


Colbey paused, distracted by a realizaton that he had never before considered. The Northmen were, by definition, the followers of good and the Easterners followers of evil. Yet though their motivations always clashed, often the end results were similar. The Eastern cities banded beneath a single king who, if not a skilled warrior as well as a powerful presence, could lose his throne to a stronger soldier. Self-motivated, the Renshai had paid little attention to the divisions. And though a tent in the Westlands seemed an odd place to consider philosophy, Colbey could not help noting that pure good and evil, like genius and madness, might prove so opposite as to become too alike.


Prince Verrall pounded a fist on the arm of his chair. ‘And you? I imagine you believe you would be powerful enough to rule Pudar.’


Colbey hesitated, the concept so foreign he had never considered it. The answer was obvious. ‘Certainly, Sire. But I have no inter …’


‘You arrogant wisule!’ Verrall leapt to his feet, using the vilest insult Colbey knew. By calling him after a rodent so skittish it would abandon its young rather than face a threat, the prince had accused Colbey of cowardice. ‘Do you think I’m stupid?’


Even had Colbey deigned to grace the rhetorical question with an answer, the prince did not give him the opportunity.


‘You speak of might. You talk about generals usurping kings. You won’t support the rightful heir to Pudar, nor even his conniving cousin. Clearly, what you plan is treason! You want the throne for yourself!’


The accusation seemed too ridiculous to answer. Tossing his hands in exasperation, Colbey turned to leave. Even as he moved, he caught a glimpse of the prince beginning a gesture to his guards. His other hand fell to the hilt of his sword.


Colbey spun back to face the threat.


Santagithi hurled the contents of his mug. Wine splattered over the Prince of Pudar, staining his silks and leathers. Purple droplets wound across features that went nearly as dark. His hand whipped from his hilt, waving in flustered outrage. Sputtering, he turned on Santagithi. ‘Why? How dare …!’ Apparently remembering he was addressing a man with as high a rank as himself, he kept accusation from his voice. ‘Why?’


The guards formed a circle around Colbey, but they kept their distance and did not pull weapons.


Santagithi stood, large and dangerous even when compared to a tent full of soldiers. His voice sounded more booming than usual in the stunned hush that fell over Verrall’s warriors. ‘I apologize for the soaking, but I found it necessary to rescue a dozen innocent men from death, and you, too.’


‘From death?’ Verrall shook off wine by snapping his arms through the air. ‘What death?’


Colbey folded his arms across his chest, awaiting Santagithi’s explanation with bland curiosity. Around him the guards squirmed, obviously unnerved by his casual disinterest in them.


‘If anyone in this tent had drawn a weapon, Colbey would have had no choice but to take it from him. I doubt he would have sheathed his unblooded.’ Santagithi’s level tone surely did more to dispel tension than his words.


But Verrall took offense. ‘So you think I’m weak, too.’


‘No.’ Though he addressed the prince, Santagithi’s attention strayed to the soldiers as he assessed a threat Colbey had naturally considered from the moment he had entered the tent. ‘I’m not a Northman. I can see strengths Colbey would never understand. What you lack in sword skill, you make up in wisdom and diplomacy. And I know you’re shrewd enough to realize that nothing good could come of attacking the hero of the Great War.’


The prince’s eyes narrowed. Wine dribbled to the floor, leaving purple rings on the dirt as Verrall sought the words to end the conflict and still keep face.


Colbey remained silent, allowing Verrall the courtesy of space and time. Santagithi also said nothing, presumably for similar reasons.


At last, Prince Verrall spoke, ‘Very well. Colbey, you’re dismissed. As to you,’ he sat, twisting his head toward Santagithi, ‘I want you to gather your men and head home. I don’t want you or your people in my city.’


Santagithi grimaced. Knowing the cause, Colbey tried to explain without sounding as if he was undermining the prince’s decision. ‘Sire, we’ll be gone as soon as we can. But Santagithi’s baby grandson is in your city. Surely, you’ll let us retrieve him before we leave.’


The pause that followed seemed to span eternities. Until now, Colbey had tried to avoid violence. But the idea that Verrall might try to prevent him from gathering one of the three remaining Renshai raised his ire. For this cause, Colbey would fight until either he or every last Pudarian lay dead.


‘Very well,’ Prince Verrall said calmly, though runnels of wine stole all dignity from his bearing. He strode the fine line between compromise and surrender. The first would make him seem a diplomat, the second as weak as Colbey had implied. ‘But Santagithi’s army stays outside the walls. And you stay only long enough to get the child. If you cause any disturbances, I will see you punished to the fullest extent of the law.’


Santagithi pursed his lips, unaccustomed to allowing others to speak to him in this fashion. Still, for the sake of peace, he allowed the pronouncement to go unchallenged. ‘It will be as you say.’ He threaded past the guards to Colbey’s side. ‘Let’s go.’


Nodding, Colbey turned to leave.


The prince called after him. ‘Oh, and General.’


Colbey and Santagithi both looked back.


‘Colbey, you’re relieved of your command as of this moment. I can lead my own forces, thank you.’


Colbey nodded once, barely managing to make it through the tent flap without grinning. He whispered to Santagithi. ‘With such leadership, let the Pudarian army hope that we meet no enemies en route.’


Santagithi’s answering laugh was strained.




2 The Night Stalker


Weeks later, the fields just outside the walled city of Pudar became a crowded chaos of jubilant soldiers and civilians. Wives and children clutched husbands and fathers in grips that seemed unyielding, tear-streaked faces buried in war- and travel-stained leather. Others wove frantically through the masses, seeking one face among four thousand soldiers, while a few stood in huddled misery, knowing they would never see a loved one again. Among so many, these last seemed terribly alone.


Arduwyn paused just outside the open, bronze gates, unable to take another step. The strings of his eyepatch crushed his spiky red hair in crisscrossing lines. His bow lay slung across one shoulder. His quiver held half a dozen arrows, each crafted on the return trip, and each decorated with his crest: two gold rings and one of royal blue. He studied the crowd through his single dark eye. Hope blurred every woman to the plump, beautiful shape of his wife, Bel. Every child seemed to be one of the three she had borne her first husband who had also been Arduwyn’s closest friend, children who had become the little hunter’s own by right of marriage. Yet, clearly, Bel had not come.


Grief crushed Arduwyn, and he clutched the irregular blocks of stone composing Pudar’s wall. For hours he stood, watching couples and families sort from the hubbub and disappear through the gates. Some of the citizens slunk back into the confines, empty-handed. Yet no soldier returned alone. No soldier except Arduwyn.


A long, staring vigil blurred Arduwyn’s vision, until the people became milling outlines. In the fields, fires sprouted, red against dusk, as Santagithi’s army prepared their camps outside the gates. Beyond their campsite, forest loomed, and evening turned the trees into tall, brooding shapes, dark except for a tinge of green. Despite its murky appearance, the forest beckoned Arduwyn like a mistress. He had spent most of his childhood in the wilds surrounding the city of Erythane. There, his father had taught him the ways, habits, and haunts of the animals and the finest points of bowmanship. There also, Arduwyn had learned to hide in times of stress, sadness, and joy.


Despite his sorrow, the thought made Arduwyn smile. He thought of the cool kiss of night air winding through the trees, heavy with the scent of pine, elm, and moss. He heard the click of needles and the rattle of leaves in the limbs above him, knew the branch-snapping footfalls of deer as they brushed through copses, nostrils twitching to catch his scent. Foxes whirred and yelped in the night, their sound easily identified over the constant chitter of wisules, and the rumble of night insects.


Arduwyn had taken two steps toward the woodlands before he realized he had moved. A thought arrested him. He pictured Bel, her huge, brown eyes sparkling in the candlelight after the children lay in bed, blonde streaks sending shimmering highlights through her long, brown hair. He imagined the warmth of her body pressed against him, a soft presence full of beauty and grace. The picture filled him with a desire he had not satisfied in longer than a month, but it also stirred something deep, a love that, until recently, he never thought he would experience. For Arduwyn, there could be no other woman.


Yet Bel had not come. Reality intruded, souring Arduwyn’s daydream. The grin wilted from his face, and his fingers cinched about folds of extra fabric in his pants. He had always been too scrawny; the excitement and horrors of the war had claimed the last of his weight. His clothing hung loose, hiding a skeletal frame. His cheeks had gone gaunt, a thin layer of skin wrapped tightly over jutting bone. His flame red hair stuck out in unruly spikes, no matter how he wet or combed it, and he had lost an eye to the battle. Bel probably did come. She took one look through the opened gates, saw what was coming back to her, and turned away. And how could I blame her?


Arduwyn shuffled a pace closer to the woods. There a man was not judged by his appearance or by his words, only by his ability to survive. There the gods had placed the greatest of the world’s beauty, its fastest and quietest movement, its most consistent and emotionlessly logical behavior. So many times in the past, Arduwyn had used the forest’s cycle of death, birth, and self-protective illusions to put his problems into clear perspective, if only for a time. And the forest gave him so much more. Every time he entered its haven, he discovered more of its secrets, and he hungered for the knowledge every exploration revealed.


The train of thought sparked memories of the day he had returned to Pudar accompanied by Mitrian, her ex-gladiator husband, Garn, and a massive, childishly simple hermit called Sterrane, who had turned out to be the rightful heir to Béarn’s high throne. Then, Bel had refused Arduwyn’s advances. ‘When you wander,’ she had said, ‘you’re not really looking for adventure, you’re running from responsibility. Always, you believe you’re seeking something more, something you think is special out there, maybe over the next hill, something other men can’t find. You spend so much time looking, you’re blinded to the small pleasures that you have. You’ll die searching for something that doesn’t exist, never having recognized or enjoyed what you had.’ Later, she had given him an ultimatum, ‘Choose. Me or the forest. You can’t have both.’


Now, Arduwyn winced at the recollection, Bel’s voice like harp chords in his ears. The deliberation had taken weeks, but he had chosen the woman he loved and never believed he regretted the decision. He had agreed to return home every night. And he had done so, until circumstances had sent him, Garn, and Sterrane to rescue Mitrian. Soon after, he had been sucked into the Great War like so many others. Bel had opposed his departure, even to rescue Mitrian, and leaving Mitrian’s and Garn’s baby in her care was not enough to allay her fears of permanently losing Arduwyn.


‘And she was right, too.’ Colbey’s voice came suddenly, from too close.


Startled, Arduwyn whirled to face the Renshai. He had always felt a natural awe of Colbey, but an equally natural aversion to his cold and casual cruelty. Now the Northman stood before Arduwyn with his legs braced and his hands light on his sword belt. Beyond him, the darkness of evening huddled like a giant shadow, disrupted by the scattered camps of Santagithi’s soldiers. Arduwyn’s thoughts had blinded and deafened him. Now, he could hear the rumbles of men forced to remain outside a city of plentiful inns and taverns. Apparently, someone had managed to obtain supplies because the odors of ale and fresh roasting beef perfumed the air.


Arduwyn ran a hand through his hair, his thoughts scattering into incoherency. While readjusting his bearings, he had completely forgotten Colbey’s words. ‘Huh?’ was all he managed.


Colbey smiled, amusement seeming out of place on his flint-hard features. ‘I said she was right, too.’


Arduwyn shook his head, not comprehending.


‘Bel. When she worried that you wouldn’t return.’


Though familiar with Colbey always seeming to have information he had no right or means of knowing, Arduwyn dared not believe the old Renshai had read his mind. ‘What are you talking about?’


Colbey remained still, a statue draped in shadow. ‘I saw you edging toward the forest. Don’t tell me you weren’t thinking of running. I know you too well, archer.’


‘Archer?’ Arduwyn repeated, insulted. ‘If you knew me well, you’d know I prefer the term “hunter.” I kill game, not men.’


The corners of Colbey’s mouth twitched upward again. ‘You killed your share of men a few days ago.’


Arduwyn scowled, hating the reminder, wondering why Colbey always seemed to find it necessary to bait him. ‘The war is over.’


‘Yes. But not forgotten. Nor should it be. Distraction is not a substitute for learning to deal with reality.’


Arduwyn glanced toward the two guardsmen at the gates, aware that, as night fell, they would pull closed the panels. Once that happened, he would lose all chance of seeing Bel until the morning. Then he would have to explain not only why he had stayed away so long, but also why he had not returned to Bel the moment he had arrived in Pudar. She’ll think I don’t love her. Arduwyn grimaced, hating the concept. And nothing could be further from the truth. Still stalling, he confronted Colbey. ‘And I suppose you remember every battle you’ve fought and every man you’ve killed.’ He met Colbey’s gaze, doubting the possibility. Surely no one could remember fifty years of war.


‘Every man who faced death bravely, I remember,’ Colbey replied. ‘I pray daily for the ones who gave their all to a noble fight. The others have no significance to me, to the gods, or to themselves.’ The matter-of-factness with which Colbey spoke of the value of men’s lives made Arduwyn shiver. ‘As to the battles, the larger causes may fade with time, but the details remain. Every sword stroke and its result changes the style of my combat. Every competent maneuver used against me remains vivid in my memory. And that’s the way it should be.’


Arduwyn recalled the wild blur of battle when Siderin’s men had rushed the Western archers. Blades had seemed to leap and slash from all directions, a crazed, lethal creature with a thousand arms. He had ducked and run, trusting luck and gods’ will to keep him safe, anticipating the agony of sharpened steel plunged through his back. As the archers nearest to him had fallen, he had whirled to fight. He had never seen the blow that claimed his eye, had never felt it land; yet its momentum had sent him tumbling down the dune to the feet of the Western forces and had probably saved his life. The idea of sorting individual sword strokes from the chaos seemed madness. For Arduwyn, war meant shooting enemies from a distance. When circumstances required hand-to-hand combat, he believed most men simply swung and thrust toward the enemy, dodging ripostes and praying that one of their own blows landed first. Yet clearly there were dimensions of skill that went far beyond his comprehension.


Santagithi strode toward Colbey and Arduwyn from the direction of the camps. The little hunter watched the West’s prime strategist approach. Had he not known that Colbey had two decades on Santagithi, he would have been hard pressed to guess which warrior was older. Silver streaked both men’s hair, but it seemed less conspicuous amid the Northman’s yellow-white locks than the Westerner’s darker blond. Years of tending to the welfare of two thousand citizens had etched lines onto Santagithi’s features. In addition, he had a wife and daughter to attend to and the elaborate strategies that kept his small army honed while larger ones withered and grew decadent in times of peace.


Colbey turned to face the approaching general.


Santagithi stopped directly before Colbey and Arduwyn, rearranging his hair with a battered, callused hand. ‘The men are settled. Can we fetch my grandson?’


Arduwyn froze, filled with guilt that quickly turned to terror. Caught up in his own concerns, he had nearly forgotten that Santagithi and Colbey had come for Mitrian’s child. Had I slipped off into the forest, not only would I have been cruel and irresponsible to Bel, I probably would have had Santagithi’s army on my heels. Or Colbey. The last thought seemed even more horrifying. He smiled weakly, hoping Santagithi had not read his ideas of escape as easily as Colbey. ‘Of course, sir. Let’s go.’ Arduwyn trotted through the gates.


Colbey and Santagithi followed.


Arduwyn led them down the familiar roadways, past long chains of selling stands closed early in honor of the returning soldiers. Jubilant whoops and friendly howls replaced the usual screamed promises of merchants that rose above the constant hum of softer-voiced salesmen and the conversations of the masses. Arduwyn knew that in the morning the stands would open with renewed enthusiasm, as merchants hawked wares to warriors who had gone too long without luxuries and personal toys.


Off and on, Arduwyn had been a part of the noise and bustle of the trading city of Pudar, working for merchants as a clever salesman. Yet now the city that had become his home seemed foreign and forbidding, a world full of ghosts. His mind conjured images of Garn, Sterrane, and Mitrian gawking like children at the wonders of a city larger than any of them had ever imagined. He tried to picture Sterrane as the king of Béarn, but the image of the massive, lumbering simpleton sitting on the high king’s throne would not come. He knew that, for them, the war had scarcely begun. He also believed that he belonged at their side. They would have little need of a hunter though, and he belonged with Bel even more.


Colbey and Santagithi took the sights in stride; they had obviously traveled through Pudar before. Their silence pleased Arduwyn, leaving him to tangle with memories he dared not verbalize. Excitement thrilled through him, tempered by fear. He hungered for a glimpse of the woman he loved, to feel her body against his, to hear her voice ring in his ears. But the promise he had broken could never be forgiven. She had agreed to marry him based on his vow to return home every night, to see to it that she and the children never wanted for food or protection. Now she would be far more likely to drive him off than to greet him, and Arduwyn was uncertain whether his heart could stand the rejection.


Colbey’s voice broke through Arduwyn’s self-imposed agony. ‘If you were moving any slower, you’d be walking backward.’


Arduwyn spun to face the old Renshai. Santagithi watched quizzically as Arduwyn regained his bearings. Habit had taken him directly home, and they now stood before the cabin next door, where Garn and Mitrian had lived. It lay dark and abandoned. Beside it, candlelight filtered through the main windows of his own home, a single glow also flickering from the loft bedrooms. ‘This is it.’ Arduwyn said, his words referring as much to the coming events as the location. ‘We’re here.’


Colbey made a throwaway gesture toward the house. ‘You first.’ Arduwyn shuffled forward, unable to delay any longer. He steeled himself for the coming rebuff, trying to cling to one last illusion that everything would be all right. Then, before he knew it, he had stepped up to the door and his fist tapped the oaken panel as if on its own accord. Santagithi and Colbey took positions on either side of him.


A moment passed, during which Arduwyn felt his heart rate double. Then the door creaked open, and Bel stood framed in the doorway. She wore a simple house dress of her own making that hung loose over her plump curves; her dark hair fell to her shoulders in disarray. No woman had ever seemed so beautiful to Arduwyn. ‘Bel,’ was all he managed to say.


Bel’s gaze roved over Arduwyn’s scrawny frame, then fixed on the eyepatch. A look of horror glazed her features. Before she could speak, her younger daughter shoved between her mother and the door, hurling her three-year-old body into Arduwyn’s arms with a force that drove him back a step. ‘Uncle ’dune! Uncle ’dune’s back!’


Footsteps pattered across the floorboards as the elder two children approached, peeking at the newcomers. On tiptoes, the elder girl looked over her mother’s shoulder. The boy, Effer, stared from beneath Bel’s arm.


‘What’s this?’ Rusha, the child in Arduwyn’s arms, reached for the eyepatch.


Not wanting to upset Bel and afraid the sight might frighten the girl, Arduwyn caught Rusha’s hands and spun her until she collapsed into a giggling heap. Trying to salvage the situation, he began the introduction, counting on the presence of important strangers to give him a reprieve from Bel’s wrath or rejection. ‘Bel, this is Mitrian’s father, Santagithi.’ He indicated the leader, who nodded a greeting. ‘And this is Colbey, once general of the Pudarian army.’ He indicated the children in order of age. ‘Jani, Effer, and Rusha.’


The color returned to Bel’s face, along with her manners. ‘Please, come in. We’ve eaten, but I’m sure I can find more food.’ She turned, heading back into the cottage, though only Arduwyn followed her. ‘Of course, you’ll stay the night.’ She turned. Then, realizing the two guests had not entered, she raised her brows in curiosity. ‘Please come in.’


Santagithi shook his head. ‘Madam, thank you so much for the invitation, but we can’t stay.’ He glanced at Colbey, who formed a tight-lipped half smile at some private joke. ‘We’ve just come for Rache.’


‘Rache?’ Bel glanced at Arduwyn.


‘Rusha seized Arduwyn’s hand, swinging it with childish excitement. The hunter gave the girl’s hand a loving squeeze. ‘That’s Kinesthe’s new name. It’s a cultural thing.’ He did not explain further. The information that Kinesthe was a Renshai might prove the final shock that drove Bel over the boundary into madness. In Pudar, mentioning the name of the tribe of rampant murderers was considered rude. In other towns and cities, it was a crime punishable by death.


Bel turned to her oldest child, a girl of thirteen. ‘Jani, honey. Get the baby and his things. And as much milk as we have around.’


Santagithi went suddenly rigid. Apparently, it had just struck him that the infant would require special care that a lot of dirty, foul-mouthed soldiers might not be able to deliver. Surely, his wife had provided most of the feeding and care during Mitrian’s infancy, so that her husband could focus on the needs of the town.


Jani headed into the room to obey. She clomped up the loft ladder.


Rusha headed into the main room, dragging at Arduwyn’s arm. ‘Sit! Sit!’ she insisted.


The main room looked exactly as Arduwyn remembered. The single couch sat beneath the eastern window. Crates that served as chairs lay scattered about. Beyond the couch, a ladder led to the loft bedrooms. A doorway opened into the kitchen. Arduwyn hooked a crate with his toes, drawing it over to where the others stood. Removing his bow and quiver from his shoulder, he tossed them on the couch then sat on the crate.


Effer pulled up a crate beside Arduwyn. Rusha plunked into her stepfather’s lap. Again, she reached for the eyepatch.


Arduwyn caught her hand. ‘No, sweetheart, you don’t want to touch that.’


‘What’s it for?’ Obediently, she withdrew, but her gaze remained fixed on it.


Bel, Santagithi, and Colbey remained silent, clearly interested in Arduwyn’s response. Embarrassed at being placed on stage, Arduwyn stammered. ‘W-well. It’s … it’s like a bandage.’


‘Did you get a oopey?’ she asked, using the child’s euphemism for injury.


‘Something like that.’ Arduwyn smiled at the girl, her calm innocence strangely soothing.


‘Can I see it?’


Arduwyn hesitated. She’s going to see it eventually. Better not to make it into something awful. ‘Sure.’ He looked at Bel, who seemed abruptly agitated. ‘But it’s real ugly. You see, I met this man who didn’t have any eyes. So I gave him one of mine.’


‘Really?’ Rusha looked awed.


Effer stood, balancing a hand on Arduwyn’s knee. ‘Nah, he’s just foolin’ you. You can’t give away a eye. He got in a great sword fight.’ The boy danced around, simulating combat. ‘An’ it got poked out. But I’ll bet Ardy chopped out both the other man’s eyes. Didn’t you, Ardy?’ Effer remained standing directly in front of Arduwyn, apparently also wanting a peek beneath the patch.


Arduwyn coughed, rescued from answering by Colbey’s hearty laugh and, a moment later, by Jani’s appearance with the baby and a loaded sack. She dropped the baby’s paraphernalia in front of Santagithi, then handed Rache to her mother.


Bel cradled the child so tightly that Arduwyn feared she would refuse to relinquish Rache to his grandfther. ‘He’s only got a few teeth, so you’ll need to keep lumps out of his food. Everything he eats should be finely ground, his milk should be fresh, and he needs to be kept warm …’


Her instructions droned on. For a few moments, Arduwyn enjoyed watching the West’s master strategist, the man who had commanded thousands in war, squirm over details of diapering and burping.


Yet, although the presence of the baby spared Arduwyn the need to address Effer’s question, Colbey chose to do so anyway. ‘As far as I know, Arduwyn didn’t chop anybody’s eyes out. But he did kill the Eastern king.’


The towheaded boy studied his new father with a respect bordering on hero worship, while Rusha repeatedly flipped the eyepatch up and down, alternately recoiling from the empty socket with a squeal, then needing to peek again. Effer’s interest in the injury disappeared as his imagination was caught by this new piece of information. ‘A king? You killed their king?’


Arduwyn glanced over Rusha’s head to Colbey, trying to read his intention. In some ways, the Renshai had spoken truth. Toward the end of the war, Arduwyn had caught a distant glimpse of Colbey and Siderin embroiled in battle in the midst of a galloping stampede of horses. Finding an opening, Arduwyn had fired an arrow through a gap in Siderin’s armor, killing him in the instant before Colbey landed what would have been a fatal blow.


Guilt mingled inseparably with fear. At the time, Arduwyn could not explain why he had attempted such a distant shot, especially knowing that a miss might have taken the life of the West’s hero and seen to Siderin’s escape. Arduwyn had needed to restore the confidence that he had lost with his eye, had felt a pounding, driving need to know if he could still shoot with the accuracy it had taken him nearly thirty years to perfect. And pride had goaded him as well. Raised to loathe even the term ‘Renshai’ and all it represented, Arduwyn had, at first, tried to oppose Colbey, a task of monumental proportions. Later, both intimidated and awed, Arduwyn had found himself inexplicably drawn to Colbey’s golden courage with the fatal devotion of a moth to flame. It had inspired a wary friendship which allowed them to exchange gibes that always seemed on the verge of degenerating into warfare.


Arduwyn caught Effer’s hands. ‘No. Colbey’s just teasing. He killed the Eastern king.’


Colbey’s face acquired an expression just shy of levity, and he returned Arduwyn’s stare with chilling ferocity. He pulled a broken piece of arrow from his pocket, the fletches crusted with blood, the blue and gold rings about the shaft unmistakable. ‘Whoever fired this killed King Siderin of the East. If it wasn’t you, Arduwyn, you’d better find out who’s stealing your arrows.’ He tossed the fragment. It struck the floor with a click that was nearly lost beneath Bel’s instructions, then it skittered across the boards.


‘Whoo-ah!’ Effer chased the war toy, pinning it to the floor with his hand. He picked it up and returned to Arduwyn, examining the broken shaft with amazement. ‘You really killed the enemy’s king?’


Arduwyn fidgeted, afraid of the penalty of stealing a kill from a Renshai, especially after a long and glorious battle. ‘We’ll talk about this later, Eff.’


‘When?’


‘Later tonight.’


‘Now,’ Effer pleaded.


Bel jumped into the exchange. ‘Tomorrow. I want the three of you in bed now.’


Jani looked stricken. ‘But it’s just getting dark.’


Bel whirled to face her daughter. Something in her face must have conveyed rage, because a moment later Jani was herding her complaining siblings up the loft ladder. No longer pinned beneath Rusha, Arduwyn rose.


Bel passed Rache to his grandfather, the sluggishness of her movements betraying reluctance. The infant looked tiny cradled in one of Santagithi’s massive arms. Yet, clearly, the general knew how to hold babies. With this, at least, he seemed comfortable.


‘Thank you for all you’ve done for Rache.’ Santagithi shifted the child to his other arm, dipping his hand into his pocket. He emerged with a fistful of coins, which he pressed into Bel’s palm.


‘This is unnecessary,’ Bel said, reaching out to return the money. ‘I loved taking care of him, and I’ll miss him.’ She flushed at the confession. ‘I almost hoped Mitrian wouldn’t come back for him, but it all evens out, I suppose. In a few months, I’ll have a baby of my own.’ She patted her abdomen.


Arduwyn dropped back down, missed the crate, and crashed to the floor. His hip brushed a corner of the box, sending it tumbling end over end.


‘Congratulations,’ Santagithi called, somehow managing to lock his face into a serious expression, though one cheek twitched and he did turn away more quickly than decorum demanded.


Colbey laughed unabashedly. ‘When our heroes show such grace and artistry, is it any wonder we won the war?’ He was still chuckling as he closed the door, leaving Bel and Arduwyn in an abruptly choked silence.


Arduwyn clambered to his feet, dreading the coming storm. In the presence of Santagithi and Colbey, Bel had had to pretend. Now he was about to discover whether he had anything left with the woman and family he could not bear to lose. He sought the words to make up for his lapse, but found none. Years as a salesman had taught him to read people and their motives. Clearly, any attempt to salvage their marriage had to focus on the new baby.


Before he could say a word, Bel’s arms encircled his waist, and she crushed him against her.


Surprised, Arduwyn clutched Bel as tightly. He savored as many hushed moments as he dared before speaking. ‘Bel, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I meant to come home sooner, but the war … and I couldn’t stand the thought of the Easterners taking you and the children … and …’


Bel’s grip tightened still more. Her tears soaked through the shoulder of Arduwyn’s tunic, warm and wet. ‘For days I cursed you, hating Garn and Mitrian, and even Sterrane.’ She shivered, the latter seeming almost evil. Disliking Sterrane’s simple innocence was like despising a child or a puppy. ‘Then the army left suddenly, and I guessed what must have happened. But I just couldn’t be sure.’


Arduwyn knew Bel well enough to guess the rest. ‘That’s why you didn’t come to the gates to meet me. Isn’t it?’


‘If you weren’t there, the soldiers would have told me whether or not you fought with them. If I never went, I could always believe you died in the battle. No one could tell me that you had just chosen to abandon us and returned to the woods instead.’


Arduwyn closed his eye, nearly suffocated with the guilt of how, outside the Pudarian gates, he had nearly run again. He would see to it Bel never knew how close she had come to losing him for no better reason than his own uncertainty. ‘Are you … are we really going to have a … a baby?’


Bel nodded, the movement clear against Arduwyn’s neck. ‘Just promise me our child won’t grow up without a father. Promise me you’ll never leave again, for any reason.’


Arduwyn knew the danger of making such a vow, yet, at that moment, he would have promised Bel anything. And he did.


Garn rose to a crouch after hours of crawling across jagged rock that Sterrane had dared to call a road. A faintly glowing circle traced the outline of the new moon. Stars burned through a veil of clouds, scarcely revealing the trees, carts, and cottages surrounding Béarn’s streets in rows and clusters. Other shapes towered darkly, unidentifiable to Garn, apparently devices used for breaking or collecting the famed Béarnian building stone or for carving the magnificent statues he had seen for sale in the Pudarian market. Ahead, surrounded by peasant cottages and shops, a wall protruded directly from the mountain. Beyond it, Morhane’s castle loomed gray against the blackened sky, carved, like its curtain wall, from the granite of the Southern Weathered Range.


Garn ran for a gnarled pine growing within the boundaries of the mountain city, and cramps ached through his heavily-muscled chest and legs. Huddled behind the tree, he worked knots from his muscles, using a rag to stem the flow of blood from his tattered knees. He shook back bronze-colored hair, now entwined in a long snarl. From long habit, he readjusted his tunic and breeks to cover the whip, blade, and shackle scars left from his eight years as a gladiator. A metallic rattle caught his attention, and he trained his green eyes on the ramparts.


A tall silhouette paced the top of the wall. Links of mail clicked beneath his cloak, and his bootfalls added a hollow, clomping harmony. Garn watched the sentry march across the back wall. The Béarnide walked with a stiff precision that radiated professionalism and training. A tabard flapped through the open front of his cloak. Darkness robbed Garn of his color vision and distance did not allow him to perceive details, but he could make out a lighter patch against a dark background. Months of preparation by Sterrane and Shadimar, the Eastern Wizard, gave Garn reason to guess that the sentry wore the tan rearing bear on a blue background that was Béarn’s symbol.


The man passed around a bend in the wall. A moment later, another guard appeared from the far side. Garn frowned, hand falling naturally to his hilt. His fingers curled around empty air, and a sudden jolt of panic shot through him in the instant it took to remember that he carried no sword. It would hinder the many maneuvers he would need to perform to enter Béarn’s castle, add bulk to a stocky frame that might already wedge him into the tighter corners, and would be impossible to explain should his mission fail. Feeling naked, he curled his hand to the inner pocket that held his dagger and the bladder of wine, laced with a mild poison, which he would use to incapacitate the king. He also carried a tinderbox and two wax-coated torches.


Garn’s painful crawl had raised irritation, and he forced it away. He had no need for nor right to bitterness. When the time had come for a volunteer for this responsibility, he had all but stolen the opportunity. Clearly, the heir to Béarn’s throne could not have gone. Even ignoring the unacceptable risk, childlike Sterrane had no experience with subterfuge or guile. The Eastern Wizard would not or could not directly interfere in the affairs of mortals. Of the two remaining possibilities, Mitrian seemed best suited. Trained by Colbey to Renshai sword mastery, she might fight her way free if subtlety failed. But Garn had argued against the choice, phrasing his points carefully to mask his fears and protectiveness behind the guise of logic. His heart fluttered at the thought of Mitrian killed or jailed, guards’ grimy hands fouling the companion he had won only with battles of conscience and honor over instinct. He loved her too much. Instead, he pointed out that he had more experience with stealth, theft, and escape. And though Mitrian’s morality would not tolerate deceit, Garn could distort the facts, if necessary.


The second sentry passed around the bend, and another appeared as he did, their succession impeccable. Garn frowned, aware he would need to call upon the same timing and intuition that had kept him alive in the gladiator pit. At first, he cursed the guards’ fastidiousness. Then, almost as quickly, he realized it would make their patterns predictable which might work to his advantage.


A moist breeze blew wisps of fog across the stars, obscuring them. All but blinded by darkness, Garn edged closer, counting footsteps as the sentries made each pass. He watched, assessing with a hunter’s patience, as the clouds thickened in the heavens. Lightning flared, revealing the nearest sentry. Thunder boomed between the granite crags. Suddenly, rain pelted from the heavens, soaking Garn. He welcomed the storm’s cover. One, two, now. Garn sprinted for the wall. A second flash sputtered, then lit the sky like day, revealing him. Damn! Garn ran on, head low. As he came to the wall, he skidded to a stop, whirling and pressing his back to the stone. Beneath his own stifled panting, he heard the uninterrupted slap of feet above his head.


As the sentry passed, Garn turned, seeking irregularities in the wall that could serve as handholds. Finding many, he climbed, fully attuned to the positions of the sentries. One retreated toward the bend, and another approached. Hugging the wall, Garn kept his face buried in the stone to muffle his breathing, tasting mossy dampness. Cold seemed to penetrate his hands, making them ache. Rain slicked the granite, forcing him to gouge his fingers into stone. Again, lightning split the clouds. Garn held his breath. He had given up on gods and prayer as his months in cages and pits stretched to years. Now fully displayed by the storm, he placed his faith in luck; and, apparently, it did not fail him. A booted foot touched the wall a hand’s breadth from his nose. When it passed, Garn flung himself across and over the ramparts, prepared to roll on the ground below. He plummeted.


Garn snapped off a gasp, nearly biting through his tongue. Thorns clawed his face. A branch pierced his arm and splintered. He landed hard in a tangle of shrubs, wood snapping in a widening path beneath him. Incensed by pain, Garn gritted his teeth and lay motionless, preferring the stab of limbs to a guard’s spear.


A sentry shouted from above in Béarnese. ‘Who’s there?’


Raised on the Western trading tongue, Garn had only learned a spattering of Béarnese in the last few months. This challenge, he understood. He dared not move.


‘Who’s there?’ The voice became gruffer with repetition. Footfalls thumped in the courtyard, and another guard answered from the ground. ‘What’s the problem?’


‘Thein!’ called the sentry on the wall.


A third sentry answered from the ground, a few yards to Garn’s right. ‘You call me?’


‘There’s something in those bushes. Something big.’


Garn pursed his lips, tasting blood.


Boughs crackled. A spear darted toward him. He shied back as far as he dared, and the point became tangled in the brush. The guard tugged, sending the branches into a rattling dance. He pulled harder, and the tip came free in a wash of leaves and twigs. Suddenly, a cat burst from the shrubs, howling in rage as it raced into the night.


Startled, Garn stiffened, his sinews clamping into a rigid, painful spasm that, mercifully, passed quickly. Thein shouted words Garn did not understand, clearly profanities by his tone. Apparently, either Garn’s fall had stunned the cat or fear had held it immobile until the spear had shaken it free. For the first time in more than a decade, Garn seriously contemplated the existence of gods.


‘Thein?’ The sentry on the wall prodded his companion.


‘One of the princess’ stupid cats,’ Thein yelled back.


‘You sure?’ The wall guard sounded skeptical.


‘I know what a cat looks like.’ Lightning flashed, revealing a burly guard in Béarnian blue, staring at his hand, his shield propped against his hip. ‘Damn animal clawed me.’ Spear butt dragging in the mud, Thein shuffled back to his post.


Thunder slammed against Garn’s ears, then faded into a rolling grumble. Apparently, the wall guard could not see through the twined branches that had closed over Garn. The gentle splash of his feet signaled that he, too, had resumed his vigil.


Garn sagged, waiting until his heart rate slowed and the sentries had fully turned their attention from the brush. Then, he freed himself from the jabbing branches, using thunder to hide the rustle of his movements. In the flashes of lightning, he glimpsed trees and outbuildings that did not fit Sterrane’s description. Distant spying had already revealed that the crafted castle grounds had grown, the old wall had been dismantled and a new one carved to enclose more of the surrounding valley. In the nearly two decades since Béarn’s heir had escaped his uncle’s purgings, details of the castle and its courtyard had changed as well. Garn hoped desperately that Sterrane’s escape passage had survived, though its exit now lay within the repositioned and restructured fortifications.


Once free of the bushes, Garn followed them and the wall eastward, skirting the castle’s few lit windows. Wind stung, numbingly cold against his sodden tunic. He used each branching bolt of lightning to define the location of the sentries and tried to spot the ancient ash that Sterrane had called the ‘tree of life.’


The brush grew denser until, at length, Garn was forced to crawl. Mud and thorns stung his cut knees, but the thick brambles hid him from the courtyard guards, and the springy green vines made little noise with movement. Bruised and wet, Garn cursed Sterrane. From the courtyard, the new wall towered higher than they had anticipated. He saw little chance of slipping past the wall sentries a second time to escape, and too many battles lay ahead. The steady pattern of rain seemed to mock him, a lone soldier against the defenses of the West’s high kingdom.


It never occurred to Garn to surrender. Time and again, Santagithi’s guards had shoved him into the gladiator pit to face adversaries who, under other circumstances, would have been strangers, acquaintances, or friends. Then, he had focused on the freedom that would one day become his and the woman whom he would one day marry. Survival had become his religion. And, once too familiar, despair became a stranger.


Lightning arched above the castle spires, etching a dark ash tree from the gloom, less than a yard ahead. Irrationally afraid he might lose it in the blackness, Garn sprang for it. Bark scraped skin from his fingers. A low moan of thunder sputtered and died.


Garn groped along the weathered trunk. His palm calluses grated against bark, then caught on the rim of a small hole. His fingers sank into wood chips and fur. Lightning flared. Fully revealed, Garn bit off an oath and dug furiously through the burrow, seeking some sign of the promised door, secured by inner hinges. A fingernail snapped against metal. Garn sucked air through his teeth. It required effort to shift the ancient, rusted latch, but the door yielded with a creak of corroded hinges. Swiftly, Garn ducked into the opening and pulled it closed behind him.


Blindly, Garn drew the tinderbox and dagger from his pockets and a torch from his belt. He slashed the dagger across flint, scattering sparks. These met the wet torch and died. Damn! Garn used the unsharpened edge of his dagger to scratch wax from the torch head and then tried again. This time, the pitch sputtered feebly, then lit. The wax made a soft hiss. Garn headed down the passageway.


Rats fled like shadows before the torchlight. The semi-circle of light revealed intricate carvings on the walls, blackened in patches from dampness and partially obscured by moss. Masters of stone craft, the Béarnides had sculpted the castle and its city from the mountain. Yet, despite their skill and the solidity of their materials, Garn wondered if a path so old could withstand time. He tried to imagine innocent, naive Sterrane as a child, fleeing through a damp, rat-infested tunnel with the screams of his mother, six siblings, and the most loyal guards and servants echoing behind him. Garn shivered at the pictures his mind conjured, marveling at how Sterrane had remained so innocent and gentle after such a tragedy.


Garn continued, the dense silence of the tunnel revising his conception of Sterrane’s escape. More likely, buried beneath thicknesses of stone, he had heard nothing of the battle. Still, regardless of how much or little Sterrane had directly witnessed, the fact remained that he had lost his family, all of them at once. At one time, before the birth of Garn’s own child, the significance of such a disaster would have been lost on him. His own father was a skilled gladiator who, offered freedom, had chosen the pit and died there. A scullery maid beaten and abandoned by her own parents, Garn’s mother paid him little heed. At the request of Garn’s father, Captain Rache had raised Garn, though little more than a child himself. But that relationship had degenerated into hatred the day Rache had helped capture Garn so that Santagithi could sentence him to life in a cage.


As always, bitterness welled up in Garn, accompanied by rage. He suppressed his wrath with the mental control to which Colbey had steered him more than a year ago. His thoughts returned to Sterrane, and he could not help but wonder how Béarn’s heir had managed to escape the hot, vengeful malice that had at times driven Garn to madness and volcanic violence, even against his friends. With Rache’s death had come a control, though not for the reasons Garn had expected. Now, Garn sincerely hoped he could fulfill Rache’s dying request, wished that he could raise Rache’s child better than Rache had raised Garn.


The passage ended abruptly. With a vicious curse, Garn threw back his dark, dripping hair and assessed the presumed cave-in he would need to clear to complete his journey. Wedging the torch in the crevice of a carving, he drew his dagger and chopped at the moss. Dirt peeled from the surface, then the dagger rasped against rocks, uncovering an etching of a spitted deer. Rather than a collapsed barricade of rubble, Garn had discovered the far wall of the tunnel. Replacing the dagger, he grabbed the torch, raising it to the ceiling. Cracks formed a square hatchway, with a central hole. Once, Garn guessed, a rope had graced the middle section, the hemp now rotted away.


Garn extinguished his torch, groping for the hatch in darkness. Sterrane’s description and Shadimar’s magic had revealed that the doorway would open into the room of a young girl who Sterrane could not identify. The brief research they had managed to do suggested that the child was Morhane’s granddaughter.


Sterrane had also warned Garn that the closed hatch fell flush with the floor and could not be pried open from inside the castle, thwarting pursuit. Decades ago, Sterrane’s eldest brother had slept in this room, with the panel wedged open but hidden. Sterrane had come upon the hatch by accident. Unable to justify his jaunt into his brother’s room and fearing the elder boy’s wrath, he had never mentioned his find. On the day of Morhane’s attack, Béarn’s oldest prince had been away from his room. Sterrane alone had escaped, pulling the hatch closed so that Morhane’s men could not have followed, even had they known of the tunnel’s existence. At that time, the ash tree exit had stood just outside the castle wall. Now, the damp, rodent-filled darkness confirmed Shadimar’s claim that only the king, his heir, his most trusted bodyguard, and the Eastern Wizard knew about the route.


Light diffused through the crack. Hearing nothing, Garn poked his head into a room dimly illuminated by a single candle. Despite the gloom, rich furnishings struck a vivid contrast to the moldering plainness of the hidden tunnel. Multihued streamers dangled from the ceiling. Across the room, a simplistic pastel rendition of an animal-crowded forest encompassed an entire wall. To Garn’s right, a shelf held a line of thin books with Béarnese titles and a silver mug. On a bed to his left, a child huddled beneath a finely-woven blanket. Wisps of sable hair spread across the pillow.


From long years of habit, Garn listened to the child’s breathing, hearing the deep, slow regularity that indicated sleep. No other sound reached him. Quietly, Garn hooked his fingers through the crack and hoisted himself through the hatch, using his shoulders and back to support the door. As he eeled his legs through the opening, he twisted to catch a grip on the panel. The wood-lined stone slipped beneath his breeks. His grab fell short. Fear touched Garn as the hatchway slammed toward closing. Desperate, he thrust his left hand for the opening. The door crashed onto his knuckles, causing pain that momentarily incapacitated him. Garn hissed, choking off a cry.


The sleeper stirred. Her breaths quickened and went shallow.


Grasping his spent torch, Garn worked an end beneath the hatch, levering it open far enough to free his fingers. He left the torch in place to brace the hatch. Redness washed across his fingers, threatening a long, ugly bruise. He bit his lip, waiting for the agony to ebb.


The child rolled toward him. Black hair framed a round, olive-skinned face.


Garn froze, shielding the entryway with his body. Seeing no place to hide, he chose silence instead. The knife slid into his hand.


The girl’s lids parted to reveal dark eyes. They rolled briefly, then she looked directly at Garn. ‘Noca?’ She used the Béarnese word for ‘grandfather.’ She sat up, the fur trim of her sleeping gown ending in a jumble at her thighs. She looked no more than five or six years old.


The ache in Garn’s fingers receded enough for him to drive it from his mind. He knew pain too well to let it steal his concentration when matters of consequence needed handling. It joined the background throb of his knees and the branch-stabbed bruises that peppered his body. He rose from his crouch, the dagger hidden, couched against his wrist. The steel felt cold and solid on his flesh, and the child looked small, no threat to his venture. Still, she only needed to cry out once to bring Morhane’s guards, to cause Garn’s execution, and to see to it that Sterrane never returned to his throne. Garn had hated the murder that Santagithi’s guards had forced him to commit in the pit, and the idea of harming a child seemed an evil too repulsive to contemplate. What must be done must be done. Garn grimaced at the thought. Damn! Why did she have to wake so easily. Stalling the inevitable, he spoke. ‘Hello,’ he said in his best Béarnese, his voice sounding thick after the long silence. ‘Who are you?’


The girl yawned. ‘Miyaga,’ she said in a tone that implied he should not have needed to ask.


Miyaga’s confident fearlessness, despite the wary stranger in her bedchamber, aroused Garn’s suspicions. He studied the room by the rapidly dimming candlelight. Nothing moved. He heard no breathing other than his own and the girl’s. Satisfied they were alone, he dried moist palms on his tunic and headed to her bedside with the assurance of a man in a place where he belonged. ‘Is King Morhane your noca?’ He guessed that her bravado stemmed from years of exposure to foreign courtiers. She had little to fear in a heavily guarded castle.


Miyaga hugged her knees to her chest, giggling. ‘You talk funny.’


Garn fought impatience, kneading his fingers to restore the circulation and to work away tension and pain. He supposed his Béarnese must sound as imperfect as Sterrane’s broken rendition of the trading tongue. ‘So, is he your grandfather?’


Still snickering, she nodded assent.


Garn threw up his hands in an exaggerated gesture of sudden understanding. ‘Then I’m your uncle, Garn.’


‘Uncle … Garn?’ She examined Garn, apparently uncertain of the significance of the title, but intuitively understanding it meant family.


‘Which is Noca’s room?’ Garn dropped his voice to a soft, conspiratorial whisper. ‘I’ve got a surprise for him.’


Miyaga’s eyes fairly danced. ‘Can I see?’


‘Not yet. First tell me where his room is.’


‘Down there.’ Miyaga pointed to the left of the door to her room, stretched the trim of her robe to her knees, and smiled. ‘Two down. Are you really my uncle? What’s the surprise?’


Garn fingered his dagger, the child’s coy innocence like a lead weight in his chest. Miyaga’s description only confirmed the location of Morhane’s chambers, and Garn recognized his discussion with the child as a delaying tactic. No doubt she had to die; Garn dared not take a chance with his own life, the safety of his wife, and Sterrane’s kingdom. But the idea of killing a child awakened a deep-seated ache of guilt he never knew he could feel. Sorrow descended like a storm. His own son, Rache, might be nearly as old as Miyaga before Garn held him again.


Memories surfaced in a hot rush, of the baby’s near weightlessness against his chest and the joy that lit Mitrian’s eyes whenever Rache had smiled. Yearning formed a hard knot in Garn’s stomach. While his parents tended politics in a distant kingdom, Rache lived with the grandfather who had kept Garn a slave. While Garn attempted to usurp the mountain king with only a dagger and a flask of drugged wine, Rache was learning combat from the master of all swordsmen, adopting a reckless, savage heritage that might turn the world against him. Garn tried to picture his child, now a little more than two years old, but he could only visualize the baby he had not held for longer than a year. He knew that, in his place, Mitrian could not have slaughtered this little girl. And neither can I.


Garn slid the dagger back into his pocket. As he did, his arm brushed the bulge of the drugged wine, and it gave him an idea. Surely, the Wizard had left a margin of error on the amount of wine he would need for Morhane. Even if there’s not enough for both, I’d rather put the girl to sleep and kill the usurper than the other way around. ‘This is the surprise.’ Crossing the room, he plucked the silver mug from her book shelf. ‘I brought a special drink for your noca. But because you’re so beautiful, I’d like you to taste it first.’ He removed the bladder of wine, returned to Miyaga’s side, and perched on the edge of her bed. ‘You’ll try it for me?’
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