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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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Prologue


DRY leaves of myriad hues rattled on their branches, and evening’s grayness settled over the kingdom of Béarn. Autumn winds whipped Tae Kahn’s hair around his Eastern-swarthy features, hindering vision. Aided by self-made bracers fitted with steel claws, he clung to castle walls carved directly from the mountain. He knew King Griff stood on a balcony on an adjacent side of the keep, the king’s voice and the cheers of the crowd beneath him wafting to Tae as a distant cacophony of muffled sound. The smoothed granite afforded the Easterner little purchase. The claws ticked and skimmed from the rare irregularities, and the slipping of his booted feet seemed more regular than the solid footholds he gradually managed. Impatience and curiosity had driven him to such unorthodoxy, accompanied by a silly need to appear collected and in control ingrained in him from his years alone among Stalmizian street thugs.


The sun disappeared behind the west tower. Tae paused in a precarious position, one hand winched around a fourth-story sill, relying on friction to keep his feet in place. With cautious movements, he flicked black hair from eyes nearly as dark and wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his sleeve. Father would disapprove. Tae rolled his eyes at the thought. Not long ago, he would not have cared if Weile Kahn dropped dead in a crowded market. So much had changed over the past several months, including the embroidered silks and expensive travel leathers that had taken the place of his ragged linens and vest.


The irony drove a smile to Tae’s lips. Here I am assailing Béarn Castle yet worrying about my father’s reaction to four months without a haircut and dirt on my clothes. Shaking his head, he continued his climb to the fifth story, singling out the queen’s private chamber as much by the delicate weave and colors of the curtains as by its location. The excitement of a recognized goal made many men careless, but experience kept Tae from falling prey to a mistake that might cost him his life. He inched toward the opening more slowly than before, metal claws rasping across stone to settle into minuscule depressions. At length, he reached the queen’s window, studying the interior through the gauzy film of curtains.


The room seemed to stretch forever, ending in a dark rectangle that surely represented a door. Bureaux, wardrobes, and shelves lined every wall; clothing, knickknacks, and bric-a-brac cast strange shadows that Tae could not wholly interpret. A massive bed stood in the room’s center, tall and canopied. A person reposed on the mattress, large yet with obvious female proportions, unequivocally a Béarnide. She clutched something in her arms. Tae grinned, memory filling in the details of Matrinka: thick, ebony hair that flowed past her shoulders; soft, doelike eyes; gentle features pleasant, though few would consider her beautiful. Her kindness had brought him and his friends through harshness and bickering, and her knowledge of herbs and healing had rescued several of them from death. He had not seen her in a year, since before she became the queen of Béarn.


Balanced on the sill, Tae removed the gauntlets, drawing the claws into the leather so they would not click together as he moved. He tied them to the right side of his belt to avoid the long knife at his left. Silently, he shifted the curtains, the gossamer fabric slithering along his cheek. Matrinka carried a bit more weight on her already Béarnian-large frame; yet she appeared otherwise unchanged from the last time he had seen her. She wore a loose-fitting robe best suited to sleeping. The bundle in her arms wiggled. She studied it, oblivious to his sudden presence. Tae eased into the room.


Another was not caught so unaware. A calico cat leaped from the coverlet and galloped to Tae, claiming him with raucous purring and fierce rubs against his ankles that all but knocked him back through the window.


Mior. Tae hefted the cat, hugging her to his chest. In a moment, he knew, Matrinka would learn of his presence, too. Cat and queen shared a unique bond that few would believe, a form of mental communication.


A moment later, Matrinka whirled toward Tae. Brown eyes sparkled beneath a fringe of bangs, and a smile split her broad mouth. ‘Tae,’ she said, the quietness of her greeting making it no less exuberant.


Tae’s gaze fell to the baby in Matrinka’s arms. Born that very day, it still carried flecks of blood and vernix in its dark hair. A generous nose for one so young poked from tiny, doll-like features. Matrinka laid the baby on a blanket. Startled by the movement, it jerked, then settled back into placid sleep. A moment later, Tae realized Matrinka struggled to rise. He moved swiftly to the bed, saving her the effort.


As Tae drew to her side, Matrinka lunged for him. Mior scrambled to his shoulder, claws piercing silk and gliding around leather to tear flesh. Tae winced as the queen caught him into a wild embrace and Mior rescued herself from a crushing … at his expense. ‘Tae. Oh, Tae.’


Tae wrapped his arms around a friend whom he loved like a sister, savoring her warmth and presence. He sought the proper words to maintain his dignity without belittling their reunion.


Matrinka beat him to speech, whispering into his ear. ‘Tae, you’re the East’s diplomat to Béarn, as well as a prince. You don’t have to sneak through windows any more.’


Tae chuckled, loosing Matrinka. ‘Old habits die hard.’ The words emerged without thought, adequate but untrue, at least in the current circumstances. ‘So this is the heir to Béarn.’


Matrinka hefted the baby again, love evident in her eyes and expression. She had never looked so attractive to Tae. ‘Beautiful, isn’t she?’


Tae rubbed at the fresh line of scratches Mior had gouged into his right shoulder and chest. ‘How could she not be with you as her mother?’


Matrinka’s cheeks flushed.


Tae peeled the cat from his shoulders and placed her on the bed. ‘I believe this is yours, too.’


Matrinka rolled her gaze to Mior, then frowned, obviously in response to something the calico had communicated. ‘Your father sent a message announcing your imminent arrival.’ She cradled the infant in the crook of one arm and took his hand. ‘You really should have used the door. The guards could have rightfully shot you. Not only would your death sadden me, the king, and several others, but it could spark war.’


Tae dismissed Matrinka’s concern. He had long ago learned to consider death inevitable, to rely on caution and accept the consequences should it fail. That philosophy had kept him alive for nineteen years. Barely, he reminded himself. Before his father had turned from the East’s first crime lord to its king, Tae had dodged enemies daily. At the age of ten, he had suffered sixteen stab wounds, drifting toward oblivion hearing his mother’s dying screams. Yet he had survived that and so much more. If fate decreed he would die plummeting from Béarn’s walls, he had little say in the matter. He resorted to the truth. ‘I could have gotten into the castle but not to you. I wanted to see the baby.’


‘You would have seen her.’


‘Not today.’


Matrinka laughed. ‘Tae-logic. Risking death and war to glimpse a tired, disheveled friend and a baby before its naming.’


Tae dodged a discussion that no longer mattered, attentive to every movement and sound around him. He watched Mior pace an indignant circle on the coverlet, then settle against Matrinka’s leg. ‘You and Griffy.’ He shook his head at the strangeness of the coupling. ‘Who would have guessed?’


Matrinka stroked fine hairs from the baby’s forehead. ‘We call him King Griff now.’ It was a warning as well as information.


‘King Griff,’ Tae repeated thoughtfully, unable to banish the image of the childlike bear of a farm boy whom he, Matrinka, and three friends had rescued from the elves’ prison. He glanced back at the baby, noticing the elegant patterns on canopy and blankets as he shifted his gaze. ‘I hope the heir gets a fancier, more royal-sounding name than her—’ He broke off suddenly, recognizing the large, straight nose. ‘This isn’t Griff’s baby,’ he blurted, his usual composure lost. Damn me to the pits, did I say that aloud? He stiffened, avoiding Matrinka’s eyes.


‘Of course, she’s Griff’s baby.’ Defensiveness coarsened Matrinka’s tone. She hesitated, as if to reveal a secret, then finished simply with, ‘He’s my husband.’ She did not add that, spoken by a Béarnide, the accusation Tae made would be considered treason.


Tae said nothing, simply turned a measuring stare on his onetime companion. Long before they had bonded as a team to rescue the heir to Béarn’s throne, Matrinka had loved Darris, Béarn’s bard. Struck by a curse that passed always to the bard’s oldest child, Darris suffered an inhuman curiosity that drove him to learn everything, though he could teach others what he discovered only in song. Most found him an entertaining oddity, tedious when the bardic malediction forced him to arias in the middle of conversation. Somehow, the two had seen beyond Matrinka’s soft-hearted shyness and Darris’ prolonged silences to discover a depth of love few shared in a lifetime. Unfortunately, Matrinka’s royal blood forbade them from marrying. Presumably to strengthen the waning bloodline of Béarnian nobility, Matrinka had wed her cousin instead.


Matrinka sucked in a deep breath and loosed it slowly through her nose. She would never lie, especially to a friend. She caressed the baby’s hand with a finger. ‘Is it that obvious?’


‘Noticing details keeps a boy alive on the streets.’ Tae squeezed Matrinka’s fingers. ‘And hope had a lot to do with it. You and Darris belong together.’


‘The king thinks so, too.’


Tae’s eyes widened. ‘Griff knows?’


‘Of course, he knows. It was his idea. What kind of adulterous whore do you think I am?’ Even as the words left her lips, Matrinka cringed as if she worried she might have offended Tae.


Freeing his hand from Matrinka’s grip, Tae searched among elaborately carved furniture for a chair. Finding one in front of a desk, he pulled it to the bedside. High-backed, plush, and patterned, it smelled pleasantly of polish. He crouched rather than sat. ‘I have to hear this.’


‘There’s not much to tell.’ Matrinka shrugged. ‘The populace demanded our wedding, and their king denies them little. But Griff and I are friends, not lovers. He also worried that the closeness of our bloodlines might result in cretins.’


Tae wondered if the bloodline alone might do so. Béarn had a long history of naive, simple-minded kings. He wisely kept the thought to himself.


‘Being the bard, Darris serves as the king’s bodyguard and most trusted adviser, not to mention my beloved.’ Matrinka shrugged, a slight smile tugging at her features as she gazed lovingly at the baby. Nothing further needed saying.


‘I came here because I heard King Griff announcing the birth of his daughter from the balcony. Darris was with him, of course. Neither one mentioned the deception.’


‘It’s not really a deception,’ Matrinka insisted. ‘Béarnian law defines parentage by marriage at the time of birth, not by blood.’ She hugged the baby closer, as if to remind herself of its reality. ‘It’s not exactly a secret. A few people know, and she will, too, of course.’ Matrinka glanced at Tae. ‘I’d rather you didn’t speak of it. It’s really Marisole’s decision who to tell.’


‘Marisole,’ Tae repeated, believing nothing could reassure more than changing the subject. The arrangement pleased him, and he would never have believed Griff capable of such cleverness. ‘Is that her name?’


Matrinka nodded. ‘It will be.’


‘Worthy of a princess.’ They both knew Tae meant as opposed to ‘Griff.’ Born to the exiled, youngest son of King Kohleran, Griff had never been expected to sit upon the throne.


The comment begged no answer, so Tae continued, still working to dispel the awkwardness that followed his discovery with conversation. He lowered his center of balance. ‘My children will have to be called “something’ Kahn.’


‘Kahn? Like Tae Kahn?’


‘Not Tae Kahn, no. That would get confusing.’ He grinned to show he was joking.


‘Why “something’ Kahn?’ Matrinka settled into a gentle rocking motion. She shifted on the bed, supporting her back against the headboard. Childbirth had tired her.


‘It’s a family thing, though not a long-standing one. My father started it. My grandfather gave him two names: Weile and Kahn.’ Tae’s wiry shoulders rose and fell. ‘I don’t know why. Maybe he couldn’t agree with my grandmother. Anyway, it’s considered disrespectful to shorten a person’s name in the East, so my mother deliberately gave me a one syllable name. Who could shorten that? My father thought it too brief, so he added the Kahn and claimed it as tradition. It’s worked out well. Since it’s a whole separate name, people can drop it without offending.’


Matrinka yawned, then added sleepily, ‘I don’t know how well “Kahn” will fit with a Renshai name. Assuming the Renshai accept him, of course.’


Her words made no sense to Tae. ‘Accept who?’


‘Accept …’ Matrinka trailed off, stiffening. ‘You don’t know, do you?’


‘What don’t I know?’ A clump of hair slid across Tae’s forehead. No matter how often he promised himself he’d attend to the soft locks, they always wound up in a snarl and in his eyes. His thoughts raced. Twice he had slept with their Renshai companion, Kevral, whom he loved; yet their friend, Ra-khir, had captured her heart as well. She had promised to choose between them once Griff took his throne, but circumstances had delayed that decision. Now, if he read Matrinka rightly, Kevral had borne him a child. His heart rate quickened to wild thumping, and he leaned forward in the chair. ‘Matrinka, you have to tell me.’


‘I’m sorry I said anything.’ Matrinka reached for Mior, and the cat wriggled under her free hand. ‘I made a mistake.’


‘Matrinka,’ Tae fairly pleaded. ‘You can’t leave me hanging after an announcement like that.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Matrinka’s tone revealed the sincerity of the words. ‘I really am. I made a mistake.’


‘Matrinka—’


‘I’m sorry. It’s not for me to say more. You’ll have to talk to Kevral.’


Restlessness assailed Tae, and he sprang from the chair. ‘Is he – is he—?’


‘Tae, I can’t tell you anything. I’m sorry.’


‘Can you at least tell me where to find Kevral?’ Tae paced toward the window.


‘Fourth floor. Same wing. And, Tae …’


Tae slid out before Matrinka could finish the sentence, the words chasing after him.


‘… use the door.’


Tae refused to waste even the few moments it would take to negotiate the hallways, let alone explain his sudden presence to the guards. He scrambled down the granite without bothering with his gauntlets, preferring the risk of death to delay. It seemed he had a son, Kevral’s son, and surely the hand of his lady as well. His father had made many mistakes raising him that he would never repeat. Tae’s son would have the perfect upbringing. Whatever he wished to become, his father would not be the cause of any failure, would support any endeavor the child chose.


The first few windows granted Tae glimpses of empty libraries that left him mad with impatience. As he gazed into the third, he discovered shelves covered with toys and two bassinets. Anticipation shivered through his chest, and his throat suddenly felt engorged. Planting both hands firmly on the sill, he eased through without a sound. The faint snores of a congested infant touched his ears. He crept around the tiny cribs. The noise emanated from the first, a chubby baby with sparse red-blond hair and tiny pink lips pursed in sleep. Tae turned his attention to the other: smaller, lighter, its skin nearly as swarthy as his own. Raven hair draped over its forehead, and dark eyes rolled toward his face. Though Easterners and Béarnides looked similar, the thinness of the hair and the slightness of build suggested the former. Tae stared, unable to move, certain he looked upon his own child.


I’m a father? The thought failed to register. Tae tried again. I’m a father! Nothing. He hefted the infant, its weight meager in his arms. ‘I’m your papa,’ he whispered, worried he might awaken the other occupant of the nursery.


The baby thrust a hand into Tae’s face, clumsily grabbing the hair flopping over his eyes.


‘Hey!’ At that moment, a rush of understanding hit Tae low in the stomach. Love seemed to pour forth like water through a broken dam. Nearly overcome, he tightened his hold on the baby and reveled in the tears filling his eyes. ‘My son,’ he said, hoping he spoke truth. Nothing had ever seemed more significant, and he hoped he had not hopelessly and eternally bonded with a stranger’s child.


Tae had to know immediately. Pausing only long enough to bind the baby to his chest with one of its blankets, he again slid out the window. Even as he did so, he cursed his impulsiveness. That’s right, stupid. Demonstrate your love by getting both of you killed. Hand over hand, he worked his way to the next window, acutely conscious of the additional warm weight against his chest. A peek through the opening revealed a bedroom, and he recognized Kevral’s boyish figure seated on a bench beside Ra-khir’s massive form. Not bothering with more details, Tae shoved aside the curtain and sprang inside.


Desperate instinct seized Tae. He glanced up, catching the blur of a descending sword. He dove into the room, rolling, curling his body protectively around the baby. The blade skimmed his shoulder, painless, the warm trickle of blood his only warning of injury. The additional weight threw off his usually graceful timing. The baby wailed.


Tae rose to a low crouch, one arm raised to block, the other supporting the infant. ‘Kevral, stop!’ he managed, skittering from the path of a second attack. ‘It’s Tae.’ He had barely dodged the Renshai’s awful speed in the past. Now, it seemed hopeless.


‘Kevral, no!’ Ra-khir’s strong voice boomed, too late.


Tae cringed, anticipating a third strike he could never avoid. He looked up into Kevral’s calm blue eyes and Northern-pale face. The year had added touches of femininity to her sinewy figure. Approaching seventeen, she had finally developed breasts, and a hint of hip flared her warrior tunic. The blonde locks remained functionally short and feathered away from her face, so as not to interfere with battle. Though she refused to wear her own hair long, she had expressed appreciation for Tae’s own wild locks, the main reason he had allowed them to grow during his months of travel from the Eastlands to Pudar.


No longer menaced, Tae turned his attention to their companion. Dressed in the formal attire of the Knights of Erythane, Ra-khir wore a tunic displaying Béarn’s tan bear on a blue background. On the back, Tae knew, he would find Erythane’s symbol, a black sword thrust through an orange circle. As always, Ra-khir appeared immaculate, from the shoulder-length strawberry-blond hair to his unwrinkled garb, to his regal bearing. His features defined the male ideal, though he seemed not to notice. As he had so many times in the past, Tae marveled at the idea that he could compete for Kevral’s affection with this paragon.


‘What in Hel are you doing?’ Kevral slammed her sword into its sheath. ‘You could have killed him!’


The baby’s howls ended, and it snuggled against Tae, its breaths post-cry snorts and sobs.


Tae hugged the infant, trying to dispel the tension with humor. ‘As usual, a rousing welcome.’ His quiet entrances had nearly earned him death at her hands before, though every other instance had occurred in battle. He had not anticipated violence in her own chambers.


Kevral’s features bunched tighter, and her mouth thinned to an angry line.


‘You’re right,’ Tae said in honest apology. ‘I shouldn’t have carried him through the window. I won’t do it again.’ He could not help adding, ‘But you’re the one who almost cut us both in half.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Rage disappeared from Kevral’s demeanor and she hesitated, as if uncertain whether to hug Tae or retreat to give him air.


Tae made the decision for her, standing and embracing her with a caution that did not menace the baby.


Kevral glanced at Ra-khir before clamping her hands around Tae’s shoulders. She jerked back immediately, blood smeared across her right palm. ‘Oh, Tae.’


The baby went silent, quietly watching.


The sight of the blood brought an abrupt rush of pain that excitement had previously held at bay. ‘Just a scratch.’ Tae managed to keep his voice steady and hoped his eyes did not betray him.


‘We’re going to need a bucket to collect the blood from that so-called scratch.’ Ra-khir jerked a handkerchief from his pocket, clamping it to the wound with a firm suddenness that doubled the pain. He led Tae to a chair.


Kevral slipped the baby from Tae’s makeshift pouch, cradling the child in her arms. ‘You’re all right, little one.’ She wiped tears from the tiny eyes.


‘Tell him his father is an idiot,’ Ra-khir said from behind Tae.


‘Ahh,’ Tae quipped. ‘So he is my son.’


‘Yes,’ Ra-khir admitted. ‘But we’re hoping he’ll inherit his mother’s survival instinct.’ He continued pointedly, ‘And his mother’s Renshai.’ He sounded amazingly good-spirited for a man who had, apparently, lost the competition for his beloved. Surely, Kevral would see the need to marry her baby’s father. ‘We’re glad you’re back, of course, Tae. But you should know better than to surprise a Renshai, especially when there’re more lives than just yours at stake.’


It was a point well-taken. Renshai became warriors the day their baby fists could close around a sword, and their lessons began as soon as they could walk. Dedicated wholly to dying in the glory of battle, their training included instant, violent reaction to threat. ‘So this wasn’t punishment enough?’ Tae waved in the general direction of the injury, swiveling his head to see Ra-khir behind him. ‘I have to suffer through a lecture as well?’


‘A lecture?’ Ra-khir snorted. ‘Come to a ceremony led by knights sometime. A man hasn’t been born who can sit through one of them without fidgeting. Except the knights themselves, of course. It’s part of the training.’


‘I think I could forgo that punishment and still consider my life complete.’


Baby tucked into the crook of her left arm, Kevral made a broad gesture with the right. ‘How’s it look?’


Removing the handkerchief, Ra-khir examined the wound. ‘Not all that bad. The bleeding’s stopped. We’ll have a healer take a look at it in a bit. Right now, you have much to talk about, and I’d like to excuse myself if neither of you minds.’ The humor disappeared too quickly, leaving tension in its wake.


Tae nodded stiffly, and Kevral waved in dismissal. Ra-khir headed from the room. The door clicked closed behind him.


Still clutching the baby, Kevral turned away. ‘How did you find out?’


Tae refused to implicate Matrinka. ‘It doesn’t matter. You should have told me.’


‘When?’ Kevral turned back to face Tae. She walked to the chair. ‘This is the first chance I had.’


‘What’s his name?’


‘He doesn’t have one yet.’ Kevral studied the baby, watching his eyes droop shut and his breathing settle to the slow rhythm of sleep. ‘The Renshai have to interview you to decide whether or not to accept him into the tribe. If they do, he’ll undergo the training and be granted the name of a warrior who died in glory. One who will watch down on him from Valhalla.’


‘Oh,’ Tae said, other matters more pertinent at the moment. ‘Well. This may seem a bit late, but circumstances being what they are …’ He slipped from the chair to his knees. ‘Will you marry me?’


Kevral winced.


Tae would have preferred almost any other response. ‘I thought you might want to marry the father of your baby.’


‘I did marry the father of my baby.’ Kevral placed the infant on the bed.


Tae’s heart froze in his chest. His mouth refused to function, but his thoughts raced back to words Matrinka had spoken: Béarnian law defines parentage by marriage at the time of birth, not blood. ‘Oh, no.’ Tears filled Tae’s eyes, and now he looked away. ‘Oh, no.’ He could still feel the impression of the baby against his skin. I’ve lost Kevral and my child. He wondered if his presence could have saved that bond, cursed the day he had decided to return to the East and make peace with his own father. For the second time in less than an hour, he discovered only irony. The price for finding a father turned out to be losing a son.


Kevral’s free hand circled around his. It felt hot compared with the chill that numbed him. ‘Didn’t you notice two babies, Tae? They’re twins. Boys. The other one is Ra-khir’s.’


‘Twins?’ Confusion partially displaced grief. ‘With different fathers? That’s impossible.’


‘Everyone says that. Including me, at first. It’s rare but not impossible.’


Realization became more important than arguing. ‘You married Ra-khir?’ Tae found himself incapable of looking at Kevral. He had never doubted she would do so, but the reality struck harder than he expected, especially after he had become so certain that he had won her hand.


‘I’m sorry, Tae. It was a difficult choice. Almost impossible. Had things happened differently, I might have married you. I love you.’


At the moment, the words consoled little. ‘But not enough to parent my own child.’


Kevral’s hands tightened around Tae’s. ‘Of course, enough for that.’


Tae jerked his fingers free and finally looked directly at Kevral, eyes glaring and jaw fiercely clenched. ‘Don’t toy with me. I know the law.’


Kevral met his gaze with innocent bewilderment. ‘What law?’


‘Béarnian law. The one that defines a baby’s father by marriage prior to its birth.’


Kevral’s lips twitched. ‘First, I’m Renshai. I’m not constrained by Béarn’s social order. If I were, the babies would have no fathers at all. We only married a few weeks ago. The twins are three months old.’


Tae blinked, uncertain where Kevral was headed, and thus unable to concentrate on a single emotion. Grief and anger trickled away but did not disappear. The wrong words could spark either to a bonfire.


Kevral placed an arm around Tae’s shoulders and led him back to the chair. She pulled up another beside him. Only now, he noticed the furnishings, plain compared to Matrinka’s yet clearly Béarnian. Bears predominated in the carvings, the dressers, chairs, and bed sturdily constructed. ‘Ra-khir’s mother and father parted ways when he was little. She quickly remarried and attempted to convince Ra-khir his stepfather was really his father. When he discovered the truth, his mother told terrible lies about his father.’ She shook her head, though whether at the foolishness of Ra-khir’s mother or the idea that anyone could believe ill of Knight-Captain Kedrin, he did not know. ‘Eventually, she forced Ra-khir to choose to associate with either her or Kedrin, not both.’


Tae nodded. He knew much of the story from conversations he and the young Knight of Erythane had shared alone. The hatred Ra-khir still harbored for mother and stepfather seemed the only chink in an otherwise flawless sense of honor.


Kevral studied Tae as if her next words should seem obvious. When he only waited for more, she finally continued. ‘He’s not about to steal your son.’


My son. Tae found himself smiling. He rose and took the baby, who awakened at the jostling. For second place, he had done as well as he could ever have hoped, his life permanently entwined with the woman he adored, their son a living testament of their love. He studied the darkening eyes that still held a hint of their birth blue. Thin, black hair trickled over the forehead, so like his own. The facial shape, narrow in the forehead, softly rounded cheekbones, and gentle chin resembled neither himself nor Kevral but, Tae realized suddenly, his own father.


Tae did not know how long he sat in silent discovery, but he abruptly became aware of a prolonged hush and that he rocked the baby without realizing he did so. The small lids drifted closed again, and Tae could not suppress a proud, admiring smile. However, the words he had to speak quickly banished the grin. Prolonging the question would not change the situation. ‘What happens now?’


Kevral’s gaze drifted to the baby, and a softness crossed her usually too-somber features. ‘We need to present you and Ra-khir to the Renshai’s current leaders. They have to decide if they think your bloodlines add enough to the tribe to admit one or both of the boys.’


Tae grunted, anticipating. ‘So, when they find Ra-khir worthy and not me, what happens then?’


‘There’re three other possibilities, Tae.’


‘Uh-huh.’ Tae dismissed them. ‘The answer?’


Kevral shook her head, as if irritated beyond argument by Tae’s foregone conclusion. ‘First, most fathers wouldn’t consider acceptance of their sons into the Renshai tribe a “worthy’ thing.’


Tae knew Kevral spoke truth. Though the Renshai protected the heirs to Béarn’s throne, most feared their violence and rigid dedication. Legend proclaimed them golden-haired devils, from their wanderings nearly half a millennium past. Then, exiled from the savage North for brutality, they traveled the world, waging war on innocents for food, gold, and the joy of slaughter. Ancient tales survived the Renshai’s ancestors, centuries after they’d settled peacefully on the Fields of Wrath, their swords now in the service of King Griff. Yet becoming Renshai still meant a life dedicated to dying, likely young, in the glory of battle.


‘Second,’ Kevral continued, ‘I’m making no guesses. Neither should you. Renshai children take the tribe of their mother.’


Tae cradled the sleeping baby, turning Kevral a narrow-eyed look. ‘I thought the tribe was Renshai.’


‘Right.’ Kevral sat, one leg on the floor, the other gathered to the seat. She could rise and fight in an instant should the need arise. ‘But there’re three branches within the tribe. That goes back to a point in distant history when only six of us remained. The tribe of Rache carried no original Renshai blood, the tribe of Tannin carried half, and the tribe of Modrey was full-blooded.’


Tae shrugged, wondering about the significance of the lesson.


‘Of course, the tribes have interbred, so the differences have become less pronounced with time. Through the years, several Renshai have married outside the tribe. If they choose well, their children are often accepted, because new blood can bring new skill. Unfortunately, the leaders rarely accept outsiders into the tribe of Modrey because it has the purest blood.’


‘And,’ Tae guessed, ‘you’re of Modrey.’


‘Right.’ Kevral shook back the yellow-white locks that fairly defined the Renshai’s Northern origins. ‘So I don’t know if they’ll take either of the boys.’


‘Colbey Calistinsson believes redheaded Erythanians descend from Renshai.’


At the mention of her hero, a light flickered through Kevral’s pale eyes. She had emulated the ancient Renshai turned immortal, quoting him and patterning her life after his until discovering he still lived among the gods. ‘That may give Ra-khir an advantage,’ she admitted. ‘But it’s not a contest. The Renshai may take one, both, or neither. Confirming one does not eliminate the other.’


‘And if they accept him?’ Tae massaged the baby’s palm with his thumb.


‘He undergoes the training, the Renshai maneuvers, philosophy, and language. He is Renshai. When not with his torke …’ Kevral used a word in her own language which interchangeably meant swordmaster and teacher. ‘… he can play and learn from us.’


‘Us,’ Tae repeated. ‘If I remain here.’


Kevral made a noncommittal gesture, though her expression revealed that she hoped he would stay. ‘That’s your choice, of course.’


‘Not wholly. I’m a diplomat now. And, apparently, a prince.’ Tae maintained doubts about the latter. Weile Kahn had intended to maintain the title ‘leader’ when he stole the Eastern throne from corrupt and feuding princes. From citizenry to foreign kingdoms, others insisted on calling him king. He had requested that Tae succeed him, as master of the Eastland’s criminals as well as his new duties of state. Tae had not yet agreed, though time and circumstances steered him, more and more, in that direction. ‘I have responsibilities in the East.’


‘Tae.’ Kevral reached over and stroked the baby’s head. He snuggled deeper into Tae’s arms. ‘You’re his father. And I’m his mother. He has a right to both of us, and we have equal responsibilities to him. But if you don’t think you can fulfill that commitment, Ra-khir would treat him no differently than his own son.’


‘I know that.’ Tae hugged the child protectively, and he stirred in his father’s arms. ‘You agree our roles are equal.’


‘Yes.’ No hesitation from Kevral.


‘I’m likely to spend years in Béarn. Eventually, though, I have to go back East,’ Tae stared at Kevral. ‘When I do, why can’t I bring my son?’


Kevral closed her eyes, then opened them slowly. They seemed moister, though he saw no actual tears. ‘You may. Perhaps his brother, Ra-khir, and I would accompany you. If you’d have us.’


Tae could scarcely believe he had won a battle against a Renshai. ‘I’d be thrilled.’


‘Assuming he’s not accepted into the Renshai, of course.’ Kevral’s words sounded suspiciously like a retraction.


‘What do you mean?’ Tae asked.


‘Renshai train daily. Until he accomplishes the sequence of skills that define Renshai coming of age, usually around eighteen, he’s bound to his torke.’


‘You mean he couldn’t travel.’


‘He could, but only with a Renshai of sufficient skill to teach him at whatever level he’s attained.’


‘Like you?’


‘Maybe.’


Tae put the whole together. ‘So, if he’s accepted as Renshai, he has to remain on or near the Fields of Wrath. He might come visit me, but he couldn’t stay.’


‘Right.’


Tae examined his son again, the tiny features the epitome of perfection, the miniature limbs embodying potential. Weile had made so many mistakes. Tae’s son would not suffer a similar fate. ‘And if the Renshai don’t accept him, he lives with me.’


Kevral swallowed. Hard. When she finished, she nodded stiffly. ‘And the two of you visit me as you can. Or we’ll travel to you.’


‘That’s it?’


‘That’s it,’ Kevral repeated. ‘What more do you want?’


‘Nothing,’ Tae said quickly. ‘I’m just surprised there’re no conditions. I don’t have to prove myself wiser than forty sages or hurl myself into a bonfire or battle you to the death.’


Kevral managed a smile. ‘Not this time. Just be the best father you can. And I’ll try to be the best mother.’


Tae had watched Kevral fling herself eagerly upon hordes of enemies. She had climbed the gates of Valhalla to battle its undying warriors, without thought to her own mortality. Once, Weile had defended the errors he had made with his son, some nearly fatal, by stating that Kevral would understand when she had children of her own. Now, she did; and the idea that she might make similar mistakes became an anxiety that, this once, violence could not dispel. Sensing her need, Tae rose, enwrapping Kevral and the baby together into his embrace.


They clung for several moments, Kevral’s body pressed against him inciting a passion Tae fought to contain. He would savor the times they had had together, but he would never betray his friends. More irony. Tae let his thoughts follow this tangent to force them from the wonder of Kevral in his arms, a pleasure soon only Ra-khir would know. He had joined Kevral, Matrinka, Darris, and Ra-khir initially only to use them to help battle the enemies that hunted him for no better reason than his parentage. Once, Tae had exploited his friends without guilt. Now, the very idea shocked dread through him. I’ve come a long way. I only hope I can teach those values to my son. ‘I’ll do my best,’ he promised them both.




CHAPTER 1


The Fathers’ Worth




Every time a sword is drawn, it’s a real fight.


– Colbey Calistinsson





PERCHED upon an elegantly carved desk chair, King Griff ignored the austere furnishings, unable to pry his attention from Tem’aree’ay. The elf lounged on her bed, the canopy shadowing her golden curls and stealing the touch of elfin red. An ever-present smile lit her dainty oval face, her delicate figure a stark contrast to the whale-boned Béarnides. Even the bulge that housed their imminent child did not mar the fragile-appearing figure; the excitement of its presence trembled through Griff every time he glimpsed or thought of his lover, which was often.


Tem’aree’ay’s eyes glittered in the lamplight, and Griff regretted that rain kept them indoors. In sunlight, their pure elfin coloring, unmarred by the starlike cores of human eyes, closely resembled sapphires. ‘Your daughter is beautiful, Sire.’


Griff grinned with pride. He could not imagine any child more so. It did not matter to him that the black hair, dark eyes, and bulk came from the baby’s mother and not himself. The previous evening, Béarn’s populace had welcomed the new princess with a feast and the nobility with a ceremony flawlessly executed by the Knights of Erythane. Dragged into an eternity of pomp and speeches, Griff had found even his own elation giving way to boredom. Just once, he wished the knights would forgo a few spare details of their ritual; but his bodyguard/adviser, Bard Darris, had assured him that to request such would not only disparage the procedure but gravely insult the participants.


Now, Griff believed, Darris needed some time alone with the queen and the infant he had sired. And that left Griff free for his own favorite pastime: Tem’aree’ay. Emotion swept him suddenly, and he found himself unable even to blink as his dark eyes drank in every part of the elf. Once, he had believed his love ludicrous, like that of a sheep for a cat. Innocent exploration had proved him wrong. A virgin until his night with Tem’aree’ay, he still did not know for certain whether elves and humans shared anatomy; but their companionship had turned naturally into lovemaking and, eventually, created the child in her womb.


So much more than becoming an illegitimate prince or princess lay upon the infant growing inside Tem’aree’ay. Only thirty-seven of the two hundred and forty elves lived in Béarn, in harmony with mankind. The others, the svartalf, sought to destroy humanity and had nearly succeeded using magic that rendered human women sterile. Only those pregnant at the time of the casting, or not yet of reproductive age, remained fertile and then only until their cycles started or resumed. The elves faced their own crisis that only a few humans knew: though freely sexual, they conceived only after the death of an elder due to age. Stripped of memories, the ancient soul then entered the newborn.


Griff saw the baby as the product of a love he once believed he could never consummate. But those who knew of the coupling, most of them elves, saw the continuity of life itself in the tiny, developing being. Here might lie a solution to both problems, yet no one wished to act until the results became clear. The human/elf might die outside the protective world of Tem’aree’ay’s womb. A twisted, hideous monster might emerge or a soulless creature despised by the gods. Elfin magic would tell them more about the baby than Griff’s eyes ever could, but the deeper truth did not matter to him. Whatever the result, he could not help adoring the child. Perfect, no less. Griff’s smile widened, innocent faith carrying him past the concerns of elves and advisers. The gods care for us too much to let else be the case.


‘Why so quiet, Sire?’ Tem’aree’ay’s question seemed odd. Elfin lives spanned centuries or millennia, and they never seemed to notice lapses that could make even a Knight of Erythane squirm.


Griff rose, knelt in front of Tem’aree’ay, and took her hands. His beefy fists engulfed her long, slender fingers and tiny palms. ‘Tem’aree’ay, would you agree to marry me?’


The elf blinked once, expression blank. ‘Marry?’ she managed.


Griff nodded vigorously, coarse black bangs slipping into his eyes.


‘Elves don’t …’ Tem’aree’ay started, then stopped. ‘I mean we’ve never …’


Griff understood. ‘So you’ll be the first. Like you’re the first to carry a human’s baby.’


The homogeneous eyes studied Griff’s gentle, rotund features. ‘What would I have to do, Sire?’


‘Just stay with me forever …’ Realizing the discrepancy between her life span and his own, Griff amended, ‘Well, that is, as long as I live. And allow me to love you.’


Tem’aree’ay wet her heart-shaped lips with her triangular tongue. ‘Sire, I’m not going anywhere. And don’t you already love me?’


‘Well, yes,’ Griff admitted. ‘But this would make it official. And our children heirs to the throne, too.’ Ancient law and custom did not allow illegitimate offspring to rule.


Tem’aree’ay nodded, eyes narrowing slightly in confusion. Experience had taught Griff to read beyond the subtlety of elfin expression. ‘But, Sire, aren’t you already married?’


Griff released Tem’aree’ay’s hands, lowering his head until the hair fell into a full curtain over his eyes. He wanted to hide the tears resulting from Tem’aree’ay’s hesitation. ‘The high king can marry as many times as he wants. In fact, it’s encouraged. It varies the line and makes for more heirs if something happens.’ He thought of the previous ruler, his grandfather. King Kohleran had not taken the throne until age forty, by then pledged to only one wife whom he adored too much to share with others. Though she had borne him eight children, who, in their turn, produced twelve grandchildren, and four great grandchildren, this had nearly proved too few. Aside from Griff, those not assassinated by elves had failed the staff-test created by the father of the gods, Odin, to assure the appropriateness of Béarn’s heirs to rule.


Thoughts of the staff-test raised other concerns. The leader of the svartalf, Dh’arlo’mé, had stolen the Staves of Law and Chaos before Griff could undergo his own testing. Nobility and commoners alike believed Griff the proper heir and had crowned him without challenge. He alone seemed to harbor doubts about his worthiness to rule, a worry Darris had assured him boded well for his fitness as king. Kevral, Ra-khir, and Tae had later discovered that Dh’arlo’mé bonded with the Staff of Law and its near-infinite power. The immortal Renshai, Colbey Calistinsson, had taken up the Staff of Chaos for the purpose of restoring balance. And Colbey’s son, Ravn, had assured Griff that he, as all the Béarnian kings before him, represented the focal point of the worlds’ equilibrium. Without him, the universe would crumble into ruin.


King Griff ran a hand through his beard, coarse hairs rasping against his fingers. ‘I married Matrinka for the populace. Now I want to marry for love.’


Tem’aree’ay’s voice penetrated the barrier of hair he had placed between them. ‘You love Matrinka.’ Woman and elf served Béarn as healers. Not only did they work together, but their closeness to Béarn’s king had also brought them a friendship.


‘Yes,’ Griff admitted. ‘Like a sister. Or my mother.’ Thought of the latter pinched his chest. For months, the svartalf had employed Eastern criminals to prevent all travel or trade in the Westlands. Griff could not even send a messenger to assure his mother and stepfather of his well-being. A lump formed in his throat at the thought of his mother’s pain. She had lost his elder brother and his father to a plowing accident and overprotected him to the point of paranoia. The last she knew of him, he had disappeared without a trace. ‘My love for you is special. It’s … it’s …’ His vocabulary failed him. ‘I can’t explain it. I want this for our child. For you.’ Shaking back the dark mane, he finally met Tem’aree’ay’s eyes again. ‘For me.’


A light flickered through the canted eyes. Tem’aree’ay would never fully understand the significance; her two hundred years of elfin culture would not allow it. But she did finally realize the importance of her answer to him. ‘Of course I’ll marry you, Sire.’


Only at that moment did Griff remember he had no right to ask. The law limited the prospects of all descendants of the king’s line, him most of all. He dropped back to his haunches. ‘Tem’aree’ay, I’m an idiot.’


‘Sire.’ The elf’s tone chastised his self-deprecation.


Griff sighed. ‘Here I am talking you into something that doesn’t matter to you, and I don’t even know if the law allows it.’


‘It matters to me, Sire,’ Tem’aree’ay insisted, sliding from the bed to sit beside him, her movements graceful despite her condition. She reached up and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. ‘Anything that means so much to you matters to me.’


Griff forced a smile, though his heart felt like a stone in his chest. In the moments he had considered it, the marriage had become the central focus of his world. The idea of losing it to formality was painful. He caught Tem’aree’ay into an embrace, reveling in her warmth against him. He clung for a long time, afraid to let go for fear he might lose her forever. He whispered into her ear, ‘I don’t know exactly how the law reads, but it can’t say anything about elves. Less than a year ago, we didn’t even know you existed. If there’s a loophole anywhere, the sage will find it; and we’ll marry before our child is born.’


Tem’aree’ay squeezed him back, her strength meager compared to his, yet more than her usually spare frame suggested possible.


‘And Tem’aree’ay?’


‘Yes, Sire?’


‘Once we’re married, you’ll have to stop calling me “sire.” ’


A careful tapping at the door interrupted any reply Tem’aree’ay might have given. Reluctantly, Griff released the elfin healer. ‘Who is it?’ he shouted, hoping whichever elf had come to call on Tem’aree’ay would take the hint and leave.


The door muffled the familiar voice. ‘Your Majesty, it’s Darris.’


He should be with Matrinka and Marisole. Griff knew Darris felt as strongly about his time with the queen as he did about his with Tem’aree’ay, especially in the days since the birth of the baby. ‘Is it important, Darris?’


A short pause followed the question. The king placed a hand on Tem’aree’ay’s leg and tipped his head toward the door, straining. Just as he thought he had missed Darris’ reply, it came. ‘Very.’


Griff lumbered to his feet, not wishing to endure another of Darris’ lectures about the floor being too low for his station. ‘Come in, then.’


Tem’aree’ay returned to the bed, smoothing her shift as the door swung open.


Darris peeked inside, mousy curls dangling over thin brows and the large, straight nose that Marisole already showed signs of inheriting. His hazel eyes flitted over the sparse furnishings to land on his king, and the broad lips framed a smile that revealed joy barely contained. ‘Your Majesty, announcing Lady Helana and her husband, Herwin.’


Griff went utterly still; even his heart seemed to stop. He stood staring, unable to speak.


Darris stepped aside, revealing the familiar plump figure of Griff’s mother. Though only thirty-three, she harbored wisps of white hair among the black, and a few wrinkles scored her face. She had aged years in the months of their separation. For a moment, their eyes met, exact dark duplicates. Behind her, less than a finger’s breadth taller, Griff’s stepfather awaited his chance for reunion.


Helana rushed to Griff, silks supplied by the palace fluttering in her wake. She wrapped him in a bear hug; and he clung to her, sobbing. Her warm tears dripped down his collar.


‘Mama. Oh, Mama,’ Griff breathed out at length.


Simultaneously, they said, ‘I worried so much about you.’


Then tears turned to laughter, and Herwin joined the embrace. Though large for a Westerner, he seemed tiny to Griff who had grown substantially in the last year and become accustomed to Béarnides. The sandy hair and gray eyes seemed particularly out of place. A work-hardened hand clutched Griff’s arm, calluses rasping against satin. The farm seemed a million years and a trillion miles away.


Mama. Griff closed his eyes, thoughts gliding backward. The odors of fresh-turned earth, damp, and manure filled his nose, accompanied by the snort of the horses, the clank of the plow, and a man’s occasional muffled curse. After the accident that had claimed the lives of Griff’s father and brother, Helana had refused to allow Griff even to assist with heavy chores, preferring to give up luxuries, even necessities, to pay laborers to tend the farm in Dunwoods. Herwin had been the last of these. Guarded by his mother to the point of suffocation, Griff had found reprieve in a wooded grove near the farm. There, he had spent the happiest times of his childhood listening to the birds and chirruping insects, skipping stones, and exchanging stories with a young blond he had once believed a creation of his own imagination. Only after elves captured him did he finally discover his childhood friend was Ravn Colbeysson, the son of the immortal Renshai and a goddess.


Griff snuggled into the warm security of his parents’ arms, and the responsibilities of a kingdom disappeared.


Darris cleared his throat. ‘Your Majesty, a Northman, a guard in the employ of Pudar accompanied them. We’ve treated him to a good meal and a warm bath, but he says he can’t stay. He has duties in Pudar.’


‘Give him—’ Griff started, then stopped abruptly, embarrassed to order others while in his parents’ presence, let alone their embrace. He gently disengaged himself, still trapped in his younger years. Scarlet crept across his cheeks, and the command refused to emerge. He felt like a child caught playing king.


Darris sensed Griff’s discomfort. ‘Majesty, I’ll see he gets anything he needs or wants for the trip. And a fresh horse.’


‘Thank you,’ Griff said humbly. He returned his attention to mother and stepfather. ‘Did I mention? I’m king now.’


Helana laughed kindly, sharing a wink with the departing bard. ‘We heard, dear.’


The family fell back into another cycle of hugging while Tem’aree’ay looked on happily.


Tae sprawled in the window seat, back against the frame, right leg tucked in front of him, and left leg dangling nearly to the floor. A cross draft from the opposite window sucked in rain that pelted him like grains of ice. Seated on a nearby chest, Kevral clutched her hands in her lap; he had never before seen her so nervous. Ra-khir sat beside her, dressed in his best silk colors. Two chairs occupied the center of the room beneath a candelabra, holding eight burning tapers, that dangled from a ceiling beam by a chain. Occasionally, an unusually heavy gust sent the lamp swinging, and light swirled around the room in erratic ovals.


Tae looked out over the Fields of Wrath from the second floor of the Renshai common house. Cottages scattered without pattern, and occasional paddocks held pigs, horses, goats, or sheep. The clang of steel striking steel rang over the patter of rain against wood and thatch, punctuated by indecipherable commands. Weather made no difference when it came to Renshai sword practices. They preferred to vary sites and conditions, prepared to war under any circumstances. Violence was the very essence of the Renshai, the desperate need to die in glorious combat and find a place in Valhalla. Tae, Kevral, and Ra-khir had once visited the haven for the souls of those bravest warriors. He had watched them battle through the day, those slain rising every evening to join the victors in a grand feast until morning brought a new round of warfare. Tae believed he would prefer a more peaceful after-death experience.


The door latch clicked.


Kevral hissed through clenched teeth, ‘Tae.’


He glanced over.


Kevral made a sharp gesture for him to find a more dignified position as the door whipped open and two men entered. The first looked as massive as any Béarnide, middle-aged, broad-boned and broad-featured with green eyes. He wore his golden hair in braids, the style of Northern warriors. The smaller, younger man who accompanied him kept his dark blond hair clipped as short as Kevral’s. Hard blue eyes settled on the bench’s occupants. Both sported leather tunics and breeks, a sword thrust through each belt. Their pale skin revealed their once-Northern origins.


Tae shifted from his slouch to a wary crouch. Warriors should appreciate his caution, mannerly or otherwise.


The huge Renshai took the farther chair. ‘I am Thialnir Thrudazisson.’


The second nodded a stiff welcome. ‘Gareth Lasirsson.’


Ra-khir rose and executed a sweeping gesture of greeting that impressed Tae, though neither Renshai seemed affected. ‘Ra-khir Kedrin’s son, Knight to the Erythanian and Béarnian kings: His Grace, King Humfreet, and His Majesty, King Griff.’ When no one else made a move to take the floor, Ra-khir indicated Kevral with a polite motion. ‘You know Kevralyn Tainharsdatter.’


‘Kevral,’ Kevral interrupted gruffly. She had always despised her full first name. ‘As you know.’ She glared pointedly at Ra-khir.


A hint of a smile entered Gareth’s expression. ‘Your peers call you Kevral the Overconfident.’


The insult clearly stung. Kevral’s hands blanched in her lap, and her face gained the flush her fingers had lost. ‘My peers choose to ridicule when they cannot compete.’ Kevral had a right to pride. At fifteen, she had gained her status as a Renshai adult by accomplishing the difficult series of maneuvers rarely mastered before eighteen.


Gareth recoiled, grin disappearing. Tae guessed he had a child or children who would consider themselves among those peers. Thialnir represented the Renshai at meetings of the Béarnian council. He redirected the proceedings back to introductions by turning Tae a stern, questioning look.


Tae did not bother to move, though he did brush away mist that had gathered on his bangs. ‘Tae,’ he said simply. In the East, shortening a person’s name was grave insult. In the West, people did so routinely.


Kevral gave Tae a squint-eyed stare that held warning. Though she had demonstrated her anger at Ra-khir and Gareth, Tae held initial responsibility for her mood. It seemed he refused to view the proceedings with proper seriousness. ‘Prince Tae Kahn, son of Weile Kahn, ruler of Stalmize, the East’s high kingdom, and the East’s diplomat to Béarn.’


Tae shrugged. The only person in the world with a title longer than Ra-khir’s. He could not wholly explain his apathy, feeling trapped into an unwinnable situation. Ra-khir’s courtly upbringing, classically handsome features, and manners defied competition. Tae never doubted his friend would be found worthy. His own lack of value, to Renshai or others, seemed a foregone conclusion. It did not matter that his father had taken over a kingdom nor how many referred to him as ‘prince.’ In his own mind, he would always remain a gang-running, sneak-thieving son of a crime lord. He alone seemed to realize the farce of this testing. Ra-khir’s son would join the Renshai and his own would have to deal with the shame of exclusion. Tae did not need to undergo the scrutiny of these two to know he would fail.


Thialnir cleared his throat. ‘Duly noted.’ He nodded at Gareth to indicate the younger man should initiate the proceedings.


Gareth obliged. ‘We’ve had the children examined. Both healthy. And it does seem as if your claim of different fathers may be correct.’


Kevral’s scowl deepened. Tae knew she would not allow suspicion about her word or her morals. The process did not require either.


‘In that light,’ Gareth continued, ‘who would like to go first?’


Ra-khir glanced around Kevral to Tae, offering.


Tae shook his head.


Ra-khir stood, brushing back his tan cape to reveal the Béarnian bear on his blue velvet tunic. ‘I will, sir.’ Black breeks and an orange brooch and sash finished his colors. A sword graced his left hip. He adjusted its position from habit, by flicking the edge of the sheath rather than touching the hilt.


‘Very well.’ Gareth also rose, the candles sparking yellow highlights through his darker hair as he moved. He pinned his icy gaze on the Erythanian. ‘What does your bloodline have to offer the Renshai?’


Ra-khir launched directly into his reasoning, clearly having dedicated much thought to the matter, a preparing Tae did not share. ‘First, history suggests that red-haired Erythanians descend from Renshai conquerors, so my child may restore some lost blood back to the tribe.’


Thialnir nodded thoughtfully. Gareth remained in place, lips pursed, waiting expectantly for more.


Tae settled back into a sitting position, glancing out the window again and seeing nothing through sheets of rain. Droplets bounced from the sill, cold prickles against his cheeks. From habit, he measured the construction of window and building.


‘Second, sir,’ Ra-khir went on, ‘I offer size and strength.’


Renshai maneuvers rely on quickness, not strength. The Colbey quotation came instantly to Tae’s mind, though he could not recall whether he had learned it from Kevral or from the biography of Colbey he had stolen from Pudar’s castle and gifted to her nearly a year ago. She cited the ancient Renshai often.


‘I name patience and determination among my assets. Without them, I could not have become a Knight of—’


Gareth interrupted. ‘What determination does it take to follow rigid codes? And to expect enemies to do the same?’


Tae jerked his attention back, surprised by Gareth’s hostility.


Ra-khir stiffened slightly but otherwise showed no offense. ‘Sir, there is nothing rigid about morality. And while I do grant all men and women their dignity by assuming they will act with honor, I know how to handle a situation should they choose otherwise. I will always steer friend or opponent toward the reputable path; but I’m not foolish enough to believe they will always take it. I won’t apologize for expecting the best from everyone.’


Gareth made a wordless, noncommittal grunt. ‘Determination?’ he reminded.


‘Sir, the training is years long and grueling. The testing takes an entire day, and any break means instant failure.’


‘Renshai train from infancy.’ Gareth snorted. ‘An entire day of standing in pristine lines is hardly an accomplishment.’ Turning his back, he headed toward his chair. In most areas of the Westlands, such a gesture indicated trust. From Renshai, it cast profound aspersion, suggesting the other could not muster the competence to prove a threat to an open target.


Ra-khir had spent enough time with Kevral to recognize the insult. His nostrils flared, and his hands tensed. ‘Sir, you’re coming dangerously close to belittling knight’s honor.’


Gareth spun slowly. ‘Close?’ He took a menacing forward step. ‘Try this, then.’ He lowered his voice to a growl. ‘No self-respecting Renshai would couple with a narrow-minded, inflexible man of pseudo-honor whose only worth is that an ancestor might carry some Renshai blood.’


Tae flinched. Even he had never baited Ra-khir so harshly. Kevral’s hands leaped to her hilts, and her face purpled. She could not interfere.


The knight maintained his temper admirably. He turned Kevral an apologetic glance before returning his gaze to Gareth. ‘Sir, I’m going to have to call you out.’


Thialnir stood up and moved quietly toward the door. Once there, he did not exit, just leaned against it, watching.


Gareth grinned insolently. ‘Good.’


Ra-khir drew breath. Erythanian law dictated that whoever called the challenge chose time, place and weapons.


‘Don’t bother with your details.’ Gareth deliberately placed a hand on his hilt. ‘I’m not waiting.’


‘Proof my patience could serve the tribe.’ Ra-khir’s sword rasped from its sheath.


The Renshai drew quicker, cutting in the same motion.


Anticipating, Ra-khir raised his blade only to block. Sword hammered sword with a clang that echoed through the small room. Both disengaged. Again, the Renshai moved more swiftly, and the knight defended without riposte.


Tae scrambled to a cautious crouch on the sill, prepared to disappear should the battle muddle in his direction. Kevral did not even bother to rise, though her eyes followed every detail of the combat and her hands twitched in her lap, no longer entwined.


Repeatedly, the Renshai’s sword slashed, swept, and jabbed. Ra-khir met each attack with a block or parry. Superior size and strength worked to his advantage; he gained no ground but neither did he lose any. Perspiration slicked his hair and beaded the area between nose and upper lip. Every lightning movement flung moisture. In contrast, the Renshai seemed tireless. His slim sword skipped around Ra-khir like a fairy, flashing silver in the candlelight.


Then, suddenly, Kevral sucked in a breath. Ra-khir apparently saw the opening, too. His sword speared through, his first attack. The tip rammed Gareth’s crosspiece, and the sword left the Renshai’s hand.


He’ll try to catch it. Tae wished he could send a mental warning to Ra-khir. The Renshai belief that touching the floor dishonored a sword would make Gareth’s next action predictable.


Ra-khir leaped for Gareth as the Renshai sprang for his flying weapon. The knight willfully cast aside his own sword as the two slammed together and his bulk sent the slighter blond rolling. Ra-khir moved with him, grappling for the Renshai’s arms and using his weight to pin the other down. Gareth eeled out from under him. Ra-khir followed too slowly. The Renshai pitched, scrambling for his sword. Thialnir clapped his hands. ‘Enough.’


Red-faced, Gareth reclaimed his weapon as Ra-khir climbed to his feet, seeking his own sword. Abruptly, Gareth lunged. Ra-khir recoiled, but not far enough. The flat of the Renshai’s sword slammed the side of his head, sprawling him.


Tae winced.


‘I said enough!’ Thialnir growled.


‘Bastard!’ Kevral rushed to her husband’s defense, placing herself between them and glaring with the ferocity of a wolf guarding cubs. The law that forbade her interference strained her to the limit of endurance.


Ra-khir lay still a moment, then clambered up awkwardly. A reddening bruise marred the perfect curve of his cheek. His green eyes blazed, but he did not translate that anger into action. He recovered his sword, only to sheathe it and battle with words instead. ‘I’ll suffer that for my wife and son. Otherwise, Gareth, I’d have no willing dealings with a group that finds you worthy of membership.’


‘We had to take him. He was born Renshai.’ The fierce intensity of Thialnir’s glower at Kevral stole the humor from his joke. ‘You taught the knight a Renshai maneuver,’ he accused.


Ra-khir adjusted his clothing and sword belt.


Kevral’s mouth fell open. ‘I did nothing of the kind.’


‘Where did he learn floyetsverd?’


‘Ask him,’ Kevral suggested. Her gaze followed Gareth as he sheathed his sword and retreated beyond range.


‘You mean the disarming, sir?’ Ra-khir guessed, touching the wound carefully.


‘Yes.’ Thialnir turned the suspicious stare toward Ra-khir.


‘With all respect, sir, the Renshai didn’t invent disarming.’


Gareth made a noise deep in his throat. Thialnir ignored him. ‘True. But most others would have left Gareth minus a hand or a few fingers at least.’ He tossed a braid behind his shoulder, his features placid. ‘But that was floyetsverd, sloppily done but adequate to undo Gareth.’


Tae admired how the Renshai’s representative managed to offend both parties with a single sentence.


The flush returned to Gareth’s features. ‘He dishonored me and my sword. He deliberately let it touch the ground.’


Thialnir raised his brows. ‘Under the circumstances, I would have done the same.’


‘But—’Gareth started.


Thialnir silenced him with a gesture, refusing to be sidetracked. ‘Where did you learn that maneuver, Ra-khir?’


‘Sir, I’ve seen Renshai fight many times.’ Ra-khir took Kevral’s hand, heading back toward his seat. Only a slight stumble revealed his dizziness. ‘After the nine thousandth time Kevral disarmed me, I figured it out.’


Thialnir nodded, accepting the explanation.


Ra-khir looked at Gareth. ‘Colbey Calistinsson was a Knight of Erythane. Do you doubt his honor, too?’


‘Colbey a knight?’ Gareth’s blue eyes widened. ‘That’s sacrilege.’


‘It’s truth,’ Kevral defended. ‘Colbey told us himself.’


Tae remembered well. Colbey had first appeared to Kevral and Ra-khir, then the entire party. Later, he had attempted to recruit Kevral to wield the Staff of Chaos against Dh’arlo’mé. Learning it would destroy Kevral, Tae and Ra-khir had argued against Colbey’s choice. Whether because of them, or matters Tae did not understand, Colbey had reprieved Kevral and chosen to champion chaos himself. They had not heard from him since.


Thialnir shook his head. ‘Delusion, Kevral. Colbey died fighting the fires of Ragnarok more than three centuries ago.’


Kevral abandoned a stale argument. ‘Believe or not. I know what happened. And I’ve met with him more than once.’


Ra-khir drove for the point. ‘Sir, it doesn’t matter whether you believe we interacted with Colbey. I doubted, too, at first. Research proved me wrong. I can show you documentation that Colbey joined the Knights of Erythane and rode a white charger called Frost Reaver.’


Still does. Tae did not add his piece aloud. Whatever divine magic had kept Colbey alive for more than four hundred years did the same for the stallion.


‘Sir, whatever you might think of knight’s honor, at least we would never blindside an honored foe after the war was declared ended.’


‘Enough!’ Gareth roared.


‘Enough,’ Thialnir agreed, though for different reasons. ‘No need to drag this out longer. Sir Ra-khir, the Renshai find you worthy of marrying into the tribe and siring warriors. From this moment forth, your son shall bear the name Saviar Rakhirsson, a full-fledged member of the tribe of Renshai.’


Gareth presented a grudging nod, Ra-khir a broad but lopsided grin. ‘Thank you, sir.’


‘No need for gratitude,’ Thialnir returned, taking his seat. ‘You won the honor for your child on your own merits. The Renshai do not bestow charity.’


Every eye turned suddenly to Tae where he poised in the window. Pinned, he froze.


‘Your turn, Tae,’ Thialnir said.


My turn. Tae remained in place, ignoring the sting of droplets on the back of his neck. He felt trapped, torn between worrying about his son’s self-esteem and his own need to parent. It might hurt the boy to know his brother received an honor refused him; yet turning his child over to Renshai seemed more condemnation than reward. He thought of the life the child would have as a Renshai: unforgiving teachers, daily violence, the eager pursuit of a savage and bloody death not only for enemies but for himself. I’m not fighting any Renshai. He had neither the courage nor competence to do so.


Tae shrugged. ‘I—’ he started, catching Kevral’s brisk gesture for him to stand from the corner of his eye. With a sigh of resignation, he sprang to the floor. ‘I have nothing to offer.’


‘Tae!’ Kevral’s sharp retort reverberated.


Tae whirled toward her, tiring of the entire situation. Ra-khir had worked so hard yet had still suffered humiliation. Tae knew he had no chance at all. ‘Damn it, Kevral, it’s true. I’m not big. I’m not strong.’ He outlined a wiry frame little taller than Kevral’s. Standing, Ra-khir and Thialnir would tower a head above him, and Gareth half that. ‘My blood is Eastern farther back than anyone would bother to trace it, and mediocre is a compliment to my sword skill. What do I have to add? Dark eyes? Dark skin? Dark—?’


Gareth’s rash draw-cut caught Tae wholly unprepared. The wall prevented retreat, and a dodge forward or to either side would place him squarely in its path. Desperate, Tae dropped and rolled. The blade kissed his scalp, severing strands of hair. A jab followed, foiled by a wild dodge.


Tae scampered to the center of the room. ‘Why—?’


Gareth’s sword whipped for Tae’s head again. Tae ducked, deliberately clumsy. As he expected, an instantaneous low attack followed, while he transferred his balance. The sword swept for his legs. Tae jumped to the chair, then to the candelabra as the sword raced for him again. Certain it would not hold his weight long, he scrambled up the chain to the support beam. Swinging his feet onto the beam, Tae crouched and reassessed the situation. Light swept crazily through the room, disrupting every shadow. Gareth leaped to the chair, and the sword stabbed for Tae again. Gauging in an instant, Tae sprang from his beam to the next, then hurled himself through the window. Gareth’s boots hammered the floorboards in pursuit.


Catching the sill, Tae flung his body upward. Instead of a two-story fall, he slammed against the wooden construction above the window. Fingers gouging into chinking, he scurried to the roof, rain pounding his back. A moment later, Gareth’s head thrust through the opening, naturally looking downward. Tae searched for a rock but immediately discarded that strategy. It would only enrage the Renshai. Instead, he studied the layout of the rooftop. Three rain barrels perched on the thatch, connected to a cistern beneath the common house. Now what? Finding nothing else of use, Tae seized the upper ring of the nearest barrel. Water slicked his hands, and the wind chilled them painfully. The ring would not budge, so he tried another. This one slid free without a struggle. Clutching it in his teeth, Tae clambered down the opposite side of the building, toward his window seat.


Tae entered silently, transferring the ring to his hand. Kevral and Thialnir glanced toward him but said nothing to give him away. Gareth still stood at the opposite window, seeking him through the gloom. Ra-khir watched the Renshai, standing, his expression worried.


‘Hey!’ Tae said, tossing the ring toward Gareth and anticipating the Renshai’s movement. Gareth whirled, stepping perfectly. The ring glided over him as if made for that purpose. In the instant it pinned Gareth’s sword arm, Tae drew his own blade and charged.


The maneuver gained Tae less time than he expected. His sword barely cleared its sheath when Gareth decreased his girth with breaths and motion. The ring thumped to the floor, clanging, and the Renshai howled toward the challenge.


Tae backpedaled just as Thialnir’s voice cleaved the air. ‘Gareth, enough!’


This time the younger Renshai obeyed, jamming his sword back into place. Familiar with Renshai quickness and with Gareth’s temper, Tae bounded to the window seat.


Gareth did not pursue, instead retaking his chair.


Finally, Tae finished his question. ‘Why in Hel did you do that?’ Terror caught him in a rush, and he hid his shaking hands.


Gareth grinned. ‘Downstairs, Kevral said you were quick. I wanted to see for myself.’


Tae’s heart thrashed in his chest. ‘You could have killed me.’


‘I thought I did with that first strike. A little lower …’ Gareth shook his head, frustration obvious.


‘And killing me would have proved…?’ Tae pressed.


‘That you don’t deserve to father a Renshai’s child.’


Fear transformed to anger. Tae tipped his head toward Kevral, careful not to take his gaze wholly from Gareth. ‘Death for failure wasn’t part of the deal.’


Kevral shrugged helplessly, as ignorant of the process as he.


Thialnir broke in, his features still maddeningly composed. ‘Tae, until today, I would have said no one could dodge more than one of a Renshai’s strokes. If you can teach some of that to us, no doubt you and your son belong among us.’


Damn. Tae cursed his misfortune. Run from people whose ultimate insult is ‘coward,’ and it impresses them. To win this one, I’d have had to let him kill me. ‘Simple. No teaching needed. The first stroke was the only one that caught me slacking. After that, easy logic. Because of positioning, a jab was the only thing that could get me the second time. After he went high, it only made sense to attack the legs, where I’d placed most of my weight. After that, I was just running.’


Thialnir shook his head. ‘The hoop. How could you possibly know Gareth would swing left when he turned?’


Tae settled deeper into his crouch, heart still racing and guard high. ‘He had his sword in his right hand. Most warriors would naturally spin right, a stronger defense. I’ve noticed Renshai tend to turn to weakness.’ He shrugged. ‘I took a chance.’


Tae’s methods obviously did not bother Gareth as Ra-khir’s had. He seemed more curious this time. ‘Why’d you come back at all? You knew I wasn’t sparring.’


Tae considered the words in a lengthy silence. The answer, when it came to him, both grated on and pleased him. ‘My best friends were here, including the mother of my son. I wouldn’t leave them at the mercy of a Renshai obviously gone deranged.’


Kevral and Ra-khir jerked toward Tae simultaneously, both gravely offended, though they surely appreciated his loyalty, too.


Thialnir shook back his war braids. ‘Kevral also said you’re the only person who has ever managed to approach her undetected. Long ago, the Southern barbarians taught us many stealth techniques. Your antics fall into that category. Three hundred years later, we’ve refined what we’ve learned, but the barbarians have remained reclusive.’ He studied Tae gently. ‘We can teach warriors to anticipate, but not to react to that knowledge so well or so quickly. We have use for your skills, both what you can teach and your natural agility.’


Tae scarcely blinked. No one had ever praised him to such a degree before. His father had always proved a harsh guide.


Thialnir continued, grinning, ‘We have a special name for your son. We have assigned it to no one through the centuries, seeking one worthy of the honor. Named for Colbey’s father, we would call him Calistin Taesson.’


The compliments made Tae bold. ‘It would have to be Calistin Kahn Taesson.’


Thialnir’s smile wilted. ‘Why?’


‘Family tradition,’ Tae explained. ‘Tae Kahn. Weile Kahn.’


‘No.’ Thialnir shook his head vigorously. ‘No. No, we can’t do that. The child must have a guardian in Valhalla. Same name or no guardian.’


Tae looked at Kevral. She stared at him, blank-eyed and disappointed. He sighed, taking another breath to relent.


Before he could, Gareth broke in. ‘I think I have a solution.’


Thialnir looked at him.


‘Pseubicon.’


Thialnir’s lids narrowed, and he seemed about to challenge. Then his lips twitched. The smile returned. ‘At least a century ago, during a battle in the far south, a Renshai child got lost. Barbarians found and raised her, but she never forgot her roots. Eventually, she found her way back, along with her barbarian husband and son, Pseubicon.’ Thialnir started to pace. ‘The boy was three. By Renshai tradition, a child not uniquely named for a warrior in Valhalla by one year of age is considered uvakt or “unguarded.” ’ Turning, Thialnir headed back toward his chair.


‘As you can guess, the husband was found worthy. Despite being uvakt, Pseubicon became a great warrior and died in glory. However, no one since has cared to take the odd name for a son.’


‘All right. Pseubicon.’ Tae understood the connection but did not necessarily believe it a solution. ‘But is it spelled the same? K-A-H-N?’


Gareth laughed. ‘That’s the beauty of it. The barbarians don’t have a written language. You can spell it any way you please.’


Tae glanced at Kevral. ‘Do you mind?’


Kevral would not lie. They both knew she preferred Calistin. ‘I can live with Pseubicon so long as you don’t insert a bunch of weird Eastern vowels.’


Tae made a throwaway gesture. ‘I spelled the kahn part. You handle the rest.’


Kevral pursed her lips briefly. ‘Let’s make it fair, then. Four letters to four letters. S-U-B-I-K-A-H-N.’


Tae turned his attention to Gareth and Thialnir. ‘And now, if you’re done attacking me, I’ve got a son who’s waiting to hear his new name.’


Thialnir gestured at the door.


Subikahn Taesson. It was not the name Tae would have chosen, but it suited well enough. He only hoped he could grow as accustomed to his child’s tribe. Father a crime lord, son a Renshai. Tae groaned. I’m going to have to learn to sleep with both eyes open.




CHAPTER 2


The Pica Stone




I can’t suffer the idea of the Pica in a stranger’s hand. If we both claim it for our people, then our peoples must become one and you my brother.


– Colbey Calistinsson to Shadimar





MIDDAY light trickled through a high window, spreading a happy glow through the queen’s chambers. Matrinka sat beside Darris on her bed, left hand wrapped around one of the canopy pillars, brown eyes locked on the baby clutched in the bard’s arms, and smile permanently pasted on her features. He twined a finger through the wisps of Marisole’s dark hair, strands catching on his calluses. Long lashes swept from tiny lids, and the bowlike mouth emitted regular, soft breaths. Matrinka had loved Darris for years, since long before she denied being more than friends, but never more than at this moment.


A firm knock echoed through the chamber. Sighing, Darris rose and passed the baby to Matrinka. Griff’s blessing or not, it would not do for Béarn’s servants to find him in the queen’s bed cuddling the king’s baby. ‘Who is it?’ he demanded, his gruffer-than-usual tone his only expression of disappointment.


The answer wafted through the panel. ‘Prime Minister Davian, Darris. Are His Majesty and Her Ladyship with you?’


Outranked, Darris dropped his brusqueness immediately. ‘Come in, Lord.’


The door edged cautiously open, and the middle-aged prime minister of Béarn looked through the widening crack. Only a year ago, the ex-carver had led a scraggly band of renegades that had, with the help of the Knights of Erythane, ousted the svartalf invaders from Béarn and placed Griff upon his throne. His scarred face seemed out of place among the nobility, yet the properly sculpted mane of beard, no-nonsense bearing, and silks made it obvious he took his job seriously and would brook no doubts about his worthiness for the position. Catching a glimpse of Matrinka, he bowed. ‘Your Ladyship.’


Matrinka accepted the formality with only a twinge of displeasure. Over ten months, she had grown accustomed to it. ‘What can I do for you, Prime Minister?’ The warmth of the baby felt comforting against her chest, most of it from Darris.


‘There’s a meeting of the council about to start, if you wish to attend, Ladyship.’


Meetings bored Matrinka. She had already decided to turn down the offer as Davian finished.


‘I’m sorry for the lack of notice, Ladyship. Captain has returned, and he called the meeting.’


Darris stiffened, obviously eager to attend, though he would have no choice but to stay if she declined.


But the prime minister’s words banished that thought from Matrinka’s mind. The leader of the light elves, or lysalf as they called themselves, Captain had gone to assist those humans harmed by the Easterners’ blockade of Westlands travel. Not only had Captain become a trusted adviser and friend, but the oddity of an outworlder convening a meeting suggested matters of great import. A human year passed like days to elves. Most still felt shy and awkward around the conventions of Béarn, alternately forgetting or overplaying decorum. Like deer among the bears, they usually worked with quiet grace, amiable and gracious but socially withdrawn. Having lived among humans millennia longer than his peers, Captain seemed less distressed by human law and custom, but even he had never before called the council.


‘Thank you, Davian.’ Matrinka rose, shifting the baby into a more balanced position against her chest. The tiny eyes opened, then drifted closed again. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I find a nursemaid.’


Davian’s attention shifted to Darris, and the minister winced obviously enough that the bard clearly noticed. Darris’ thick brows arched over hazel eyes, more brown than green in the spare light. ‘Did I do something to offend you, Lord?’


‘No, certainly not.’ Davian sighed deeply. ‘I’m only thinking that, if you’re here …’ He drifted off, apparently believing his thought obvious.


Matrinka did not understand.


More familiar with the situation, Darris caught on faster. ‘If you don’t mind, Ladyship, perhaps Davian could find the nursemaid. And we could seek His Majesty.’


Matrinka still did not decipher the problem, but she trusted Darris and Davian. ‘A good idea. Do you mind, Prime Minister?’ She offered Marisole.


Davian entered the room and bowed. ‘An honor, my Lady.’ He took the baby into his arms with a gentleness that bordered on paranoia, as if he was worried he might break her. ‘The meeting will begin with your arrival.’ He left, heading down the corridor, eyes locked on the infant princess.


Matrinka dragged down her shawl from a canopy post carved its length with bears. Throwing the garment across her shoulders, she demanded, ‘Now what was that all about?’


Absently, Darris arranged the fabric for Matrinka, pressing creases from the back. ‘La—’he started, catching himself. Alone, she discouraged his using titles. ‘When I’m not guarding King Griff …’ he offered.


The answer clicked suddenly into place. ‘Rantire.’ The Renshai warrior protected the king with the wary savagery of a lioness and an absolute absence of tact. She had won the honor from Ravn with bold words and promises before Griff became king. By convention, Béarn’s bard warded the king while Renshai protected the heirs. From the day of Griff’s coronation, Rantire grudgingly sacrificed her position; but Griff allowed her at his side while the bard attended other matters.


‘Exactly.’ Darris chuckled. ‘The prime minister has enough to worry about now. We’re used to Rantire and know she means no harm.’


‘No harm?’ Matrinka headed for the door. ‘Are we talking about the same Rantire?’ They had once watched her fling herself, war-howling, onto dozens of Eastern soldiers who posed a danger to Griff. Matrinka had tended the near-fatal wounds afterward, and a still-frenzied Rantire had barely stopped short of attacking her healer. Matrinka grinned broadly to indicate she protested his choice of words, not actions. ‘Anyway, an excellent idea.’


A flurry of white, black, and orange galloped up the corridor toward Matrinka. *Where were you going without me?* Mior complained, accompanied by a demanding, verbal wail.


*We’re looking for Griff. Then going to a meeting of the council.* Matrinka hefted the calico, smoothing the twitching, striped tail. The fur felt warmer than she expected after a venture outside to relieve herself in the gardens.


Darris followed Matrinka into the hallway, closing the door behind them. ‘Oh, hello, Mior.’ Then, to Matrinka, ‘She looks angry.’


The cat ignored the bard’s greeting. *I go out for a few moments, and you try to disappear.*


Matrinka responded to Darris first, ‘Mior believes humans exist to serve cats, and the doings in Béarn revolve around her.’


Mior purred, tail movements becoming more sinuous. *All true, of course. But you haven’t answered me.*


‘In her case, she’s probably right.’ Darris winked to show he meant no offense. ‘The prime minister would have checked the courtroom and knocked on the king’s door first, so we can assume Griff’s not in either of those places. Tem’aree’ay’s quarters?’


*You didn’t ask a question. And you didn’t ‘go out for a few moments,’ either. You were gone an hour. Quit acting like I left the country.* Matrinka addressed Darris. ‘Likely. Or in the gardens with her.’ She gestured for him to lead.


Darris obliged, heading toward the stairway. They first passed the door to the king’s adjoining room, emblazoned with the royal crest, a rearing bear with ruby eyes. Torches in the corridors struck green highlights from outlining emeralds. Carved and painted scenes filled the walls, brilliantly incorporating real doors and animal-shaped torch brackets into the picture. Despite a lifetime in the castle, the mastery of Béarn’s craftsmen still floored Matrinka. She found herself staring, finding details that eluded her even after seventeen years.


Mior clambered to Matrinka’s shoulders, waiting until they had descended the entire flight before observing, *You won’t find him with the elf maiden.*


*How do you know that?* Matrinka whisked after Darris, toward Tem’aree’ay’s quarters. She stopped suddenly, accusing, *You know where he is, don’t you, you little demon?*


The tail spiraled into Matrinka’s face, tickling. *So what if I happened to run into him?*


‘Hold up, Darris.’ *Where is he?*


Darris halted, turning. Brown curls fell into his eyes. ‘What’s the matter?’


*With the sage.*


*With the sage?* Shocked, Matrinka needed confirmation, though the method of their communication did not allow for mishearing. The reclusive keeper of all of Béarn’s knowledge rarely received visitors, and Griff’s flawless ability to rule came of his simple, naturally-neutral naïveté, not wisdom.


Darris came instantly to Matrinka’s side. ‘Is something wrong?’


*With the sage,* the cat repeated smugly.


‘Nothing’s wrong. Mior claims Griff’s with the sage.’


Darris’ brow crinkled. ‘That’s odd.’ A strange light danced through his eyes. The bard’s curse, passed always to the oldest child, endowed him with a painful, persistent thirst for knowledge he could only share in song. The sage guarded his scrolls and books with desperate fierceness, and Darris rarely found opportunity even to pass near the twelve-storied tower that housed the sage and a treasure beyond the value of all the kingdom’s gold, at least to Darris. He headed back the way they had come. Had Mior chosen to divulge her knowledge sooner, she could have saved them all the steps they had thus far taken.


Matrinka followed. *Just happened to run into him? At the top of the south tower?*


*In the main hallway, actually. I followed him there. Is curiosity a crime?*


*Only when you accuse me of abandoning you. No wonder your fur wasn’t cold. You’ve been running around inside the castle.*


Fur brushed Matrinka’s cheek, then two huge, yellow eyes appeared in her face. *Excuse me. I found him for you, didn’t I? Where’s my thank you?*


Oblivious to the mental conversation, Darris tousled Mior’s ears. ‘Thanks, Mior. You saved us a tedious and probably fruitless search. Not to mention an impatient room full of ministers and diplomats.’


Matrinka stifled a giggle. *There you are.*


Mior rubbed against Darris’ hand. *At least he appreciates me*


*That’s because he doesn’t know you like I do.*


*Very funny.*


Darris continued talking as they moved quickly past pastoral scenes. The pigs seemed real enough to grunt and the cows to give milk. Occasionally, their own movement transferred to the paintings and tapestries. Matrinka had to stare straight at a grazing horse to convince herself the tail was not twitching. ‘Knight-Captain Kedrin, the elves, and some of the more seasoned ministers could sit all day, but I sure wouldn’t want to face Guard Captain Seiryn or the Renshai’s Thialnir after an hour’s delay.’


*Humans are so edgy,* Mior inserted.


*As opposed to cats.*


Missing the sarcasm, Mior settled back into a comfortable position on Matrinka’s shoulders. *Right.*


The remainder of the walk continued in a verbal and mental silence that Matrinka appreciated. She wondered about Captain’s message, as well as Griff’s mission, but focused on neither for long. Time would bring answers, and supposition would add nothing. Pausing only to nod to guards and servants, they continued briskly toward the sage’s quarters.


The final flights of the south tower contained portraits of the kings, beginning with a partial work only just beginning to resemble Griff, moving upward to a striking rendition of King Kohleran in his middle years. He had taken the throne at forty, seventeen years before Matrinka’s birth. If not for the artwork, she could never have imagined him without white hair; and the commanding presence had disappeared during his slow decline and eventual death after thirty-three years on the throne. Despite Darris’ worry about time, Matrinka had to stop and stare. Memories flooded back, and she lost the details to a blurriness that confused her until she realized she was crying.


Darris conveyed his understanding with a touch between her shoulder blades.


*Who’s that?* Mior asked.


*That’s Grandpapa.*


Mior cocked her head, an ear poking into Matrinka’s. *Nice. But doesn’t look much like him.* The cat had a soft spot for the dying king since he’d rescued her from a rain gutter as a sodden, grimy kitten and given her to Matrinka.


*Exactly like him. Before he got old and sick.*


Mior’s head tipped further. *Are you going to change that much, too?*


The question raised a wave of sadness. Matrinka tried not to think about the difference in life span between cats and humans. Not that you’ll ever see, Dear One. She kept that thought to herself and tried to hold sadness from her deliberately simple reply, *No, Mior. Not that much.*


*Good.*


Darris’ contact grew more pronounced, a clear but polite request to move on.


Matrinka wiped away the tears with the back of her hand. Of all of Kohleran’s line, she alone had continued visiting him after the stench and deterioration from his illness drove the others away. She loved him dearly, missed his firm voice and tender merciful manner, yearned for his fond presence and his stories. He had seemed more parent than grandfather or king in her middle teens, after the death of her father from a peculiar illness later traced to the svartalf’s magic. Thoughts of death, past and future, desperately saddened her; and she sought solace in the need to focus on the task at hand.


As Darris and Matrinka continued upward, the faces of past kings and ruling queens spiraled by, all huge and dark. She recognized many from their portraits elsewhere, especially Sterrane, the best known king; modern dating began at zero from the day he took his throne. Statues of him graced the courtyard and the Road of Kings, the legendary route by which the ancient Eastern Wizard, Shadimar, returned him to his throne.


Yet, though modern history considered Sterrane the first king and the forefather of all of Béarn’s blooded nobility, the portraits did not end there. Beyond him, a face leered out, crudely interrupted by a twist of parquet like an angry scar. ‘Morhane,’ Darris explained as they rushed past. He had a song to cover the situation should Matrinka beg details.


Having heard it several times, Matrinka did not bother. She glanced at the next picture. Though it bore a striking resemblance to Morhane, this one seemed notably gentler-featured. Not an artist, Matrinka could not explain the differences, only marvel at and enjoy them. She knew these two, identical twins. The second, Valar, Sterrane’s father had rightfully claimed the throne, only to be betrayed by his brother, Morhane, whose portrait came first.


The rest flashed past quickly, lovingly restored through the years before they could crack beyond recognition. Matrinka’s history books contained their names; but she found them impossible to remember, which drove her tutors to distraction. She could recall the designation, description, and use of the rarest herb with an accuracy that defied understanding. Neither she nor they could explain why that talent did not extend to matters in which she had less interest. Matrinka wondered, but dared not ask, if that strange gift bore any relation to her singular ability to communicate with Mior. Since her mother had laughed at her and her closest cousin had teased her for her claim, she had told no one but Darris, Kevral, Ra-khir, and Tae. Even they had forced her to prove it before believing.


Finally, Matrinka and Darris reached the door to the sage’s suite, fully outfitted and served so that the old man and his apprentice never needed to leave. Now it was Darris’ turn to pause in awe. Sages had chronicled Béarn’s history for millennia, the current one for over forty years. The information contained in multimillions of scrolls and books drew Darris with the fatal fascination of a moth to an open fire. The sage’s job included rewriting the older texts in more standard language before time and the elements destroyed them.


The door was flung open, and a page several years younger than Matrinka darted through so quickly he nearly crashed headlong into Darris. Both jerked back in time to avoid collision, but the young man attempted a bow simultaneously that his balance could not afford. He tumbled to the ground. ‘Sorry, Ladyship,’ he squeaked. ‘There’s a big meeting starting and …’ He trailed off suddenly. ‘Oh, but you’d already know that, Ladyship.’


Matrinka assisted the young man to stand, though his cheeks flushed bright red at the contact. ‘No hurry. It won’t start without us.’ Or without the king. She realized that either Griff had already left the sage or the page rushed for some other reason than the imminence of the council. The sage’s assistants attended both the most minor and the most secret conferences and affairs of state, relaying the details to their master. Béarnian law forbade even the king from excluding them. The sage chose only the most trusted, and falsification or slacking was grounds for far worse than dismissal. ‘Did you notice His Majesty in there?’


‘Oh, yes, Ladyship,’ the page returned breathlessly. ‘I always notice King Griff. Everyone does.’


‘So, he’s still there,’ Darris clarified.


‘Yes, sir. He’s still there.’


‘Thank you,’ Matrinka said, releasing him.


The page charged down the stairs, sandals clomping echoes through the sound-funneling walls of the tower.


As the noise receded enough to talk, Matrinka said, ‘Do you suppose Griff already knows about the meeting then? And has decided not to go?’


Darris drew a deep breath, hesitating. Matrinka recognized the subtle signs of debate. If he told too much, he would have to resort to song.


Matrinka considered, trying to rescue him from the effort. ‘Wait. The sage guards his knowledge. He would know about the meeting because Davian would send a message through his pages, but he might not necessarily have told the king.’


Darris smiled broadly. ‘Exactly. But don’t judge too harshly. The sage might have assumed the king already knew and had decided not to attend.’


‘Griff’s going to want to hear Captain.’


‘Of course.’ Darris seized the latch, drew open the door, and ushered Matrinka through it.


The aromas of ink and old parchment filled the room, accompanied by a faint odor of grease but no hint of mold. Griff perched on one of the two chairs, hands clenched to his head and enormous shoulders hunched over a length of parchment sleeved, top and bottom, over two sanded dowels. Rantire leaned against a table without managing the aura of casual alertness for which she, apparently, strived. She more resembled a coiled spring an instant before breaking. Such an attitude in a place so safe might have seemed odd to Matrinka had she not grown accustomed to Rantire’s fanatical dedication. The Renshai’s shadow fell directly over Griff’s reading material, and she violated his personal space, but he seemed not to notice. Nearly as close, the sage looked up from his own parchment, pen poised in withered but steady hands. Gray curls clung to a veiny scalp, the hair carefully cut away from his eyes. His attempt to work dispassionately seemed as much a desperate act as Rantire’s. His attention was fixed on the paper reluctantly surrendered to his king rather than on his own or on the newcomers. His apprentice sorted through a stack of books, glancing up as the door opened.


Rantire crouched, granting Darris and Matrinka a hostile glare. Griff continued reading, oblivious.


*You don’t suppose she’s the reason for the page’s hasty exit,* Mior surmised.


*Wouldn’t doubt it.*


Darris cleared his throat. ‘Your Majesty?’ His gaze flicked from king to scroll. Then, need won out over politeness, and he locked his attention on the parchment.


Griff almost leaped from his chair. Rantire’s scowl intensified, and she moved between them and the king. ‘I’m sorry, Darris. Matrinka. How long have you been there?’


‘Only a moment, Sire.’ Darris painfully dragged his stare to the king. ‘Captain’s back, and he’s called the council. We’ve come, Sire, to see if you wish to attend.’


Griff released the parchment, and it rolled closed. ‘Of course.’ He glanced toward the apprentice, who made a nonspecific gesture.


‘I’ll keep looking, Majesty. And send a message about whatever I find.’


‘Thank you, Aron.’ Griff rose, Rantire practically on top of him.


Matrinka did not even know the sage’s apprentice had a name. She had never heard them referred to in any manner except as the sage and the sage’s apprentice.


‘And thank you, Rantire,’ Darris said firmly. ‘I’ll take things from here.’


The guarded relief forming on Griff’s features stabbed guilt through Matrinka. The king had done so much for her and Darris, finding a way for them to share a love forbidden by Béarnian law. All three knew he assigned Darris to her for the sole purpose of allowing them time alone together. When he did so, he suffered Rantire. When it came to the job, Matrinka would trust no one to do it more competently. She never doubted Rantire’s ability, only Griff’s patience for her.


Rantire’s gray eyes stared at Darris. Bronze hair lay braided away from her face, styled for war. ‘You have your charge.’ She inclined her head toward Matrinka. ‘And I have mine.’


‘His Majesty is my charge,’ Darris reminded.


‘But he assigned you to the queen.’ Rantire drew herself up to her full height, though that left her the shortest in the room by a few fingers’ breadth. Despite that, she was, by far, the most menacing.


‘And now I’m back with him,’ Darris insisted as vehemently.


‘Who’s guarding Her Ladyship, then?’


To reply that he would handle both would not suit Rantire. Like most Renshai, she believed Darris incompetent, along with nearly every other ganim, the term they used for non-Renshai. Darris gave the only answer Rantire could accept, ‘Her Ladyship is not my concern. Or yours. You’ll have to take it up with her assigned guardian.’


Matrinka winced.


Even without words, Mior seemed to read her mind. *Kevral’s not going to like that.*


Distant cousins, the two Renshai had argued frequently over their varied methods of guarding. Kevral trusted her reflexes and sword skill enough to grant Matrinka some freedom. Besides, Kevral’s responsibility to Matrinka technically ended when she failed the staff-test. The Renshai were charged with guarding heirs to Béarn’s throne and, in peaceful times, usually did so as a group rather than in individual assignments. In Matrinka’s youth, often a single Renshai warrior had watched over all of Kohleran’s grandchildren and great-grandchildren while they played chase games in the courtyard.


Grudgingly, muttering something Matrinka could not decipher, Rantire stepped aside. Griff, Matrinka, and Darris departed the room with the Renshai at their heels. They headed silently down the stairs, and Rantire took her leave at the bottom. ‘Let me know the moment you need me again, Sire. I’ll come at once.’


‘Thank you, Rantire,’ Griff said. ‘I know you will.’


Darris waited until their separate courses took them well apart before asking, ‘Sire, how did you manage to say that without laughing?’


Griff smiled, then recovered his sober-faced demeanor. ‘Because I’m serious, Darris.’


‘You don’t have to suffer her, you know,’ Matrinka reminded the childlike king. ‘You can pick someone else.’


‘I couldn’t.’ Griff sounded scandalized. ‘First, I promised her. She’s Darris’ official relief.’


Matrinka shrugged. ‘Posts don’t have to be lifelong. Things don’t always work out.’


‘But Ravn chose her. And I’d never doubt his judgment. Never.’


They both understood Griff’s loyalty, and neither would disparage it. Darris stepped in. ‘She’s certainly competent, Majesty. I worry less for your safety in her hands than in my own.’


‘I’m safe with either,’ Griff insisted, and could not help adding, ‘you’re just more fun.’


*Faint praise,* Mior inserted.


*Hush,* Matrinka admonished gently.


The three made their way toward the conference room, murals flowing by them and strings of gems dangling from the torch brackets fluttering in their wake. Occasionally, they nodded, waved at, or called brief greetings to servants and nobles they passed. Darris seemed particularly preoccupied, his salutations little more than wordless grunts and the jerkiness of his slightest movements revealing otherwise well-hidden discomfort.


Just as Matrinka decided to question the bard, Darris addressed his charge. ‘Your Majesty, at the risk of prying and in the hope you won’t find this improper—’


Griff interrupted, ‘I was looking up old law. Trying to find a loophole that might allow me to marry Tem’aree’ay.’ He glanced suddenly at Matrinka. ‘I guess I should have brought that up with you first.’


Excitement and concern clutched Matrinka at once. She liked Tem’aree’ay and appreciated the joy that the elf brought Griff. Yet she had suffered the details of castle laws regarding the marriages of Béarnian heirs too long not to know he fought a losing battle. ‘Oh, Griff.’ Matrinka placed a comforting arm around him. ‘You know I’d welcome Tem’aree’ay. She’s wonderful.’


Before she could add the ‘but,’ Darris spoke thoughtfully. ‘Depends whether the law defines who you can marry or who you can’t.’ He ended, somewhat cryptically, there. Further explanation would require song. ‘I’ll have to check.’


Matrinka suspected Darris knew much more than he had revealed. Though he had never mentioned doing so, he had surely sought a loophole for them. She also realized Griff should know. ‘What have you found out so far?’


The king’s massive shoulders rose and fell. ‘Nothing much yet. We spent most of our time looking for the original wording and later mentions. I was just starting to look things over and … well …’ A touch of color entered his cheeks. ‘This might not be the best thing for a king to admit.’ He glanced around the hallway to assure their privacy. ‘I don’t read all that well.’


Matrinka doubted that confession would surprise anyone. Through the centuries, the staff-test had chosen simple kings. Her history books claimed Sterrane, himself, had never mastered grammar.


‘My parents were first cousins, like us, but close from infancy. Shared cribs, toys, baths. Everyone talked about how they’d certainly marry, so it only seemed natural …’ Griff’s blush deepened. ‘Anyway, they were only about thirteen when my brother was born and my father banished for it.’


Matrinka knew the story. She and her friends had obtained it before charging off to find Griff, but she let him speak. It might embarrass the king to discover that others had learned of his parents’ humiliation. He loved his mother and stepfather fiercely.


‘My mother went with him; they couldn’t stop her, though they tried.’ Griff looked ahead as they traversed the corridors. ‘More worried about staying alive, they didn’t concern themselves with teaching us to read. Farmers don’t much need to, and young teens aren’t usually known for liking their studies. After the accident, when Mama didn’t let me do any heavy work, I think she realized I’d need to know something. So she finally started working with me on Trading and Béarnese.’ He lowered his head. ‘I didn’t pay as much attention as I should have.’ He dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘I’m a bit slow.’


As Matrinka and Darris mouthed the appropriate reassurances about Griff’s intellectual function, it finally occurred to her that she had discovered the reason Griff preferred that Darris sire their offspring. He worried that the closeness of his parents’ blood had resulted in a dull intellect for him, and a second generation of cousin-spawned offspring might emerge with worse. Yet, though his sluggish speech, guileless conclusions, and childlike manner often made Griff seem dim-witted, she had repeatedly watched him make brilliant decisions and handle impossible logistics with a deftness that made her feel clumsy. Griff was not stupid. He only manifested his intelligence in an unusual manner.


Once the proper, gentle denials had been spoken, Darris pressed the matter beyond the necessary. ‘Sire, you found a way for Matrinka and me to be together, and I’ll always owe you my happiness. I’ll find a way for you as well. I promise.’


Matrinka hoped her beloved had not just committed himself to the impossible.


Griff’s manner changed in an instant. His steps lightened, and a smile touched his features. He trusted his bard implicitly.


Matrinka gave Darris a warning glance. He might have set up more than himself for a fall. If he did not deliver on his promise, he might devastate Griff.


Darris returned a look equally intense. Failure was not an option. ‘Not only do I have access to the law, but I have information only the bards have gathered. That gives me an advantage even over the sage.’


Matrinka wondered whether Darris tried to assure Griff, her, or himself. She had little time to wonder, however, as they reached the conference room. A servant bowed to the king, then the queen, before opening the door for their entrance.


A tumult met Matrinka’s ears momentarily, cutting to sudden silence as the door opened, then to the hurried screech and scrape of chair legs against the floor. Those gathered rose and bowed or curtsied with irregular grandeur and timing. Matrinka glanced at their two ranks assembled around the long, rectangular table. Davian had sacrificed his usual place at the far end for Captain. The elf’s amber eyes held a glaze of water, and his red-brown hair lay knotted at the nape of his neck. Sunbaked skin, wrinkled into a pattern of smiling, revealed few of his thousands of years of life. Low-set ears and a broad mouth completed the familiar picture. The usual signs that distinguished human males from females and defined age were absent, as with all elves. Nevertheless, Matrinka somehow always knew their gender, and Captain radiated an indefinable aura of ancientness.


To Captain’s right, Prime Minister Davian finished his bow and waited. Beside him, the minister of internal affairs, Aerean, completed a deep curtsy. A past leader of the renegades, like Davian, she tended to irritate the staid, old nobility with a boundless energy and enthusiasm that Matrinka appreciated. Across from her stood her diametric opposite, Saxanar, the minister of courtroom procedure and affairs. Descended from an endless line of titled gentry, he followed rules with the fanaticism of a Knight of Erythane and groused over changes to his carefully measured schedules. Beside him, Minister of Household Affairs Franstaine touched his neatly trimmed beard, expression grim. Only a brightness to his dark brown eyes betrayed his famous patience and strange sense of humor. He was also an in-law uncle of Helana, Griff’s mother. Across from Franstaine and beside Aerean stood Zaysharn, who oversaw the caretakers of Béarn’s livestock, gardens, and food. Also honorarily titled, he tended toward quiet attentiveness at the meetings, bowing to the superior experiences of the blooded nobility and the renegade leaders. When he did speak, he usually said something of great import.


Matrinka discovered Tae beside Zaysharn, clearly trying and, as usual, succeeding at disappearing into the crowd. She should have noticed a close companion first and immediately. She gave him a deliberate smile, particularly to validate his right, as a foreign diplomat, to attend the council. Despite months in Stalmize’s castle, he still seemed uncomfortable and awkward with royal formality. This came, she knew, of his father’s relaxed and irregular procedures. Weile Kahn demanded loyalty at the penalty of death, but the toughness of his followers made hierarchies and titles all but impossible. Some called him ‘Sir,’ some ‘Sire,’ and others chose to avoid any label at all.


Minister of Foreign Affairs Richar rightfully took the position beside Tae, young features glowing with the excitement of a long-term diplomatic charge important enough to attend the council. Usually, he handled visiting Western merchants and disputants in claims too volatile or difficult for local kingdoms. Across from those, tiny Chaveeshia, titled minister of local affairs, tended the relations between Béarn and her close neighbors. Her regular charges were poised at either hand: the Renshai warrior, Thialnir, to her right and Knight-Captain Kedrin nearer the king and queen. The idea of her handling these warriors should problems arise seemed ludicrous. She stood barely to either’s chin, and she could wear Thialnir’s torque as a girdle. Yet she had a commanding manner for one so small and a sharp-tongued, no-nonsense attitude that gained their respect as well as their trust.


The captain of the Knights of Erythane dragged out his elegant flourish long after the others had already finished. His features closely resembled Ra-khir’s, and he sported the same red-blond hair. Age added a mature attractiveness that his son had not yet attained. Every measured movement of the knight seemed as impeccable as his uniform. Only the eyes looked wholly different, blue to Ra-khir’s green and so pale they approached white. Rare and captivating, they added an exotic touch to features otherwise classically handsome. The guards’ own captain, Seiryn, took the position as close to the open seats as Kedrin, leaving spaces only for Griff, Matrinka, and Darris together. Every member of the council had come … and also Tae. The page who had scurried past them in the tower now waited quietly in a far corner.


‘Good morning, all,’ King Griff said mildly, taking his seat at the head of the table. Once he did so, the others also sat, including Matrinka and Darris.


Matrinka could not wait to know about the twins, taking over proceedings properly belonging to Griff or Davian. ‘Welcome, Tae.’


Every eye turned toward the Easterner, which distressed him into wide-eyed fidgeting.


‘Do the twins have names now?’


Tae glanced toward Thialnir, whose stony silence threw the question back to him. ‘Saviar Rakhirsson and Subikahn Taesson, Your Ladyship. Both Renshai.’


Matrinka smiled.


*You were right.* Mior clambered from Matrinka’s shoulders to the table, yawning and pulling into a long stretch.


*Of course, I was right. I have faith in him.*


*You might be the only one.* Mior casually ambled past warriors and ministers. *And that includes him.*


*Obviously not,* Matrinka returned with Mior’s usual smugness. *The Renshai believed in him, too.*


Griff waited patiently for Matrinka to finish. She nodded once, and he spoke next. ‘Captain, I understand you have news for us.’ He executed the arcane gesture that indicated the elf had the floor. Though the formality seemed unnecessary, skipping it would bother the knight and stuffy Saxanar.


Unelflike, Captain went straight to the point. ‘Your Majesty, we’ve finally discovered the method for lifting the svartalf’s sterility spell.’


Excitement thrilled through Matrinka and shone in the eyes of everyone gathered there. Her heart rate seemed to double in an instant.


Captain’s words disappeared into a silence even the king seemed too stunned to break, so the elf continued. ‘It’s complicated, and I’ll need to describe history that some of you already know. Please bear with me.’


Nods circumnavigated the room. Accustomed to human impatience, Captain could not know that understanding the solution would hold the tensest of them for days. Without it, all of humanity faced extinction.


‘Millennia ago, after Odin banished the primordial chaos, he created a system to keep the forces in balance. It hinged on four mortals, called the Cardinal Wizards, who became near-immortals once they passed the proper sequence of tests. I say ‘near’ because, although they could not die of disease or starvation and no object of law could harm them, each would choose his or her apprentice and time of passage. Then, in a grand, magical ceremony, the elder would pass all his memories, and those of his predecessors, to this successor. The body he once occupied was utterly destroyed.’


Captain glanced around the room, and Matrinka watched the reactions. Most looked back at the elf without judgment, though the stronger-opinioned returned frowns or bobbed their heads thoughtfully. Most considered the tales of humans wielding magic nothing more substantial than mythology, intended to explain the gaps in logical history. Matrinka, however, accepted Captain’s words without question. She had always believed in wizardry, even when others dismissed her confidence as silly.


The elf continued, ‘The Cardinal Wizards lived on Midgard.’ He made a broad gesture to indicate all of the human lands. ‘Their job was to keep the world’s great forces balanced. The Northern Wizard championed goodness, her charges Northmen and the elves, even when we dwelt on Alfheim.’


A snort rumbled through the room, though Matrinka missed the source.


Captain raised a hand for temperance. ‘Bear with me. Times have changed greatly since then.’


A few stern glances silenced the rudeness, though Matrinka still could not place its origin.


Captain lowered his hand to the table, beside the other. ‘The Southern Wizard represented evil, his charge those humans who lived in the Eastlands.’


Several gazes shifted naturally to Tae, who made a show of ignoring them, although his fingers twined in his lap and he slipped further into obscurity in his chair.


‘The Eastern and Western Wizards embodied neutrality, speaking for the peoples of the Westlands, such as your own.’ Captain clarified, ‘Most of you.’ He pressed onward, ‘It turned out that Odin eventually intended for the Eastern and Western Wizards to champion chaos and law, once they gained enough power through the centuries to handle their charges. Eventually, they did, but it proved the downfall of the Wizards and the Cardinal system. Since then, no human has wielded so much as a modicum of magic.’


Richar filled Captain’s pause with a question. ‘How long ago did humans lose all magic?’


‘If they ever had any,’ Saxanar could not help adding. He did not believe.


‘First,’ Captain clarified, ‘not all of the Cardinal Wizards were human.’ His features became pensive, especially for an elf. ‘Well, that’s not quite true either. To my knowledge, all of the Cardinal Wizards did start as humans. But Dh’arlo’mé, the leader of the svartalf, was the apprentice of the last Northern Sorceress. Had she survived, and had the system continued, he would probably continue to champion goodness to this day.’


Chaveeshia made a sound between a laugh and a grunt, a strong noise for one so small. As eyes shifted to her, she explained her lapse. ‘I just can’t fathom Dh’arlo’mé advocating goodness.’


Kedrin made a subtle gesture, requesting recognition. Tuned to the knight-captain’s value, Griff acknowledged him swiftly. ‘As Captain said, times change. Those alive at the time …’ he emphasized, reminding the ministers and warriors that the elves had a definite advantage when it came to remembering the past, ‘… understand better than we can. It appears that Colbey shifted the tide of the gods’ war, whether you call it the Ragnarok or the Great Fire.’ He tiptoed around the seeds of religious strife. Most believed the enormous fire that had gouged the central areas of the Westlands three centuries past represented a tragic accident. Only the Renshai believed the massive war between the gods, the Ragnarok or Great Destruction, had occurred. They explained that the Renshai hero, Colbey Calistinsson, had rescued them all, extinguishing the fire and sacrificing his life to the battle.


With Captain’s assistance, and Colbey’s, Matrinka now knew both stories were wrong. The Ragnarok had occurred, stealing the lives of most of the gods. Colbey’s interference had changed the course of events, as Renshai had maintained for centuries. Odin had plotted to coerce Colbey into assisting in his own battle, thereby allowing him to survive. But Colbey had thwarted that plan, instead helping Frey fight the fire giant destined to destroy all the worlds with his conflagration. Against the gods’ prophecies, Frey had lived; but the giant had managed to kindle the worlds before he died. Colbey had vanquished the flames from Midgard, as Renshai legend stated, but lived on to become the Keeper of the Balance, replacing the system of the Cardinal Wizards.


Kedrin reminded, ‘Whatever your proclivities, you have to understand that the Great Fire did destroy the elves’ world. Colbey, a human, had a hand in that. Warranted or not, you must understand the elves’ …’ He corrected swiftly, so as not to insult the lysalf, ‘… the svartalf’s bitterness.’


Matrinka cringed at the memory of Captain’s previous story. Trapped in flame with no apparent escape, the elves had banded together and directed their magic as never before. They had created a gate to Midgard but not before the vast majority died horribly. The survivors suffered the agony of burns, inside and out, even their magic taking decades or centuries to undo the scarring. Captain had managed to avoid the tragedy, already on Midgard when the Ragnarok occurred. Because of that, most of the elves had dismissed his pleas for peace between their kind and humans.


Captain waited only until Kedrin signaled that he had finished before cutting in. ‘I’m not defending Dh’arlo’mé’s actions, only stating facts. I’d like to return to the foreign minister’s question, if I may, because it leads into an important detail of lifting the svartalf’s spell.’ He glanced around the room, clearly awaiting more interruptions, which this time did not come. ‘Nearly anyone could become a Cardinal Wizard, but they chose their successors with caution. Like the heirs to Béarn, the apprentices had to pass a god-mediated test which consisted of seven parts. Failure at any one spelled death. Also, the Cardinal Wizards remained in a constant struggle, each seeking dominance for his or her own charge. To choose a weak successor not only assured rivals’ scorn, death at the tasks, and wasted time; but, if he or she somehow managed to survive, an erosion of their own power. It could, ultimately, mean the destruction of their cause or, worse, of the balance and the world itself.’


Matrinka did not yet see where Captain’s words related to Richar’s question about humans losing magic.


As if to answer Matrinka’s curiosity, Captain said, ‘For nearly all of my time here, the Cardinal Four were the only humans capable of magic. Apparently, the mages of Myrcidë lived long before them, and some of the strongest Cardinal Wizards originated from there. Historically, when the Renshai battled their way through the Westlands, they found the Myrcidians an irresistible challenge and massacred the entire line.’


Now Thialnir weathered a few hostile stares, but the massive warrior seemed not to notice.


‘In the time of the Cardinal Wizards, elfin magic was petty. Carefree and disorganized, we used it only for entertainment. Any Wizard held more mastery in his most meager spell, yet that, in itself, made their use of magic rare. The more powerful the creature, the farther the radiations of its slightest action. That’s why the gods do not interfere with our affairs; to do so would cause effects far beyond their intentions. Most times, the Wizards used only tiny fractions of their magic, except when facing one another. And Odin’s laws constrained them mightily when it came to casting spells or harming their peers.’


Captain shifted forward with tangible excitement. He neared the significant portion of his presentation. Those gathered reacted to his body language with similar motions of their own.


‘Magic involves bending chaos to the will and service of law, always dangerous. Elfin structure and nature contains far more natural chaos than mankind’s, so our spells rarely backfire. But the Cardinal Wizards often found unintended side effects resulted, especially from the most powerful sorcery. The worst trouble followed the creation of permanent magic.’


‘Permanent,’ Captain Seiryn repeated carefully. Then, realizing he had spoken aloud, he added, ‘What do you mean by permanent?’


‘I mean constructed chaos. Structured objects instilled with magic.’ Captain shook his head, the common tongue failing him. ‘Examples might prove easier. The gods have a few things you’ve probably all heard about: Thor’s hammer, Mjollnir, that only he, while alive, and now only his sons, can lift; Freya’s necklace; and the Staves of Law and Chaos, Odin’s contribution.’


All of these Matrinka knew of from stories.


‘Over the millennia, the Wizards created exactly nine “items’ that I know of. Each Wizard had a home or lair with some sort of permanent warding. That’s four. Odin dismantled those, and they no longer exist. There were three Swords of Power: the evil, the good, and the neutral. During the fall of the Cardinal Wizards, those became conjoined; and Colbey wields them now as a single weapon. That’s seven. The last Eastern Wizard crafted a sword with minor powers that the Renshai keep as a curiosity.’


Thialnir made an inquiring noise. ‘The Sword of Mitrian?’


Captain nodded. ‘Its powers are likely spent by now, the only magic remaining that which keeps it from corroding.’


*The ninth is the one that matters,* Mior guessed.


*Surely.*


Captain did not disappoint. ‘The ninth is the most significant. At only one point in time, all four of the Cardinal Wizards originated in Myrcidë, and they magicked a hand-sized sapphire called the Pica into a scrying stone. They used it to watch apprentices as they struggled through the Tasks of Wizardry. The Pica changed hands many times, and not always among the Wizards. In fact, for centuries after the Renshai destroyed Myrcidë, they kept it as a symbol of their own prowess.’
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