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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

The valley is called Vigrid
where converge in battle
Surtr and the gracious gods;
a hundred leagues
is it every which way—
yes, that’s the appointed place.

—Verse Edda, Vafprudnismal 18

The battle plain of Vigrid sparkled in Asgard’s eternal light, an emerald grassland stretching as far as Colbey Calistinsson’s vision. Though half-mortal and raised by human parents, he rode toward the gods’ war, Ragnarok, honestly. A bastard son of Thor, Colbey had been recruited by the leader of the pantheon, Odin, to change the tide of the ghastly war. Unlike the army of gods around him, he wore no coat of mail or helmet, only a light linen tunic and breeks over an average-sized body honed more for quickness and agility than strength. Golden hair riffled free around a clean-shaven face, his locks short and feathered so as not to obscure sight during battle. His tribe, the Renshai, spurned shields and armor as cowards’ tools, though he spoke nothing of his prejudice to the Divine Ones. Even had he not held them in an esteem beyond awe, they already knew.

Colbey’s sword, Harval, the Gray Blade, felt only vaguely familiar in his hand. Though it had served him faithfully for years, Odin had recently imbued it with aspects of good and evil, law and chaos, so that Colbey could wield it in the gods’ cause of balance after the Ragnarok. After the Ragnarok. The phrase seemed nonsensical. Fate had decreed that the Heavenly War would spare only two hidden humans and a handful of gods. Yet those survivors included the sons of Thor; and Colbey, Odin assured him, was one. Still, experience had taught Colbey that prophecies could be thwarted. In fact, he had learned that such divine forecasts required champions to fulfill them, at least on man’s world of Midgard. Odin’s certainty that Colbey would help him kill the Fenris Wolf and elude his own destiny, to die in the wolf’s maw, assured Colbey the gods’ history was not fully preordained either.

Renshai fought without pattern or strategy, and the rigid, somber procession of gods riding toward Vigrid unnerved Colbey. The mental control Renshai exercised, on and off the battlefield, had strengthened his mind. Later, the title of Western Wizard had been unwittingly forced on him, along with its collective consciousness. His psychic war against millennia of previous Western Wizards had destroyed them and left him with the ability to read minds, though it cost him volumes in concentration and vigor; but he chose not to do so to anyone he respected, finding it a rudeness beyond excuse. Nevertheless, strong thoughts and emotions radiated to him without his intention. Now, he felt bombarded by a wild tumult of fear, excitement, stoicism, faith, doubt, and hope that made his own battle joy seem muddled and weak.

Odin the AllFather rode at the head, light reflecting from his helmet in a multicolored halo, his mail pristine. The one-eyed leader of the gods perched proudly upon his eightlegged steed, his spear raised and ready for combat. Just behind him, Thor and Frey rode at Colbey’s either hand. Colbey’s birthfather brandished his short-handled hammer, Mjollnir. Though fated to die, Thor kept his red-bearded head high; his mood, stance, and attitude defined commitment. Even in the face of imminent death, he would not falter.

Colbey looked longest at his brother-in-law Frey, studying the aristocratic features and honey-blond war braids. The handsomest of the gods affected rain, sunshine, and fortune, but his foremost concern now was the fate of the elves he had created. Colbey sensed a fatherly worry transcending irrefutable legend which stated Frey would die on the sword of the fire giant, Surtr. The events slated to follow his death bothered him more, the inferno Surtr would then live to kindle on the worlds of elves, men, giants, and gods as well. Destiny decreed all Frey’s “children” would die in the blaze. And the humans Colbey had pledged to rescue would perish simultaneously.

The rest of the gods followed in steady ranks, including the watchman, Heimdall. He and the traitor god, Loki, would die on one another’s swords. One-handed Tyr would slay and be slain by the hound from Hel. Vidar, a son of Odin, was fated to kill the mighty Fenris Wolf only after it swallowed his father. Lesser gods trailed behind, surrounded by the ranks of those brave humans who had died in glorious combat, the Einherjar of Valhalla. Those heroes were fated to die in the conflicts against giants and against the souls in Hel, who had died cowards or of disease.

Colbey patted his horse, a mortal, white stallion named Frost Reaver who had served him well and faithfully for years. Like all Renshai, Colbey had dedicated himself since birth to becoming one of the Einherjar. He had practiced combat maneuvers with an obsessiveness that made even necessities seem distraction. He had joined every war and skirmish, honing his battle skills until he had become the best, and his dedication had proven his downfall. He had become so competent with swords and horses that an honorable death in battle eluded him. Yet he had achieved his goal in a different way. Though not one of Valhalla’s heroes, he would have the distinction of fighting in the Ragnarok on the side of the gods. Whether he lived or died in the battle did not matter to Colbey, so long as he gave his all.

Figures became discernible on the plain ahead, distance creating the illusion of smallness though the shortest of their leaders, like the gods, towered to half again or double Colbey’s height. Only the hordes of Hel’s dead compared to normal men in size; the giants, monsters, and gods overshadowed the others nearly to obscurity. Colbey tried to pick specific enemies from the group. His icy, blue-gray eyes sought out the massive, animal shapes from the others: the Fenris Wolf and its brother, the Midgard Serpent. For now, the man-shapes remained indistinguishable.

The maelstrom of others’ emotions bombarding Colbey changed to a mixture of bravado, desperation, and placid acceptance. Colbey attempted to focus in on Odin, but the AllFather’s thoughts had always proven singularly impossible to read. The one time Colbey had attempted to invade Odin’s mind, not knowing his identity, the leader of the pantheon had manipulated Colbey’s thoughts with a strength and agility that had chilled the Renshai’s blood in his veins. The wisdom of the world sat behind that one unreadable eye; nothing seemed to escape him.

Colbey loosened his sword in its scabbard and hoped Odin did not already realize that his chosen savior planned to betray him.

On Alfheim, the world of elves, stars speckled the night sky so densely the darkness seemed penciled between them. Beneath their steady light, Dh’arlo’mé tossed and turned on his bed of spongy kathkral leaves, uncertain whether to welcome or curse the rest he needed. Though he’d required it for several months, ever since the Northern Sorceress had taken him as her apprentice, sleep still seemed a new concept to the elf. The Sorceress had explained the strange, human phenomenon as a means to reset body and mind, a condition that sprang out of the need to escape heavy thoughts, injury, and sickness. Until Dh’arlo’mé had willingly embraced the Wizard’s cause, championing goodness for the human masses, he had had no need of sleep, no reason to wrest burdens from a mind that knew only joy and a body designed to last millennia.

Dh’arlo’mé ran long fingers over his high, sharp cheekbones and heart-shaped lips. When he chose to become one of the four Cardinal Wizards, he knew he might come to regret the decision. But even the gods could not have predicted the sequence of events that assured the Ragnarok, the fated battle that would claim the lives of nearly all mankind, all elves, and most of the gods. The memory would not leave Dh’arlo’mé. Despite his best efforts, the pictures paraded through his mind, accompanied by odors, sounds, and the strangely gentle caress of the wind. Three of the four Cardinal Wizards lay on a moldy carpet of leaves, their life’s blood puddling like spilled wine. Each had taken his or her own life, the price for abandoning Odin’s laws, for hunting down one of their own like an animal, and for loosing chaos on the world of men, a world that, until that time, knew only order.

The last of the Wizards, Colbey, the Western champion of Law, had argued for salvation and forgiveness for his peers. But Odin had granted no quarter, and the Wizards apparently agreed with the cruel, gray god. They died by their own hands, permanently, in the manner of humans. At the time, Dh’arlo’mé had appreciated Odin’s mercy; he alone of the apprentices had survived the events leading to the coming of the father of gods. Only now, he understood the callousness of leaving him to perish with his brethren in the coming war. The hopelessness haunted every hour, and Odin’s decree still echoed in his head:


Wizard only in name,

Your Mistress to blame

Her bones rightfully soon entombed.

Go back to the one

Who calls you her son

Alfheim is already doomed.



Doomed. Dh’arlo’mé rolled, accidentally yanking the fine, red-gold locks trapped beneath his arm. With eyes as glazed and steadfastly colored as emeralds, he studied the open sky, its familiar pattern of stars unchanging and broken by the shadows of broad-leafed trees. Elfin giggling trickled through the branches, the sound more normal than the previous silence yet perpetuating, rather than distracting from, his concerns. Within days, all elves would die in fiery agony, and Dh’arlo’mé seemed helpless to find understanding, let alone a solution. Danger held no meaning to those who lived without weather or individuality. Death came to elves only after centuries or millennia of play, and then it only meant a new beginning as an infant, stripped of memories from the previous lives, though a few always slipped through. Yet, if Ragnarok destroyed all, no more babies could be made to reuse those souls. Utter, irrevocable destruction of all elves would result.

Dh’arlo’mé sighed, struck by the irony. He required sleep to escape the worries that now troubled him, the same worries that would not allow him to relax enough to rest. The burden of knowledge had become unbearable, the understanding that the world and elves he loved would vaporize into fiery devastation, leaving nothing, not even a single mind to cherish the memory. And he was helpless to prevent it. Helpless. Dh’arlo’mé hated the word like an enemy. What little magic the Northern Sorceress had managed to teach him during his short apprenticeship, all the natural power and chaos of elves, and all the sleepless hours could not spare one life from the holocaust. Helpless. Dh’arlo’mé cursed the hours wasted trying to make the other elves understand. To them, imminent meant a decade, and the concept of total annihilation either could not register or did not matter. He had tried to harness their natural power, to combine magic to find salvation. But though their attention spans far exceeded those of humans, their attitudes remained habitually frivolous.

Helpless. An image of Odin filled Dh’arlo’mé’s mind, the robust figure and cold, blue eye blurred by a sudden flash of light. The god’s magic had opened a gate to the world of elves through which he had returned Dh’arlo’mé to his damned people. The thought sparked insight. Dh’arlo’mé sat up, buoyed with new hope. Maybe not helpless.

Dh’arlo’mé rose, rushing to the knobby roots that cradled the texts and tomes the Northern Sorceress had spared him.

Odin’s horse leaped for Fenrir, its four forelegs outstretched as if to embrace the massive wolf. Thor’s mount, too, sprang for the monster. Frey charged the fire giant destined to slay him, and the other gods and the Einherjar took their places in the struggle. Colbey had intended to accompany his brother-in-law; but war rage overtook him, and he sprinted in Odin’s wake as if sucked in by momentum. The wolf danced aside, its quickness astounding for its size, its black fur bristling in deadly warning. Odin’s spear lunged for a broad head that dodged and reared out of the weapon’s path in an instant.

Before Thor could reach his father’s side, a monstrous head whipped up, hissing, in front of him. Coils still enwrapping the world, the Midgard Serpent opened its maw, revealing a vast red plain striped with teeth as long as a man’s body. The raw stench of its breath blasted Colbey, and each fang dripped clear venom like a hungry dog’s spittle. The sight proved too much for the horses. Thor’s balked, throwing off the timing of his attack. His sword scraped harmlessly along the bridge of the serpent’s nose. Frost Reaver’s hooves clawed clouds, and the stallion twisted at the peak of his rear. The mortal beast toppled over backward. Colbey sprang free as his horse struck the ground, glad he habitually used no saddle. He rolled, tucking his limbs as close to his body as the sword allowed. He came up in a ready crouch to the drum of fading hoofbeats. An ax in the hands of a dead man from Hel whipped toward his head.

Colbey blocked as he rose, catching the force of the blow on his sword. The other’s strength slammed him into a crouch. He lunged, burying the sword in his enemy’s gut. As he jerked it free, three others swarmed upon him at once. Colbey caught one blade on his, raising it to duck beneath the other two. A broad riposte sent the trio into awkward retreat. Colbey sliced down two before they could think to defend. The last slashed furiously. Colbey’s sword cut beneath the wild web of attack and gutted the man, now twice dead.

Embroiled in the thick of the battle, Colbey hacked and parried like a mad thing, sending masses of Hel warriors to their final demises. Einherjar surged around him, their varied war cries ululating into an echoing frenzy. Though it had been his lifelong dream to battle amid the bravest of slain warriors, Colbey found no joy in the arrangement now. Something unseen prickled and worried at his mind, driving him always toward one goal. For the first time, war became dull routine where always before it had overwhelmed him with excitement, no matter the conflict. The oddity struck him, even as he sliced through or under armor and around foemen’s shields. Though it went against honor and training, he allowed long-ingrained habit to take over, trusting eye, reflex, and instinct to protect him while he sought the force that stole joy from his battle and coaxed him toward a goal he could not yet identify.

Then, as if to answer his concern, a pair of black birds circled, then dove, momentarily blotting the sun. Colbey recognized them at once: Hugi and Munin, Thought and Memory, Odin’s pets. The crows twined through the tide of dead, those who had perished in glory and those in cowardice or of illness. They rushed Colbey, swirling around his head like inky halos, guiding him toward Odin and the Fenris Wolf. A voice rattled through his head, “It is your task, your destiny, to slay the wolf and rescue the AllFather.” A pervading sense of rightness filled him, as if his conception had heralded this moment. All of his past glories paled, and his fate became a bright and beckoning tunnel. Here, he would find the answer to the endless, aching search. Once he’d believed he lived only for the chance to die in glory. Now, truth and reality became an undeniable constant that had eluded him through eternity. He had found his only purpose since birth.

Colbey directed his attacks, hammering and slashing through the ranks of Hel’s dead as if possessed. Yet, despite a focus and certainty that should have brought the excitement back into his battle, he felt even more distant. The simple pleasure of war that had spurred him from childhood through old age had disappeared. This purpose, this thing that purported to be all that mattered to him, stole the meaning from all other joys once his.

Forces rose to battle his concern, pounding at his doubts with the strength of his enemies’ blades; but the need to combat his natural wonder had the opposite effect. Questions turned to suspicion, and he recognized the feeling of “rightness” and security as foreign. Only one being had managed to influence Colbey’s thoughts in the past, the same who would benefit if the old Renshai truly believed in the mission with which the other had charged him. Odin. The AllFather’s decision to use him, even against his will, raised an ire that no magic or mental skill could quash.

Colbey channeled his rage into controlled sweeps and lunges that sent a dozen dead men back to their pyres and triple that number seeking more evenly matched opponents. The Einherjar followed him like a guiding light, hewing and slashing a path of corpses in his wake. Colbey paid them no heed, turning his attention to the crows who cackled, swooped, and pressed him toward the wolf and the father of the gods. Like a sheep or a slave, they herded him, and Colbey would have none of it anymore. Quicker than a heartbeat, his sword cut air, then cleaved a feathered head from its neck. Hugi plummeted. Odin’s presence in Colbey’s mind flashed in outrage, then faded as closer events commanded its attention. Odin could not afford two battles at once. If the one he fought to save himself killed him, the other no longer mattered.

Colbey savored the clarity of mind that followed the abatement of Odin’s will. The character of the mental presence mutated from deceptive to guilt-inspiring, plucking at Colbey’s religious foundations, his personal dedication to the gods and their causes throughout his mortal life. But the fueling of long-ingrained loyalties only strengthened Colbey’s devotion to his true cause, that of mankind. His allegiance went first to those he championed, the humans whose only means to avert destruction lay in the hands of the Einherjar, those who had managed to die in glory prior to the Ragnarok. And with Colbey Calistinsson/Thorsson.

Colbey continued to fight Hel’s hordes, blood wrath once again a welcome friend. Now properly redirected, he scanned the teeming masses of warriors for the ones he sought, hoping he had not overcome Odin’s misdirection too late. The AllFather still raged within him, reduced to making vague, grand promises of rewards, the effort far too late. Colbey could feel Odin groping for the best words and strategy, weakened by his losing battle with the Fenris Wolf. Once, the Renshai might have suffered sympathy for the great, gray god whose long-known doom had come to claim him. Now, Colbey gritted his teeth and strained his vision for a glimpse of the elf-lord and his fiery enemy. Tipping the tide of Frey’s conflict had been his goal from the start, allowing his wife’s brother to destroy the fire giant and thus rescue mankind from its ruin.

Colbey discovered the whirling blur of combat that was Frey and Surtr. Far to his left, they stabbed and capered like elemental dancers. Surtr’s jagged beard swept around his coarse features, the hair as sinuous and red as the force he represented. Sweat sheened every part of Frey that his armor did not hide, pouring in rivulets from his face. Heated by Surtr’s presence, the mail surely hampered as much as protected; but the god chose to leave it on. Colbey could not help but suffer a shock of contempt at the display, though he dismissed his aversion as easily as he had avoided disdaining the others their shields and protections. His religious faith and awe of the gods went every bit as deep as the code of the Renshai.

The battle tide surged dizzily around Colbey. Einherjar locked with the warriors of Hel. Gods, giants, and the monsters who were Loki’s children dodged and attacked repeatedly, the noise of their movements thunderous. The crash of massive weapons and the hollow drumbeat of fists against flesh blended into a frenzied cacophony that dwarfed the normal sounds of battle. The music Colbey knew as warfare had become amplified to a sound that ached painfully in his ears and forced him to strain for the telltale rustle of nearer enemies. Still, he surged toward Frey and Surtr, slaying hundreds who dared delay him, unbalancing the Einherjar/Hel horde struggle as he had not done for Odin.

Lightning cleaved the sky in a spreading zigzag, as if the world of gods were cracking like an eggshell. Thor bellowed in triumph, the cry echoing over even the pounding and rattle of unearthly weapons against armor. The head of the Midgard Serpent collapsed, the impact quaking. It writhed, coil looping over coil, stirring clouds and wind into a tempest that shattered many warriors. Some, more distant, lost their footing and fell, turning the tide of several battles. Thor staggered only seven victorious steps before plummeting to the ground, poisoned by his now-dead enemy. Thor’s wife dodged through the battles with a dexterity that revealed her own martial training, carrying a cup of antidote. Her cry of grief told Colbey what he did not pause to see; either she arrived too late or the treatment failed. Either way, Asgard’s mightiest lay dead.

Finally, Colbey cleaved a clear route to Frey and Surtr. The god panted, mouth wide, nostrils flaring, chest rising and falling in rapid, massive waves. His horse sprawled nearby, the victim of a blow landed early in the combat. Blisters scarred Frey’s face in dashes and lines, as if caused by a splashed boiling liquid. Rents marred his mail, the links shattered in places and scratched in others. His notched sword sagged, revealing an exhaustion that might soon prove fatal. Love had driven Frey to buy his wife with his horse that did not shy from magic or flame and his sword that fought giants of its own accord. Now, it seemed, he would pay for his marriage with his life and those of all men, elves, giants, and most of the gods. Nevertheless, Colbey did not disdain his brother-in-law’s decision. He would have sacrificed as much or more for his own wife, Freya.

Surtr raised his flaming sword for a killing stroke, eyes glowing red with triumph. Frey tried to dodge, clumsy with fatigue. He tripped over nothing Colbey could see, falling helplessly to the grassy plain of Vigrid. The sword blazed toward Frey’s head. Colbey dove between them, hammering his sword against Surtr’s forearm. Even with momentum, his strength seemed puny in comparison, but surprise worked as well as power. The point of Surtr’s blade plowed into soil a finger’s breadth from Frey’s chest, igniting the underpadding of the god’s mail. The instant it took the giant to free the blade cost him a slash from Colbey’s sword that stretched from knee to ankle.

Frey rolled out of range, snuffing his smoldering clothing. Surtr bellowed in rage and pain, turning his attention to the new danger. The giant towered half again Colbey’s height, his sword as long as the Renshai’s entire body. Flames leaped and capered along the steel, trailing in the breeze of its every stroke. Apparently mistaking Colbey for one of the Einherjar, his expression remained neutral and he swept ponderously, as much to drive Colbey backward as kill him. “Back to your own battle, little manling.”

Colbey ducked easily under the attack, not bothering to parry. He had seen the damage the burning sword inflicted upon Frey’s blade. Flawlessly, he executed the Renshai triple twist designed to penetrate mail. Harval ruptured the links, biting into underpadding, then falling free. Colbey rushed in for another strike.

Surtr redirected his blade to block; the Renshai’s extraordinary competence would not catch him off-guard again. Sword struck sword, launching a wild spray of sparks. Pinpoint burns stung Colbey’s limbs, and tiny fires sputtered and died in the grass. Faster, Colbey pulled out of the block first, closing the space between them to accommodate his shorter weapon. Their proximity would also make it more difficult for Surtr to gather momentum for his colossal sword. A single, landed blow from that weapon would sunder or smash Colbey.

Reflexively, Surtr back-stepped. Colbey charged in, plugging the gap, striking for the groin. Surtr twisted with impressive agility. The point of Colbey’s sword bit flesh from the giant’s thigh, flinging blood that scorched like cinders. Surtr flailed directionlessly. Colbey dodged, lunging for an opening that existed for less than half a second. A lucky kick slammed Colbey’s legs, sprawling him. Pain flared through the Renshai’s knee, and Surtr raised his sword for a deathblow.

Colbey waited until the blade began its descent, fully committed. He rolled free, feeling the warmth of its approach as he staggered to legs bruised and strained by Surtr’s kick. Again, he rushed the monster, diving through the flaming web of offense, the sword’s lingering light revealing patterns that would otherwise have remained hidden. He struck for the large artery in the thigh, blade gliding beneath the mail skirt. Surtr jerked, hammering his hilt toward Colbey’s skull. Colbey skipped aside, sacrificing attack for defense. His blade skimmed flesh, drawing a superficial line of blood. The giant’s hilt clipped the side of his head, screaming past his ear. Though glancing, the blow shot white light through his vision, blinding and dizzying. Had the blow landed squarely, it would have fragmented his skull.

Colbey staggered several steps, blood lust buzzing through him like a living thing. Only once had he faced an opponent as apt and worthy, the day Thor, misreading a situation, had charged him with being an enemy of law. The Renshai tried to clear his head. The blazing sword speeding toward him seemed triple-bladed. No time to dodge. He dropped flat to the ground, hearing the whoosh of its passage overhead, feeling the sting of its loosened sparks. Faster than a heartbeat, he bounded to his feet and launched himself at the giant.

“Modi!” Colbey gasped, calling upon Thor’s son who ignited a warrior’s battle wrath. He shouted from habit; the Renshai as a tribe had responded to injury this way since long before his birth. Pain provoked rather than daunted them; and he learned to fight not through pain but because of it. Now, amidst the gods, the cry seemed ludicrous. But it spurred Colbey just the same. He became a savage blur of offense, the sword a silver extension of his arm, never still. The blade tore furrows in flesh and armor, rending mail links with maneuvers none but the Renshai knew.

Surtr set to parry and block, weaving a defense with his sword to cover the gaps in his armor. “Who are you?” he demanded. “And from where in the nine worlds do you come?”

Colbey gave no answer. Clever talk could only steal concentration and vigor better spent on battle. When Surtr died, it would not matter who had slain him, only that he would not live to set the worlds on fire, to cause the prophesied destruction. And, if Surtr survived, it did not matter one iota whether Colbey did or not. As a son of Thor, he might outlast the fire giant’s conflagration, but the cause to which he dedicated himself would have disappeared. He would have failed to rescue the Renshai and all mankind.

Frey returned to the battle with a wild roar and bold assurance. His sword swept for Surtr’s neck, far above the reach of Colbey’s blade. Surtr battered it away, then whipped his blade downward to smash Colbey. Too late. The Renshai’s sword penetrated mail and tunic and plunged into his abdomen.

Surtr reared back, his expression one of betrayal. Fate had decreed that he would win this battle, that his fires would sweep the nine worlds and nearly all things living would die at his whim. Fuming, he threw back his head and hands, opening his defenses at a time Colbey anticipated the opposite. Words spewed from the giant’s mouth, uninterpretable yet as blisteringly hot as his sword. Smoke roiled from his fingertips, twining in the air above him, then thinning to colored streamers that disappeared in the wind. Frey screamed, jabbing for the exposed chest as Colbey slammed his blade home, hilt-deep into the giant’s abdomen. Surtr collapsed, arms akimbo, fingers limp; yet, apparently, the damage had already been done.

Frey and Colbey tore their weapons free together, flinging blood now no warmer than their own. Despite the victory, Frey’s face went ashen, his blue eyes and demeanor radiating pure agony. He lowered his head, mumbling something unintelligible, fingers thrashing in nervous triangles.

Colbey could not fathom the emergency, though he guessed the actions of giant and god had some basis in magic and felt certain he needed to understand quickly. Terror, rage, and grief poured from Frey, threatening to overwhelm them both with its intensity. “What happened?” Colbey demanded.

Frey gave no answer, only traced an invisible rectangle in the air in front of him. The outline shimmered slightly, almost undetectable, then gradually grew denser and more visible.

“What happened?” Colbey repeated, giving his brother-in-law one last chance to answer before desperation drove him to actions he might regret. He could sense that sorrow and terrible anger were hampering Frey’s speed and craft; and Colbey hoped that would delay the god enough so that he could find answers before there were none to find. When Frey gave no response to his question, Colbey violated his own law for the first time. Uninvited, he entered the thoughts of one he considered a friend and ally, did so for the good of mankind and gods alike.

Understanding came in an instant, the details unimportant. Surtr’s spell had kindled magical fires on the other worlds, including Alfheim; and Frey was building a gate to transport himself and Colbey to the elves. The Renshai drove perception one step farther. While they battled to save elves, Surtr’s flames would incinerate Midgard and all mankind. He would lose the very cause he had rescued Frey and spent Odin’s life to protect.

“No!” Colbey seized Frey’s arm, shaking.

The rectangular outline wobbled, and Frey hissed in outraged warning. His concentration narrowed to the final sequence of his spell, and he blotted out the physical world, including Colbey’s pleas. Nothing external could change what would happen next, so Colbey scrambled for mental control. Helplessly, he watched as each foreign syllable slipped from concept to articulated, as the gestures and intent powered the whole into operative magic. Ignorant of the workings of any magic, he dove ahead, exploring each as yet unspoken sound until he found one he recognized, the last of the sequence: the Northern term for Alfheim.

Alfheim. The chain of idea trickled through Frey’s head in a fraction of a second, yet Colbey caught the last before it disappeared. *Midgard,* he inserted.

Frey’s consciousness bucked against the change. *Alfheim.*

Colbey persisted, *Midgard. *

The spell wavered as Frey’s grip on the magical tapestry as a whole weakened.

*Midgard!* Colbey bullied through the modification, the intensity of concentration draining volumes of physical endurance. Entering minds always cost him dearly, and the effort of wrestling a god, at a time when his strength was already compromised by battle, tired him.

Light flashed, exploding through Colbey’s eyes. Vision disappeared, burned away. His orbs felt on fire, and agony urged him to tear out his eyes to stop the pain. Instead, he drew his sword to combat enemies he could not yet see. His face felt flushed and acrid smoke funneled into his lungs, a hot anguish that eclipsed the pain of head and eyes. He managed to pry his lids apart, blinking through a web of rainbow afterimages. Either the world or his vision had washed red. Multihued flames chopped jagged tendrils and spirals across the landscape, all beneath it dead black and gray. Beside him, Frey howled in wordless sorrow.

One thousand, five hundred and forty-seven of the three thousand elves agreed to assist Dh’arlo’mé’s strange tests, though curiosity, kindness, or appeasement seemed the inducements rather than any belief in or concern for the imminence of their destruction. Within a day, he had lost a third of them to boredom. Now, two days later, only six hundred and thirteen remained, melding, concentrating, combining, and experimenting with the natural magic that they and their forefathers had used daily without comprehension of its mechanism. From Dh’arlo’mé’s observation, the law/chaos balance was skewed far toward law on man’s world, precluding magic for all but the four Cardinal Wizards whom Odin had established and later destroyed. On Alfheim, chaos played a larger role. Magic simply was, as it had always been, a means to enhance love and play that required no explanation.

Dh’arlo’mé oversaw the six hundred-odd elves who had chosen to stay, concentrating most on the twenty-eight his arguments had actually managed to convince. Within hours, their demeanors had gained the ponderous severity of men’s. Under ordinary circumstances, the change would have disheartened him; but desperation made the transformation a welcome relief. He kept them together, their seriousness enhancing one another’s concentration, and he let most of the others experiment at will. He had caught them doing everything from mutating their appearances to flying in star formations to making love in quads and triads. Elves had always been free with sexuality; the cycle of birth and reincarnation kept their number always at three thousand and pregnancies exactly as rare as deaths.

Suddenly, the eternally cloudless sky darkened to gray then black. The usual pleasant breeze became an unheard-of wind that tossed the broad leaves of the kathkral trees into a clicking, rattling dance. Their trunks swayed, slightly at first. Then, as the wind rose to a gale, the kathkral bent as if to kiss the ground, first one way, then the other. The green-, orange-, and white-striped yarmshinyin trees stood firm, though their round, multicolored fruit rolled across the vast blue-green grassland. Soon, the air and land seemed thick with hollow balls, the swarm of colors random and patternless, their diversity a beauty unto itself. Many elves abandoned their work to play “tap,” “bounce,” or “fling around” with the floating yarmshinyin fruit, trading one for another on a whim.

Nameless terror enveloped Dh’arlo’mé. The Ragnarok has begun. He knew without comprehending how. The sky quaked and quivered, the movement lost behind the milling yannshinyin fruit. Dh’arlo’mé saw, without normal vision, the world fragmenting around him and imagined seams in the expanse of horizon, in the continuity of ground, in all things once permanent. The boundaries between object and nothingness, between reality and fantasy blurred; and Dh’arlo’mé rushed to the side of those most believing. “Hurry,” he shouted, certain of the truth of his warning. “Our time is almost over.”

The youngest of the twenty-eight rose, a female of scarcely a century named Baheth’rin. Her hands shook as she traced a rectangle against a background changing by the moment. She stepped back, the outline white, the figure shimmering silver and aqua.

An explosion rocked Alfheim, deafening Dh’arlo’mé and sprawling Baheth’rin along with several of her peers. Distant screams shattered vast millennia of peace, their pain tearing through Dh’arlo’mé as if his own. Baheth’rin’s magic disappeared along with her concentration, and the farther horizon glowed red.

Surtr’s fires! Hopelessness froze Dh’arlo’mé in place momentarily. Elves scattered in panic, never before having faced a crisis. Others stood rooted, absolutely unable to move in any direction or fashion. A few remained, looking to Dh’arlo’mé for a guidance he felt too weak to give. Then, desperation lent him strength. He assisted Baheth’rin to her feet. “Do your spell!”

Tears dripped from her yellow-pink eyes, glazing them like marbles. Her white hair hung in limp tangles. “But that’s all I know. I can’t get it to open.”

“Try!” Dh’arlo’mé shouted. Already the roar of the fire touched his ears, its acrid stench stung his nose, and the agonized shrieks drew nearer. A small world, Alfheim would not take long to burn.

Baheth’rin started again, chanting and drawing. Her hands fluttered, leaving bumpy outlines in the air. The other seven pressed toward her, lending support, both physical and magical, where they could. They all kept their backs toward the approaching carnage, but Dh’arlo’mé dared a peek. Flames towered from ground to sky, as wide as the great wolf’s maw and redder than fresh blood. Colors danced through the conflagration, and Dh’arlo’mé felt a strangeness about the destruction, found himself thinking of it as an entity rather than a force. Living chaos of any kind, he knew, bore the name “demon.” He could see figures running ahead of the spreading flames, saw many collapse and disappear beneath the blaze. Surtr’s magic moved faster than any elf could fly or run.

Screams erupted amid Dh’arlo’mé’s crowd. More elves bolted, fleeing from the approaching mass of flames. Seized with an instinctive urge to join them, Dh’arlo’mé crushed need with understanding. Running would just delay the inevitable. Their only hope lay here.

One of the twenty-eight turned, gasping at the sight, Baheth’rin stiffened, but Dh’arlo’mé grasped her shoulders, preventing her from turning, holding her concentration on the spell. “Don’t lose it, girl!”

Baheth’rin gasped, the magic obviously draining energy. “No more. Tried everything. Can’t finish.”

“Hold what you have.” Dh’arlo’mé commanded those who remained, whether by design or paralytic terror. “Help her, damn it! Add whatever you can. There’s no escape on Alfheim. This door must open!”

Now the elves rallied in support. Magic crisscrossed and flew, filling the air with a tangible chaos that sent the rectangle flipping through a billion colors. The air grew warm, then hot. Sweat beaded and ran from every brow, and others could no longer contain their fear. More bolted. The rest remained, savagely hurling every trick at their disposal to reinforce what Baheth’rin had started. An elf staggered into their midst from the direction of the fire. Dh’arlo’mé caught the runner before he had a chance to think. Only then, he realized he stared into eyeless sockets in a hairless head. Blisters covered the places that still held skin, most charred away leaving bone exposed. The legs and arms continued to move, though no life remained in the skeletal form.

Dh’arlo’mé recoiled, dropping the corpse, screaming despite every attempt to control the others with his calm. As if it was a signal, the savage heat slammed them. Agony encompassed Dh’arlo’mé, tearing at his insides as if to claim his soul as well as his body. His skin crawled and tingled. He screeched, hearing a chorus of pain resound around him.

A soft voice managed to penetrate his anguish where others had not. “It’s open.”

Dh’arlo’mé swept forward, shoving as many elves in front of him as he could. He kept his lids closed, certain that to open them meant blindness; his eyes could not survive the heat blistering his flesh. Then, suddenly, the burning disappeared, its absence more soothing than any herb or balm. Grass tickled his ankles. A damp sea breeze tugged at his flesh and the charred tatters of his clothing. He opened his eyes to a pewter sky, green grass, strange trees, and distant mountains. Beside him, Baheth’rin sobbed, eyes locked on the fading rectangle. Other elves stood, lay, or sat around them. He could hear pounding footsteps as some fled to various places on this new world they had discovered.

“Hold the gate!” Dh’arlo’mé shouted, uncertain which of his charges remained responsible for the magic. He shoved both arms through the archway, scrabbling wildly into a world he could no longer see. A heat far beyond mortal fire seared him, and the need to withdraw became overpowering. He managed to grab a wrist with one hand, hair with another, and tug two more coughing, sputtering elves to safety. Then the gate snapped shut, forever closing Alfheim from its creatures.

Dh’arlo’mé stared at his scorched, twisted hands for only a few seconds before unconsciousness claimed him.

On Midgard, Colbey fought the only way he knew. Raising Harval, he charged into the flames, hacking and slashing through a red conflagration that seemed at least as alive as the god at his side. The flames radiated a laughing, mocking sentience, and the land around held an emptiness beyond death. Where chaos touched, it destroyed utterly.

Frey swore, his emanating thoughts turbulent with choices. Though Colbey concentrated elsewhere, he could not miss the myriad thoughts the god unwittingly broadcast, decisions that ranged from allowing Colbey to die and rushing to rescue Alfheim to protecting them both and assisting where he could. All-pervading anger and grief blanketed his mind, making decision-making all the harder.

Colbey’s sword cleaved the flames, the hilt like ice in his grip. Above each cut, the crown of each saw-toothed flame dissipated, leaving a stump whose heat withered the Renshai. Within a few seconds, his clothes ignited. Heat blistered his flesh, rising in increments to a crescendo of suffering that stole coordination and, gradually, thought. He staggered, his back striking something solid. Frey’s words were senseless over the roar of the blaze. Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the pain disappeared. Frey’s magic enfolded him like a sodden blanket, assuaging as well as blocking the intolerable heat.

Colbey did not waste a moment assessing Frey’s gift. He charged back into the fray, sword flying with a speed that rendered it all but invisible. The Gray Sword of balance ruptured chaos wherever it struck, slicing through fire as if through flesh. Flames surged, collapsed, and died before him. A swell engulfed him, battering with astounding strength, though its warmth no longer bothered him.

“Alfheim!” Frey screamed above the fire’s crackle and rumble, though Colbey could not guess how many times the god spoke before he heard. “Alfheim first, then here!”

“We’re here now!” Colbey returned, hating even the minuscule effort speaking claimed from him. “Alfheim next!”

“It’ll be too late!”

Colbey did not bother to return the obvious argument. If they did not have the time to destroy chaos in Midgard before Alfheim, how did Frey expect them to transport there, fight the same force, and come back for mankind? The logic self-evident, he gave no response, only continued to wade through the battering fire, slicing as fast as his tired limbs allowed. Exhaustion weighed on him like death, and he doubted he could take much more of chaos’ pounding before it crushed him.

“Come to me now!” Frey shouted. “Or I’ll leave you, and you’ll have no protection from the heat.”

Furious, Colbey found a second wind. His arm and sword never slowed. “I saved your worthless hide for this moment! I damned Odin and rescued you instead. Haven’t I earned any loyalty?”

“The elves are my people! My creation!”

“Mankind is my charge,” Colbey threw back the same point. “And we’re already here.”

“Come to me!” Frey’s voice became a frustrated screech that told Colbey the god wanted his presence not to protect Thor’s son but for more selfish reasons. The logical justification filled his thoughts: Frey needed him to battle Alfheim’s blaze every bit as much as Colbey relied on Frey’s magic. The difference was, they had come to Midgard, no matter the means or reason. Any delay might doom elves and men alike.

“Modi,” Colbey said, dredging the last whispers of stamina from his core. He lurched through the closing wall of redness. Fire enclosed him, the roar deafening him to Frey’s demands, and he wallowed through, cutting with every advance. It felt like an eternity before he waded to the outer edge of the conflagration, though logic told him he could not have traveled far. The fire encompassed an area no larger than two towns combined, though the number of casualties would depend upon their location. If it actually perched upon a single city, thousands might already have died.

At the boundary, Colbey renewed his battle, hacking and stabbing with rabid determination, yet paradoxically focused on strategy. Spiraling inward, he controlled the spread as well as fought the chaos-entity. He did not see Frey, but his continued imperviousness to the heat told him his companion had chosen the wiser course.

Onward Colbey fought, until his arms went numb and the battle became habit. His head buzzed, emptied of any thought but sleep, and darkness whittled at his consciousness. Frey, too, it seemed, was weakening. The air gradually changed from temperate, to warm, to uncomfortable, and sweat only enhanced the weariness, threatening to steal all reason. The flames continued to assail Colbey, a constant that no longer taunted him. His mind flickered through a series of exhaustion-inspired images: human weapons seemed to thrust at him from all directions, colors swirled into marching blurs, and a lullaby refused to leave his head to the point where he matched his strokes to its beat. Yet, still the fight went on. Whether instinctively or through some knowledge he read from Frey, he knew that to leave a single fire-demon meant losing the battle. He would die, all mankind charred to cinders with him.

Vision left Colbey first. His lids became too heavy to keep open, and he thrashed and stomped in darkness, guided only by the fire’s heat. Then, that clue disappeared as well, and he groped desperately, appealing to some higher force to steer his hand. As if in answer to the plea, a voice filled his ear. “Kyndig, stop. It’s over.” It took Colbey far too long to recognize Frey, and the name “Skilled One” that only gods called him. Then the Renshai dropped to the ground. He drew a rag from his pocket, his only thought to honor his dirty sword before oblivion claimed him.

But Frey would not allow the lapse. “Come on. There may still be time.” He sounded as tired as Colbey felt, and the god’s dedication spurred Colbey as much as anything could, which was little. Though he did not rise, he allowed Frey to transport him where he would. Spell words sounded thunderous in the hush that followed chaos’ destruction. Colbey suspected he had fallen asleep briefly because the gate-creation seemed to span less than a second. The dazzling flash stabbed even through his closed lids. The quality of the air changed, and his lungs sucked in a fragrant, delicate breath riddled with soot.

Frey howled, the sound rich with elemental grief. The inherent sorrow tore at Colbey’s soul, rousing an anguish so primal he could not help but cry without truly knowing the reason. Too late to rescue the elves. And, though he suffered Frey’s anguish as well as his own, he found relief in the void that swallowed him then. On a plain ravaged to nothing by chaos, Colbey mercifully fell asleep.


Chapter 1

King Kohleran’s Heirs


The choice between life and honor falls into the hands of the one whose life or honor is at stake.

—Colbey Calistinsson



The sun hovered over the Bellenet Fields in Erythane, glazing the enclosing wooden and wire fence and glittering off its metal hardware. Knight-in-training Ra-khir Kedrin’s son continued to review combat tactics on the packed earth of the practice grounds long after his three colleagues had left for the midday meal. Unlike them, Ra-khir had no reason to go home, no one with whom to dine. His knight-captain father had led a troop of Erythane’s finest on maneuvers in the high kingdom of Béarn, and his mother had made matters clear on his seventeenth birthday two weeks earlier: Ra-khir could choose to associate with Kedrin or her, not both. His father’s unconditional love had made the decision easy, but the consequences still ached within him.

Ra-khir repeated a drill Armsman Edwin had taught, a tricky block/riposte/parry/shield bash combination, working to memorize the maneuver to the point of instinct. His fine red hair swirled around handsome features, and he had finally developed the musculature and power he needed to complete his knight’s training, hopefully by his eighteenth birthday.

As the sequence became rote, requiring less of Ra-khir’s concentration, his gaze wandered to his dapple-gray steed tethered outside the fence. Its color identified him as an apprentice knight. His imagination transformed the beast into one of the snowy white knight’s chargers, its mane braided with ribbons in Béarn’s blue and tan, its broad chest and powerful hindquarters giving it a conformation none but another Knight of Erythane’s horse could match. In his vision, Ra-khir rode to war at his father’s command, his allegiance first to Béarn, then Erythane, and always to his honor.

Ra-khir finished the sequence for the twenty-third time and lowered sword and shield, panting and satisfyingly tired. Sweat plastered errant red strands to his forehead and cheeks. A spring breeze wove through the V-neck of his tunic, refreshingly cool. He flicked back his hair into a tangle, only then noticing a small figure perched on the fence, watching him.

Ra-khir smiled, no stranger to spectators. In the last year, he had gained strength as well as height. The knight’s training honed him to a build adolescent girls seemed to find irresistible; and he had always sported his mother’s striking green eyes and his father’s stately features. At the age of hero worship, about eight to fourteen, most Erythanian boys emulated the knights, often dogging their steps or incorporating their chivalry and style of warfare into their play. The stranger on the fence appeared to be one of the latter, a boy of about twelve years in Ra-khir’s estimation.

Ra-khir sheathed his sword and trotted toward the other. Pleased with his self-imposed extra practice, he felt generous. As the gap between them closed, he became more certain of his first impression. The youngster wore a linen tunic and breeks cut in combat style but child-sized. A short sword, obviously borrowed from a father, was thrust through the belt. Soft, white-blond locks dangled to skinny shoulders, and the largeness of the blue eyes made them seem wide with wonder.

“Hello,” Ra-khir said.

The stranger nodded a greeting, remarkably calm for a youngster meeting an idol. “Hello.”

Ra-khir bowed, hoping formality would make the child feel important. “Ra-khir of Erythane, son of Knight-Captain Kedrin and apprentice knight to the Erythanian and Béarnian kings: His Grace, King Humfreet, and His Majesty, King Kohleran.”

More patient than any youngster Ra-khir had ever met, the stranger allowed him to complete his full title before speaking. “Kevral.”

“Kevral,” Ra-khir repeated. He had never heard such a name before, but he liked it. He might consider it if he ever had a son of his own. That thought raised a wave of bitterness. His parents’ marriage had failed when he was three; and his mother swore his early, happy memories of Kedrin were actually of the man she married later, the one she had insisted was his father. Only later did Ra-khir discover the truth and a brave, gallant father whose love and presence had been banned from his childhood by a domineering mother and a jealous stepfather. If and when I do have a child, no man or woman will take him from me. He pushed the thought aside, along with the grief that followed naturally from a decision just beginning to lose its raw edge. “Kevral. A strong name.”

“Thank you,” Kevral said. “I’ll tell my mother you said so.”

Ra-khir nodded graciously despite the sarcasm. “If you’d like, I can teach you a move or two.” He smiled, stepping back to give Kevral room to enter the ring. He had extended an invitation any Erythanian boy would sacrifice a week of dinners to hear and never doubted Kevral would embrace the opportunity.

“No,” Kevral said. “But thank you for the offer.”

The response caught Ra-khir off-guard. “No?”

“No,” Kevral repeated.

Ra-khir could not believe what he heard. “No?”

Kevral’s patience evaporated. “Am I speaking barbarian whistling language? ‘No’ seems pretty obvious.”

Ra-khir’s grin wilted. “Wouldn’t you like to learn to fight like me?”

Kevral’s legs swung, heels alternately thumping against the wooden rail. “Is that what you were doing?”

The question confused Ra-khir. “Is what what I was doing?”

“Fighting.”

“Practicing, yes. What did you think I was doing?”

Kevral shrugged. “Clambering around like a big, old tortoise. Maybe taking a sword and shield for a walk.”

The disrespect struck Ra-khir momentarily dumb. Then rage swept in to displace surprise, “You’ve insulted my honor.”

“I’m sorry,” Kevral said, in a voice wholly lacking apology. “I meant to insult you.”

Ra-khir knew of only one response to such a challenge, and the realization that he faced a child did not change the obligation, only the choice of end point. “Then I’ll have to call you out.”

“Call me out?”

Ra-khir explained, believing Kevral ignorant as well as a fool. “Demand a duel.”

“Go ahead,” Kevral shot back.

“I just did!” Ra-khir shouted, his generous mood utterly spoiled.

“All right.” Kevral hopped down from the fence. In a single movement, the short sword swept from its sheath, licked between Ra-khir’s fingers, and plucked the hilt from his hand. Ra-khir’s sword pinwheeled from his grip, landing at his feet. The short sword completed its cycle, returning to its sheath. Kevral regarded Ra-khir with an insolent, irritating calm. “I win.” The young features crinkled, “Or was I supposed to kill you?”

Ra-khir retrieved his sword, clutching it so tightly his fingers blanched. Shaking rage would not allow him to notice the skill inherent in the stroke. Usually, disarming would have left him shy a few fingers, at least. “You won because you cheated. We hadn’t even decided place and time yet. Or end point.”

“Oh.” Kevral looked appropriately chastised, head low and eyes rolled upward to meet Ra-khir’s. He was the taller by a full head and nearly double Kevral’s weight. “I just assumed here and now.”

Ra-khir had no intention of stewing for days. “Fine then. Agreed. Here and now.” He balanced his weight, taking a defensive position with sword out and shield in front of him. “End point …”

He was still deciding when Kevral’s sword rasped free, glided around the shield, and hammered his crosspiece. Impact ached through his fingers, and he lost his grip a second time. His sword thumped to the ground.

“No!” Ra-khir screamed, composure completely lost. “The gods damn you to the pits, you’re still cheating. I hadn’t finished the particulars. I hadn’t even finished my sentence.”

“I’m sorry.” Another unabashed apology. “Would you like me to announce my every strike in detail? Or would you like to choose which ones I make. I wouldn’t want enemies on the battlefield calling foul.”

“Very funny.” Ra-khir suffered the first stirrings of hatred for the sarcastic child who had returned nastiness and humiliation for kindness. “Remember, I called the challenge. The law says I get to decide the particulars. I could choose death as an end point.” His emerald eyes glared into the softer blue ones, seeking a fear he did not find.

“Death?” Kevral repeated, then shrugged with resignation. “All right, then. Death.”

Ra-khir sucked in a deep breath, further irked that his bluff had backfired so badly. Now he either had to back down or slaughter a child. “I only said I could choose death, not that I wanted to. It’s not my job to butcher a snotty, little boy, only to teach him a lesson.”

Kevral grinned with impertinent amusement. “I already said I didn’t want your teaching. That’s what started this whole thing. Remember?”

Ra-khir remembered. “It’s a different lesson I’ll be teaching you, bratling. You like disarming so much? Fine. We’ll fight until one of us no longer holds a sword.” Ra-khir deliberately chose what was probably the child’s only maneuver. Besting Kevral at that would make a stronger impression, and his knight’s honor would not allow him to suggest an end point that gave him the advantage.

“How ’bout first blood?” Kevral added.

“What?”

“First blood and disarming.”

Ra-khir studied the youngster in front of him, wondering if he had made a serious mistake. But his eyes assured him he was not facing a small adult. The pudgy face, innocent eyes, and supple hairless cheeks confirmed his first impression. The proportionately big head and short limbs only made him more certain. Twelve, this boy, no older. Surely Ra-khir would have heard stories about an Erythanian child with as much talent as this blond had, so far, displayed. He knew of no visiting dignitaries currently in Erythane who might have dragged along a disagreeable child, and Kevral spoke the Western tongue with standard Erythanian/Béarnian dialect and accent. Having never left Erythane himself, Ra-khir could not fathom a youngster traveling from another town to Erythane alone. Only one explanation seemed possible: Kevral knew one good move and had twice caught the knight-in-training unprepared. To refuse the request would make him look weak, so Ra-khir agreed. “First blood and disarming.”

This time, Kevral did not charge with the fierce bravado that had won the first two passes but also cost many young warriors their lives in battle.

Ra-khir hated to swing the odds too far in his opponent’s favor, but his conscience would not allow him to win a contest unfairly. He removed the shield strap from his arm. “You may use it.” He proffered the shield.

Kevral remained in place, making no move to take the offering, studying Ra-khir with mild interest and patting the short sword’s hilt. “Thank you, no. I have everything I need.”

“Oh.” Ra-khir furrowed his brow, frowning. He had not expected the refusal and tried to interpret his duty on the basis of this new development. His mind worried the problem for several moments. In a dilemma, better to follow the course that works against me. No one could question my honor then. “Then I won’t use it either.” He set the shield aside.

Kevral followed Ra-khir’s motion, obviously confused by it. “Why not?”

Ra-khir straightened. “It wouldn’t be fair.”

“To me or to you?”

The question seemed ludicrous. “To you, of course.”

Kevral snorted. “Why would it matter to me if you chose to hamper your vision?”

“Hamper my vision?” Ra-khir had never heard of a shield referred to in that manner before. Then again, he had never trained under any man but the knight’s armsman or his father. “If that’s how you think of a shield, then there’s much I could teach you. Perhaps you’ll learn to appreciate opportunities for knowledge rather than mocking them.”

Kevral dismissed the words with a bored wave. “Use the shield if you’re used to it. If we both fight the way we usually do, how can that make it unfair?”

Ra-khir rolled his eyes at the child’s simple logic. “Then the fight would go always to the richest, those few who can afford to buy real weapons and metal armor … and the lessons to use them.”

“Isn’t that usually what happens?”

The question stopped Ra-khir cold. More than three centuries had passed since the Great War that had pitted Eastlands against Westlands, and the worst threat to Béarn in his lifetime had been minor skirmishes with pirates on the southern and western coasts. He had never fought a battle or, until now, even a duel. He answered the only way he could, “Not when there’re Knights of Erythane involved. Our code of honor won’t tolerate injustice.”

“No matter,” Kevral added, then obviously quoted someone wiser though Ra-khir had never heard the phrase before. “A skilled man needs no weapons or protections but uses those of his enemy against him.”

The conversation grated on Ra-khir, who had no wish to defend the way of right without his teachers present to assist. He was still only a knight-in-training. It seemed as if the situation had come full circle, with Kevral now seeking the teaching refused moments earlier; except, where most of the boys begged for sword training, Kevral apparently sought understanding of the tenets. Ra-khir wondered if he should steer the youngster toward becoming a knight but immediately discarded the thought. Kevral’s rampant disrespect, constant questioning, and arrogance would make the child a poor candidate indeed.

Kevral raised brows so wispy and blond they seemed nearly invisible. “Are you, ready this time?”

“First blood and disarm.” Ra-khir settled into a balanced starting stance, left leg leading, body turned to make as small a target as possible. “I’m ready. Let me know when you are.”

“You’ll know,” Kevral said cryptically, not yet drawing. This time, the youngster waited for Ra-khir to strike first.

The knight-in-training lunged in with a low jabbing feint that he turned into a looping drive for Kevral’s hilt. Kevral drew and blocked. They disengaged simultaneously, but Kevral riposted before Ra-khir could reposition. The tip scraped skin from Ra-khir’s thumb before chopping the haft from his grasp. The blade tumbled toward the dirt. Kevral caught it by the grip before it touched the ground. A sword in each hand, the young stranger smirked, flipped Ra-khir’s weapon, and offered it back, hilt leading. “Perhaps you could use it to herd pigs.”

The rage that conversation had dispersed returned in a wild rush. Hatred smoldered, and need filled Ra-khir to best the nasty child. If he did not, he feared his head might explode. “Once more!” he shouted through clenched teeth.

Ra-khir did not clarify, and Kevral did not ask. “Fine. This time it’s first blood, disarm, and knock the other one on his butt!”

Though far from a standard choice, the end point pleased Ra-khir. Nothing could make him happier than watching Kevral land, backside leading, on the cold, hard ground. Since the child had determined the result, he put aside the guilty realization that his superior size and strength would give him the vast advantage here.

“And you can use the shield,” Kevral added.

Despite his fury, Ra-khir stuck with honor. “I don’t want to!”

“I want you to,” Kevral returned as loudly. “Use it, damn it! I don’t want you saying later that the contest wasn’t fair.”

The implication that he might use the lack as an excuse further enraged Ra-khir. His fists opened and closed spasmodically, and his cheeks felt aflame. Needing to disperse his anger as much as possible and unable to find the words to insist, he snatched up his shield and charged Kevral.

Graceful as a cat, Kevral sidestepped. As Ra-khir barreled past, Kevral’s sword slashed a superficial line along his forearm, then cut the hilt from his fingers. At the same time, a small foot cracked against Ra-khir’s shin, sweeping his balance out from under him. Ra-khir plummeted. He crashed to his hip on a jutting stone, and pain stoked his temper. He rolled, felt cold steel at his throat, and froze.

Kevral stood over Ra-khir, the points of both blades at his neck, wearing a cocksure grin that Ra-khir would have given his horse to displace. Too bruised and mad to consider the danger, he batted the blades aside.

Kevral laughed, the sound gratingly musical, and tossed Ra-khir his sword. Then, flipping the other to its sheath with an airy toss of white-blond locks, Kevral leaped the fence and headed away.

Glad to see the flippant youngster go, Ra-khir hoped, by all the gods, he would never see Kevral again.

Warped and diluted by glass, sunlight trickled through Béarn’s castle window, casting a stripe across the coverlet on King Kohleran’s bed. Propped on three fluffy pillows, the old king could breathe without much effort, though the water in his belly hampered full expansion of his lungs. Lying flat took the pressure from his gut; however, the fluid then pooled in his chest, drowning him into fits of choking. Since his illness began two years ago, it had gradually worsened despite the best efforts of every healer in Béarn and its sister city, Erythane, to cure him. His hair had lightened from salt-and-pepper to white, and his dark eyes had developed a film that blurred the world to shapes and colors. His once hearty appetite had disappeared, and his limbs had gone skeletal aside from the bulges of collected fluid.

Yet, despite his illness, Kohleran’s mood remained relatively high, as it always did when one of his grandchildren came to his room to visit. His favorite, sixteen-year-old Matrinka, perched on the window seat, stroking the calico cat that was always with her. Now, it curled in her lap. Her smooth, young hands twined paths through the fur, and the cat curled with closed eyes, its purring audible across the room. That he had given her the animal as a bedraggled kitten rescued from a sewage trough three years ago, before his health had failed, only made the association sweeter. Matrinka’s long, straight hair framed an oval face and full lips so like her grandmother’s. The standard Béarnian dark eyes peered out from under a fringe of black bangs. Luckily for her, King Kohleran thought, letting a smile creep onto his features, she looks nothing like me.

It was modest self-deprecation. Though never the handsomest of his brothers or peers, Kohleran had sported the classic Béarnian features: a full black beard that met with his hair, mustache, and sideburns to form a mane, shrewd brown eyes, and a whale-boned frame packed with fat and muscle. Like his predecessors, he had carried his mass along with his title, large even for a Béarnide, a race known for its size as well as the craft of its stonemasons.

Matrinka was one of the oldest of his grandchildren, the only child of his second son. Nearly all of his younger grandchildren avoided him, daunted by the odor and appearance of his disease. Kohleran also had three grandchildren older than Matrinka, all the offspring of his firstborn, a son. The twenty-one-year-old visited him occasionally but had his hands full tending a rambunctious four-year-old daughter of his own. The twenty-four-year-old, a girl, rarely concerned herself with matters not involving herself and a mirror. Kohleran had lost his eldest grandson scant months ago to a strange paralytic illness that had taken the life of Matrinka’s father months earlier. Oddly, no one else had caught the disease.

Kohleran broke the lull in their conversation, though sitting in silence with his granddaughter pleased him enough. “How are your cousins?”

Matrinka smiled. “Fine, all fine. I’m sure I’ll have a crowd to answer to about you when I leave.”

Kohleran believed Matrinka spoke from kindness rather than truth, but he did not voice his doubts aloud. It only made sense that his descendants would worry more for their families than over the king’s lingering death. Since Kohleran had fallen ill, his four most promising heirs had died under strange circumstances: two of the inexplicable illness and two of accidents. The latter still made him frown. To all appearances, his fourth daughter had fallen from a tree, skewered by a branch on the way down. Yet it made no sense that a thirty-eight-year-old mother of two children would scramble around in a tree like a squirrel. His oldest child, a son, had apparently drowned in a lake just outside their mountain city. The two-year string of bad luck had goaded Béarn’s citizens to whisper about a curse on the line of high kings, and Prime Minister Baltraine had even insisted on a silly ceremony led by a priest to try to remove the curse. Within a week after the rite, Kohleran’s grandson had died. Kohleran responded to Matrinka’s hollow assurance. “You tell all of them I’m doing all right. And I love them.”

“I will,” Matrinka promised. She rose, dumping the cat to the floor. She closed lacy curtains dyed brilliant sapphire and sporting Béarn’s crest: a tan, rearing bear on a blue field. Crossing the room, she gave her deteriorating grandfather a hug that expressed her love better than words ever could. For a moment, the familiar chorus of aches disappeared while he embraced his favorite granddaughter.

“I love you,” he said.

“I love you, too,” Matrinka whispered, studying his jaundiced, wrinkled features with concern rather than the more familiar revulsion others accorded him. “Get some sleep. I’ll be back tomorrow. Is there anything you want me to bring?”

Though sincere, Matrinka’s offer seemed senseless. Anything Kohleran wanted, the servants or ministers would get for him. “I’d like to see those flowers I smell on your hair. Could you bring one?”

“I will.” Matrinka turned and headed from the room. She held the door while the cat padded out behind her, then closed and latched it softly.

King Kohleran settled back on his pillows, joy dispersing discomfort long enough to allow him to sleep.

Prime Minister Baltraine paced the meeting room floor from the door to the graph-covered slate board to the semicircular table. Béarn’s other five ministers watched in silence, allowing him to speak first, as court etiquette demanded. They sat along the rounded side of the table, leaving the flat edge, the head, for their leader. But Baltraine felt too jumpy to sit. Instead, he pinned his chair to the table with his knee, leaned over its back, and tented his fingers on the tabletop. He studied each of the faces before him, reading as much of each expression as he could.

Abran, the aging foreign minister, kept his head cocked to one side, a residual defect from a stroke several years past. He laced his fingers through his gray beard, the movement habit rather than nervousness. Sixty-eight years old, only five years shy of the king, he had held his position since before Kohleran’s coronation. In his forty years of service to the kingdom, Abran’s loyalty had never fallen into question.

Charletha directed the caretakers of Béarn’s livestock, gardens, and food, the youngest of the high kingdom’s ministers. Like Abran, she had earned her title honestly, in Baltraine’s opinion. She descended from Kohleran’s uncle’s line, born into her nobility.

The minister of courtroom procedure and affairs, like Baltraine, came from a long line of titled gentry that had lost its link to the king’s line in the distant past, if it ever had one. Named Weslin, he had paler features, a lighter bone structure, and browner hair than most Béarnides, suggesting a foreign “contaminant” somewhere in his history.

Limrinial, the minister of local affairs, oversaw relations between Béarn and her closest allies: the Renshai and Erythane, especially the knights. Her wavy hair refused to stay in place longer than a few moments after combing, and a clump always trailed down her forehead. A broad nasal bridge made her eyes seem to never quite look in the same place, as if she could focus each one independently. Baltraine treasured her homely, middle-aged features; she would prove no competition for his daughters as a queen for the next king of Béarn.

Baltraine’s gaze swept the internal affairs minister, Fahrthran, last and shortest, as if too long a scrutiny might pollute his eyes. Genealogy traced his ancestry to an Eastern woman and an Erythanian archer, his distant predecessor’s title honorary. Although fourteen generations of Béarnides had since married into his family over three hundred years, Baltraine still attributed Fahrthran’s dark hair and eyes to his Eastern ancestor. Baltraine knew nothing but disdain for his so-called peer. New blood, and especially foreign blood, tainted Béarn’s royalty.

Long reconciled to tolerating King Kohleran’s minister of internal affairs, Baltraine kept his aversion well-hidden. Instead, he turned his attention to the matter at hand. “As you all know, our king is dying.”

Vague noises of sorrow and resignation greeted the pronouncement. They had lived under the threat of losing their king for two years now. Though muffled and short-lived, their regrets were heartfelt, Baltraine believed. Kohleran was a caring and honest ruler, well-liked by the people over his thirty-three-year reign. In fact, history showed that Béarn had not had an unpopular monarch, king or queen, since Morhane the Betrayer got ousted three hundred twenty-one years ago. His successor, Sterrane the Bear, had been in power during the Great Fire that left the northeastern portion of the Westlands a vast wasteland and now the most fertile of farm ground.

Pedigrees had always fascinated Baltraine, especially that of the Béarnian kings, and this was what goaded him to call a special, covert session of Kohleran’s ministers. “We need to think about his successor.”

Limrinial shook the ever-present forehead curl from her eyes, though it immediately slid back into place. Accustomed to dealing with Renshai, she did everything with a directness that bordered on blunt rudeness. “What’s to think about? The order of ascension is a matter of record, and the staff-test assures the proper monarch finds the throne.”

Charletha and Abran, youngest and oldest, murmured agreement. Weslin looked confused. Fahrthran studied Baltraine mildly, saying nothing, apparently waiting for the prime minister to speak his piece.

Baltraine addressed Limrinial’s point. “True, the order of ascension is a matter of record. I’ve traced out King Kohleran’s line and numbered all with a potential claim to the throne.” He gestured to the drawing on the slate board. “Now, the law states that the title passes only down or across. That means only our king’s legitimate progeny, their legitimate progeny, or his siblings have a claim. King Kohleran is the only living descendant of Yvalane, so the sibling option disappears.” Baltraine crossed the room, plucked the drawing stone from his pocket, and scratched out all of Kohleran’s brothers and sisters. “Unlike most of his predecessors, our beloved liege chose a single wife.” He tapped the drawing stone against the figure representing Queen Mildy who had died of old age four years previously. Previous kings had held as many as ten wives and queens up to four husbands. The law did not limit their marriages, except by bloodline.

Always impatient, Limrinial interrupted. “And King Kohleran has four sons and two daughters. We know all this.”

Baltraine smiled as the local affairs minister proved his point. “Apparently not. Our king had six sons and three daughters.”

Fahrthran chuckled, without malice. Abran shrugged and nodded simultaneously; he had lived through the birth of each of Kohleran’s children.

Limrinial glared, muttering, “Doesn’t change anything.” However, she went silent, allowing Baltraine to speak his piece.

Baltraine elaborated. “Queen Mildy’s fourth pregnancy ended early. Twins, a boy and a girl, and they died within days. His youngest son, Petrostan, left Béarn at the age of about twelve some eighteen or nineteen years ago. Apparently some minor scandal surrounded that exodus.” Baltraine looked to Abran for details.

The elder obliged. “As far as I remember, it was pretty innocuous. Non-noble girlfriend or some such. I heard he died a few years later.”

Limrinial’s left eye pinned Baltraine. “So, for our purposes, King Kohleran had four sons and two daughters.” She had a point that Baltraine refused to concede. “He also has ten grandchildren and four great grandchildren.”

Fahrthran performed the math quickly. “That’s nineteen heirs. I should think one of them could pass the staff-test.”

Baltraine disputed the numbers he had espoused moments before. “No. One great-granddaughter is illegitimate. We lost one son five years ago when the consumption swept through the city. Two more sons and a daughter fell to the curse.”

“If you believe in such things,” Limrinial managed to insert.

Baltraine ignored her. “That leaves one daughter, Ethelyn, forty years old, unmarried, and without offspring.” The latter details held little import until the time came for her successor, but Baltraine hoped his fellow ministers read his unspoken concern about her ability to pass the staff-test. The populace knew little or nothing of the test that had measured the worthiness of every Béarnian king since Sterrane. Only those who had undergone the test understood its details. From the ministers’ standpoint, it involved leaving the heir-apparent alone in a room with two plain-looking wooden sticks called the Staves of Law and Chaos. If the staves found him or her worthy, meaning innocent and “neutral” in affairs of law, chaos, good, and evil, the tested became the new monarch. If not, the next heir in line underwent the same process. No one knew how an heir discovered whether or not he passed, only that, if anyone had lied about the outcome, no punishment had ensued. Undoubtedly, magic suffused the staves. Of those tested, some claimed to have forgotten the events and others gave vague stories of going to an elsewhere or elsewhen and facing moral dilemmas they had handled well or poorly.

Kohleran’s last living child, Ethelyn, had never married because no man had yet found the prospect of possibly becoming king enough to overcome an infamously nasty disposition. In turn, Ethelyn had taken no interest in any man. Baltraine believed her marriage or lack did not matter. Nothing neutral or innocent about her. Surely, the staves would not accept her.

Baltraine examined the line of Kohleran’s grandchildren: six girls and four boys. The odds bothered him in principle. If a woman took the throne, his daughters could not marry into royalty. “The next in line.” He tapped the slate board with his finger, indicating the eldest son of Kohleran’s eldest son. “Sefraine died last month of illness. Of the others, only four have attained the age of consent.” He picked them out individually. “Sefraine’s sister and brother. The only child of Kohleran’s second son, a girl of sixteen; and the older child of Kohleran’s second daughter, a sixteen-year-old boy. The others are all ten years old or younger, as, of course, are the three legitimate great-grandchildren.”

Limrinial waved her arms, still missing Baltraine’s point. “Age doesn’t exclude them. They can still rule with a regent.”

“Exactly.” Baltraine knew he had to get to the crux of the matter soon or lose any support he might once have gained. “Only five potential heirs of age, the first two of whom are patently unsuited.” He touched the figures representing Kohleran’s remaining daughter and his oldest living granddaughter, pleased the females seemed most obviously unworthy. The eldest granddaughter had a reputation for vanity and resisting authority. She had even borne a child out of wedlock. “And a curse has already taken the four most promising heirs in the space of a year and a half.”

“If you believe in such things,” Limrinial repeated.

Baltraine shrugged. The facts spoke for themselves.

Fahrthran drove for the point. “What do you think we should do, Baltraine?”

Baltraine grinned, his moment diminished only by the fact that the lowliest of bloodlines had asked the necessary question. “We should staff-test all the heirs now. That way, we can prime the one who passes, especially if he or she is young, as seems likely. If the heir turns out to be one of those not yet of age, we can get explicit instructions from King Kohleran regarding the line of regents. And we know who to concentrate on protecting from ‘the curse.’ ” Baltraine studied every face for reaction to his unorthodox suggestion. Surely no one could doubt his intentions. As always, he truly believed he had the best interests of Béarn and the Westlands in mind. And, if he wished to curry favor for himself or to kindle friendship between his six daughters and Béarn’s king, no one could blame him. Childhood associations often led to trust or romance.

Weslin cleared his throat. “If it’s a curse, what makes you think we can safeguard against it?”

Fahrthran raised a more pertinent issue. “I’ve heard that those who fail the staff-test often become despondent. More than a few went on to suicide.”

Baltraine shrugged, seeing little reason to speculate about a test none of them had or could undergo. “Perhaps they would have done so anyway. Maybe that’s why the staves failed them.”

Fahrthran looked skeptical but had no information with which to argue. Whether the magic of the staves suppressed memory of their testing or the heirs simply chose silence did not matter. No one knew enough about the process or its effects to surmise. Nevertheless, he put forth an opinion. “I see no reason to test now. It only makes sense to safeguard all of our king’s heirs, regardless of their chances at the throne. We understand that our next king or queen is likely to be young. That’s enough for now.”

Limrinial sided with Fahrthran, as usual. “I agree. There’s no need to traumatize the children. According to ancient law, the heir to Béarn’s throne must be guileless as well as neutral. An experience of this sort could jade them all.”

The argument seemed ludicrous to Baltraine. “That’s a nonissue. Whether now or later, no one gets crowned without undergoing the test.”

Charletha glanced from speaker to speaker without adding her opinion. Apparently, she had not yet made up her mind. Weslin waited for Abran to speak. He had always placed most emphasis on the elder’s wisdom and experience.

Abran took the middle ground. “I can see both sides. For now, I say we wait and reconvene in a week. If the king’s condition worsens meanwhile, we can discuss the matter again.”

He’s dying, you old fool. How much worse can it get? Baltraine despised his companions’ caution, but he did not allow his feelings to taint his tone. In some ways, delay worked to his advantage. As the prime minister, he would handle affairs of state when Kohleran became too weak or until an heir was coronated. “Consideration for another week, then reconvene? Everyone agree with Abran’s plan?”

Each minister nodded agreement, and the meeting came to an end.
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