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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

CLOUDS embroidered netlike patterns across a sapphire sky, and muted sunlight glowed along their margins. The ocean lay calm as glass, a rare breeze chopping the water into stray bits of froth. Kevral Tainharsdatter stared over the taffrail, ignoring the elf captain who manned the tiller, singing his sweet, quiet song of the sea. Joy entwined inseparably with dread, and her inability to concentrate on one emotion bothered Kevral. Though only fifteen, she had achieved the sequence of sword training, knowledge, and mental control that signaled her passage to Renshai adulthood nearly three years ago.

The Sea Seraph glided through the Southern Sea despite the dearth of wind. Kevral’s understanding of seamanship was spotty, yet it required little more than logic to realize the tiny craft should lie becalmed upon the wind-shy waters. Captain’s millennia of piloting had gained him skills mortal sailors could only envy. She turned her gaze to the triangular wavelets and foam spirals the rudder churned in their wake. Her companions’ voices wafted from the bow, their conversation distant murmurs carried on the intermittent breeze. The music of clamps thumping and clanking, the hum of lines, and the flap of canvas drowned out individual words.

Kevral had slipped aft to think, certain their elfin captain, unlike her friends, would not disturb her contemplation. She had maintained her position for more than half an hour, her mind distant but her senses keenly pitched for danger. By Renshai law, her people had become the guardians of the high king’s heirs; and Kevral had protected Princess Matrinka from assassins for long enough to keep a part of her constantly alert even while she brooded. Insignificant details disappeared. Outside noises, however, always filtered through, processed by a finely-honed awareness, and discarded or retained without need for conscious thought.

At length, Kevral pulled herself from her musing. Unsorted concerns remained so, raising an irritation that could not assist the problem but managed to usurp it for the moment. She spun to face Captain, deliberation reluctantly yielding to reality. Though hacked functionally short, her blonde hair had become ruffled into tangles by the ship’s momentum. Salt stung large blue eyes that well-matched her rounded cheeks and the soft, childlike contours of her face. The Renshai racial tendency to appear younger than her age had never bothered her, but now that romance had blossomed, adolescent awkwardness undermined her usually unflappable confidence.

Captain broke the long silence. “Violence cannot solve every problem.”

Kevral blinked. The comment appeared sourceless, and annoyance over unrelated matters nearly drove her to rudeness. Only then, she realized her fist had winched closed around her sword hilt. She released it, indentations from the knurling etched against her calluses. “I wouldn’t have harmed you,” Kevral felt obligated to reassure him.

To Captain’s credit, he did not laugh. To do so would have besmirched her honor and might have sparked the very brutality she had just dismissed. “I wasn’t afraid.” The reply still bordered on insult, and Captain rescued the situation with a compliment. “Renshai violence is swift and merciless, but never without cause.” The elf smiled, engraving the familiar wrinkles deeper onto his timeless features. Amber eyes, homogeneous as gemstones, studied her mildly from canted sockets; and the sun lit red highlights into mahogany hair faded from salt and weather. Rare silver wound through the brown, little resembling the gray of human elders. He wore his locks swept back and tied at the nape of his neck, opening the high-set cheekbones, broad mouth, and low ears and making him appear more alien.

Footsteps midship rescued Kevral from a reply. Four of her six companions headed toward the stern, Matrinka and Darris in the lead. The princess sported the massive bone structure that defined even the women and children of Béarn, especially those of the king’s line. Thick black hair flowed past pleasant features and enveloped the calico cat, named Mior, so often perched upon her shoulders. Mior studied Kevral, wearing the smug expression cats had perfected. Darris held Matrinka’s arm under the pretext of steadying her, though the gentle drift of the Sea Seraph threatened no one’s balance. The love those two could never consummate had become too familiar for Kevral to pity any longer. At least, they had stopped denying their feelings for one another, though the difference in station between the princess and the bard would never allow them to marry.

Darris’ gentle features had slackened since learning of his mother’s death only a few days earlier. Grief softened his hazel eyes, usually peaceful and now nearly glazed. Brown curls flopped across his forehead, hiding the fine, Pudarian brows and drawing attention from the large but straight nose and broad lips. He wore a sword at his hip and his favorite lute slung across his back. His sorrow, Kevral guessed, stemmed not only from the loss of a parent but also from the responsibilities her death had heaped upon him. An ancient curse on the bard’s line, passed always to the eldest child, imbued them with insatiable curiosity yet forbade them from passing on the knowledge this gained them in any form except song. In addition, the bard was always the personal bodyguard of Béarn’s ruler.

Kevral acknowledged her friends with well-directed nods, then turned her attention to the young man behind them. Though only a year older than the Renshai, Griff towered over the others, his huge frame packed with Béarnian muscle and fat. His features contrasted starkly with his size. Cowlike, dark eyes looked out from a rotund face wearing a vast, friendly grin. Black bangs dangled into his eyes. Only the day before, Kevral and her companions had rescued him from the elves’ dungeon, yet he looked none the worse for captivity. Griff did not even seem to realize the significance of his being the last untested Béarnian heir, the only descendant of King Kohleran left to pass a trial crafted by Odin to judge the neutrality and innocence of king or queen. But Kevral knew that, without the proper heir on Béarn’s throne, the balance would dissolve and the world would fragment into chaos.

Rantire followed Griff, hand on hilt and gaze wary. Though a distant cousin to Kevral, she bore little resemblance. Her bronze hair and gray eyes broadcast her descent from one of the less pure-blooded Renshai lines, the tribe of Rache. Her face still bore evidence of her much longer imprisonment by elves. Unlike Griff, Rantire had been tortured for information, and Matrinka had spent the better part of the night tending her myriad wounds and scars. Kevral’s private discussion with her cousin revealed that the elves had inflicted far worse than kindhearted Matrinka could know. Between sessions of brutality, they had magically healed the vast majority of Rantire’s injuries.

Now, Rantire fairly shackled herself to Griff’s side, his self-appointed guardian, at least until he took the throne. Kevral did not begrudge her cousin an honor won, with words, faith, and courage from Ravn, a young god descended from Renshai. As a token of his trust, Ravn had awarded her one of his own swords, a blade she wore proudly at her hip. Rantire’s eyes zipped to every motion, never still; and her stance remained perpetually alert.

Kevral could not resist teasing. “Rantire, if you got any tenser, you’d explode.”

Rantire’s eyes narrowed, and she glared. “Perhaps, Kevralyn the Overconfident, if you became as serious about your charge as I am about mine, you wouldn’t see a need for jokes.”

Anger splashed through Kevral at the use of the full name she despised, the hateful nickname that suggested her self-assurance stemmed more from arrogance than ability, and the questioning of her loyalty to duty. Attributing Rantire’s hostility to stress, Kevral forced herself to forgive it, resorting to sarcasm rather than blows. “I apologize for the affront.” She curtsied, passing the victory to Rantire. “It takes more skill than I have to deliver three insults in one sentence.”

Matrinka joined in before the dispute could escalate. Unlike Kevral, she could not see that a wild spar between Renshai warriors would probably do both participants good. “We were just discussing how much smoother things could go from here if we knew more about the elves.” She walked to Kevral’s side, settled against the gunwale, and faced Captain directly. Darris waited until she found her position, then took a comfortable one beside her. In contrast, Rantire placed herself between Griff and every rail until he finally sat with his back against the jib mast. Even then, Rantire violated his personal space, an imposition he did not seem to notice.

Captain clung to the tiller, though his features revealed no discomfort. “What would you like to know?”

“Everything.” Matrinka glanced at Kevral for a reassurance the Renshai felt ill-prepared to give. Too late, Kevral wished she had directed the conversation to the facts necessary to stand against the enemy. Matrinka’s book schooling would steer her toward history and details that little interested Kevral. “Like why haven’t they had dealings with people before this? And why do they hate us?” Matrinka’s face suddenly tightened into a painful grimace. “I’m sorry. Was omitting elves from ‘people’ insulting?”

Captain shrugged, taking no offense. “I never thought about it, really. The elfin terms and mind-concepts for humans and elfinkind are quite distinct. Common trading is your tongue. You decide.”

Matrinka obliged. “I think ‘people’ ought to refer to humans and elves.”

Worry about semantics seemed a waste of time to Kevral.

Captain smiled. “I like that. A word that lumps us together. It suggests the potential for cooperation.”

Kevral believed Captain’s choosing to work with them demonstrated the concept far more aptly, but raising the issue might only prompt a longer discussion about terminology. She waited patiently for them to continue.

Darris interrupted, and Kevral cringed reflexively. The bard’s curse rendered his every utterance either an aria or paradoxically succinct. Although she delighted in listening to his peerless musical talent on most occasions, breaking for song in the middle of a conversation sometimes made him tedious. This time, Darris kept his comment mercifully brief. “If we’re going to talk about something important, shouldn’t Ra-khir and Tae hear, too?”

Matrinka nodded agreement.

“I’ll get them,” Kevral said, ignoring Rantire’s disdainful look as she abandoned her charge once again. It was not that her guardianship had grown negligent; simply that she had come to trust her companions. The self-assurance other Renshai condemned as overconfidence stemmed from proven ability. Kevral trusted herself to handle any situation that might arise, no matter how sudden or unexpected. She headed amidships.

“They’re below,” Matrinka called.

Kevral nodded without turning or bothering to reply. Soon enough she could see if Ra-khir and Tae stood at the foredeck, and the tiny Sea Seraph left them no other place but the cabin to hide. The customary mixture of excitement and discomfort assailed her as she set to the task. In the months they had spent traveling together, both men had fallen in love with her and she with them. It had become a strange triangle, devoid of deceit. Everyone knew where the others stood, and both men had promised to wait for her decision. Even before this competition, the two had hated one another. Yet circumstance had intervened, and they had managed to become friends. That bond, too, ultimately hinged on her. Kevral shook free of the burden of responsibility for now. The choice would have to wait until they delivered Griff to his inheritance and saw him safely ruling.

Kevral reached the hatchway and pried it open. Sunlight filtered through the hole and into a single room sparsely lit by lanterns. Tae’s voice funneled upward. “… saying you’d starve to death rather than steal to eat?”

“That is correct.” Ra-khir’s crisply enunciated trading tongue followed.

“Yeah? Well, what if it wasn’t just your life? What if you had a wife and thirteen little redheaded brats? Would you let them starve to death, too?”

Ra-khir ignored the jab against innocent children who did not yet exist to focus upon the question. “I’d get a job, no matter how demeaning.”

“We already said there aren’t any jobs.”

“Tae, this is a ridiculous discussion.”

Kevral had had her share of honor arguments with these two. This one seemed particularly pointless. “If either of you are counting on me to supply those thirteen brats, think again.”

Ra-khir rushed to the bottom of the companion ladder. Even the strange play of light and shadow could not hide the classic handsomeness of his face. “Tae was just … I mean, he wasn’t trying—”

Tae interrupted, “Easy, Red. She was joking.” He moved up beside Ra-khir, his Eastern features coarser and diminished by his companion’s natural radiance. He winked. “Besides, I was talking about his future wife …” He jerked a thumb toward Ra-khir. “… not mine.”

“Aaah.” Ra-khir joined the lighthearted banter. His months with Tae and Kevral had developed a sarcastic edge he reserved for them. “But it was Tae who picked the number.”

Kevral smiled, many quips coming to mind, but she shoved those aside for the more important matter of Captain’s explanation. “Come join the rest of us in back.” She jerked a thumb aft, ship terminology a second language she had not yet bothered to learn. “We’re going to talk about elves and their motives. That seems far more important than speculating about how a Knight of Erythane would survive on the streets if he was a completely different person living in a completely different world.”

“Apprentice Knight of Erythane.” Ra-khir’s sense of honor forced him to correct. He had not yet passed the tests required to take his place among the rigidly honorable and maddeningly honest knights. He headed up the companionway, each step steady.

Tae scrambled up behind Ra-khir, his motions comparatively quick and light. “Knight, apprentice knight. A matter of formality.”

Ra-khir heaved onto the deck as Kevral back-stepped to give the men room. “Don’t let Knight-Armsman Edwin hear you say that. He’ll take it out of my hide.”

“Promises. Promises.” Tae scurried up beside the muscular redhead. Though seventeen and a year younger than Tae, Ra-khir carried far more height and bulk than the wiry Easterner. They seemed a study in opposites. Ra-khir’s hair lay neatly combed around comely features, and his green eyes sparkled with affection. He always dressed in the colors of Erythane and Béarn, like all the knights, yet he somehow managed to bring together the orange and black and the blue and tan without it clashing. His every movement seemed poised and his every action polite.

The son of a criminal lord, Tae had grown up surrounded by thieves, thugs, and murderers. He looked the part. Shaggy black hair tumbled over his forehead and spilled into his face. Restless eyes seemed never still, and his simple garb did little to enhance his narrow, sinewy body. An edge of a scar peeked from beneath one sleeve, mute testimony to the night enemies of his father slaughtered his mother, stabbed him sixteen times, and left him for dead. Kevral knew most women would believe her insane for even considering a life with Tae after a proposal from Ra-khir. Yet his wild spontaneity and quick sarcasm attracted her every bit as much as Ra-khir’s gentle kindness. Both had touched her heart with their honest openness and competence. There was more to Tae than even she would have believed and more to Ra-khir than most would believe possible.

“Stop staring at us and let’s go,” Tae cut to the obvious with a directness that made his companions blush. He headed aft without savoring the results of his words.

Ra-khir inclined, then raised his head toward Tae’s back, the gesture plainly conveying respect as well as indicating Kevral should precede him. She obliged, and Ra-khir followed.

As the three fell silent, the voices of their companions at the stern reached them as whispers. Matrinka and Darris enjoyed a rising wind off the port rail, and Mior threaded between the gunwale gaffs as the wind ruffled her fur in patches. Captain tacked smoothly to take advantage of the wind. Griff remained in place with his back against the mast as the boom swung harmlessly overhead, forcing Rantire to shift position. Kevral hopped into a crouch on the gunwale, without supporting her weight against the rail. She chose the port side mostly to appease Rantire as it placed her in a better position for guarding Matrinka. Tae hunkered in the stern, and Ra-khir picked an attentive position toward starboard, one hand balanced on the rail.

Captain waited only until all of the humans had settled before commencing. A strand of his red-brown hair floated on the breeze, and his yellow eyes gazed out over the sea. “At one time the elves lived on a world called Alfheim, without worry or weather, without need for sleep or shelter. Our magic served no purpose except enhancement of play. We lived too long to concern ourselves with time, and the concepts of need and power held no meaning. Our language did not acknowledge any of these.

“The gods could reach our realm freely. Frey, our creator, lived on our world. Our only contact with humans consisted of rare visits by the Northern Wizard, he or she who championed the cause of good. The elves were his charge along with the Northern peoples, while evil claimed the East and neutrality the West. No magic existed among humans, so they could never find us, and the elves never thought to concentrate their magic or visit the world of mankind. I came at the request of a Northern Wizard to navigate the seas to the Wizards’ Isle where they met for matters of import. I was considered ponderous and too serious by the others of my ilk.”

Captain frowned at an irony too obvious to deny. He had become outcast for his wish to restore the elves to the lighthearted state they had once defined without need to question. “Elves had no laws, no conventions to govern behavior—such was unnecessary. Every elf did as he or she pleased. When Odin created our worlds, he took all chaos from man’s world, believing they could not handle it. For whatever reason, he left the elves a balance of sorts, though the fulcrum falls far more toward chaos than the one eventually intended for mankind.”

Matrinka cleared her throat, brows low in concentration. “But I’ve always heard chaos is the root of deception and treachery as well as idea.”

Captain mulled the words, mouth tightened to a slit that scarcely lessened the broad lips. At length, he spoke “Thank you, m’lady. You’ve brought a detail into focus I’d never considered before. I’ve always accepted that Alfheim’s balance falls farther to chaos while Midgard’s shows a preference for law. It explains why elves never banded together in causes, never built dwellings, and never combined abilities until we came to Midgard.” He smiled, his mouth appearing enormous in the wake of the pursed line it had previously formed. “Or, depending on your viewpoint, why humans did do those things. Think of law as structure and chaos as planning. Evil is self-interest and good a sense of brotherhood.”

Kevral fidgeted, glancing around at her companions. Everyone seemed riveted. Aside from Rantire, who attended her charge, they all stared directly at Captain. Kevral forced herself to focus on the elf’s words, though they had begun to seem more tedious than any song of Darris’.

Captain continued, “Long ago for you, but within my lifetime.” Catching Kevral’s eye, he winked. “And Colbey Calistinsson’s.…”

Now, Captain gained Kevral’s attention, too. She had modeled every aspect of her life after the legendary Renshai hero who had lived centuries before her time. No swordsman had ever neared his weapon skill, but Kevral set her sights on that goal. Once, she believed she had come close; but a recent meeting and spar with the Renshai-turned-immortal had proved her far wrong.

“… Midgard contained law but not chaos. The Northern Wizard championed good. All Northerners, including elves, had no concept of evil. The so-called Southern Wizard championed evil and the East; and his people knew no good. Between them stretched the Westlands all but one of you call home.”

Tae corrected the misconception. “The West is my home, too. Now.” He did not explain further, but Kevral understood. Tae’s father had sent him westward with the instructions to return East at the age of twenty-one, if he survived, to claim leadership of the underground, his birthright. Hunted by his father’s enemies and disinterested in organizing criminals, Tae had no intention of going back.

Captain accepted the words without question. “All of you call home, then. The Eastern and Western Wizards championed neutrality, unaware that Odin planned eventually to give them charge of law and chaos. The Wizards maintained the balance for millennia.

Matrinka redirected the story back to her question. “So elfin chaos consisted only of genius because Alfheim had no evil and therefore no self-interest.”

Captain nodded. “My assumption exactly.”

Rantire added dubiously, “So adding chaos to Northmen could have turned them into elves?”

“Theoretically.” Captain turned to look directly at Rantire. “Not physically, of course. Which might explain why our languages and religious beliefs are similar. But humans didn’t start of a single mind, as elves did. There’re many different types of people. As evil tried to persuade good and good evil, the lines blurred. That started fairly early on after creation, from what I’ve read.”

“The point being?” Kevral’s warrior need for swift answers made her impatient.

“An important one for me.” Captain swung back to Kevral without disturbing the tiller. “Elves did as they pleased, which, essentially consisted of whatever felt good. Ultimately, they all carried the same deeply ingrained, innate sense of values. Elves always agreed.”

Tae asked the significant questions, the ones that had initiated the conversation. “So how did elves get here? And why do they hate humans?”

“That’s where Colbey Calistinsson enters.”

Interest piqued, Kevral rose. Relying on holy tenets, she took up the tale. “Colbey unwillingly became the Western Wizard and brought chaos to the world.” She corrected. “ Our world. He championed law and the Eastern Wizard chaos. But everyone thought it was the other way around, and everyone was afraid of chaos, so they all tried to destroy Colbey.” Finding every eye on her, Kevral turned the story back to Captain. “Right?”

“Not exactly.” Captain sucked in a deep lungful of sea air. “Colbey did carry the Staff of Law and hand over the Staff of Chaos to the Eastern Wizard. And everyone did believe he had done the reverse. But Colbey never championed law or chaos. He believed ultimate balance could exist between law and chaos, as it did for good and evil. That view was shared by few, at best. Colbey gained more enemies, including the other Wizards, and the very gods he worshiped.”

Darris twisted as if in pain, the need to question a brand for his bard’s fiery curiosity. Matrinka saved him the stress of finding proper wording so as not to spark the requirement for song. “So the Renshai’s twist on religion is correct?”

“From what I understand, in almost every detail,” Captain admitted.

Darris finally found his tongue. “So the Ragnarok occurred?” It was the major point of contention between Renshai and others who followed the once only Northern religion, including Béarn and most of the Westlands.

“Of that, my friend, I am absolutely certain.”

Kevral’s heart pounded a slow cadence. Where once she found the elf’s story a chore, now she would not have missed a syllable.

“The system of Wizards championing causes gave way to a balance that hinged upon the Béarnian ruler’s neutrality. Colbey became the immortal overseer of balance, charging his people, the Renshai, with protecting the heirs. The Staves of Law and Chaos became the test by which the rulers are measured, and magic otherwise disappeared from man’s world. Poised on the very brink of Ragnarok, Odin talked Colbey into joining the gods at the final battle.”

“I’m sure that was difficult,” Kevral inserted with a smile and obvious sarcasm. Death in valiant combat with its guarantee of Valhalla—the goal of Northmen for eternity. Heroic death established a place among the Einherjar, those souls who battled on the side of gods in the greatest of all wars. Even now, the Renshai still fought for that goal, believing a second Ragnarok would come. Kevral could think of no greater reward than a place among the gods during the Ragnarok while still alive. Nothing could please a Renshai more.

Captain grinned at the interruption. “Now, the gods entered Ragnarok knowing in advance who would live and die, and the means of their deaths. No one suspected Odin had groomed Colbey to rescue him at the final battle. Odin intended for Colbey to shift the tide of the war, to help him fight the Fenris Wolf destined to kill him. Together, Odin reasoned, they could slay the wolf, and Odin would defy his fate.”

Kevral listened, rapt. She could hear the voices of the gods surrounding her, the rasp of sharpening weapons, and the clatter of warriors arming for battle. She savored the perfume of enemy blood, and the sweet cries of battle seemed to echo through her head. She could imagine no honor greater than exchanging attacks with the massive wolf and dying so that the gods’ AllFather might live.

Captain chuckled at his own image of what came next. “But even Odin’s power was not strong enough to stay Colbey from his own cause. Frey, the elves’ creator, was fated to die on the sword of the fire giant, Surtr. The giant would then live to kindle great conflagrations on the worlds of man and elfin kind, destroying them. Setting his sights on saving humans, Colbey betrayed Odin and assisted Frey instead. Odin was killed, and the fire giant, too. But, in the moments before his death, Surtr still managed to set both worlds ablaze. There was no time to save Alfheim and Midgard. Frey chose the former and Colbey the latter. Neither could battle the fire alone, and they could not reach a compromise. Colbey won through guile and strength of mental will. Their combined efforts rescued Midgard, but Alfheim was lost.”

Tae tapped the taffrail. “Which explains the elves’ hatred for humans. But how did they survive? And how did they get here?”

“Dh’arlo’mé, now the leader of the elves, was the Northern Sorceress’ apprentice when the system of Wizards was destroyed. Knowing the Ragnarok was imminent, he taught the elves to combine magic—a difficult task given the nature of elves. Eventually, they opened a gate to Midgard. Those nearest escaped in time, but most elves perished in the fires. Even those who survived got badly burned. Bitterness scarred them as deeply.”

Silence followed Captain’s tale as the humans considered the implications of what they had heard. Kevral tore her thoughts from the conjured images of Ragnarok to understanding of the elves’ trials.

Griff broke the hush at length. “I don’t understand.”

The simple statement fit the heir’s childlike innocence, though it required elaboration.

Captain indulged without patronizing. “Which part doesn’t make sense to you?”

Griff rose, towering over his guardian. “I could understand why elves might not like Colbey, though surely they realized the difficulty of his decision.” He scratched his mop of black hair. “But why do the elves hate us? We weren’t even born when all this happened. We didn’t even know they existed. At least, I didn’t.”

“None of us did,” Rantire asserted, protecting Griff’s feelings as well as his safety.

Captain gestured Rantire and Griff away from the jib sail. They complied. As the wind shifted over the starboard bow, he brought the Sea Seraph about. The boom swung through a perfect arc as the canvas took its new position. “Elves live centuries or millennia. The concept of generations means nothing to them. Also, remember, elves exist as a single, ethical unit.” He lowered his head. “At least, they used to. They assumed humans do the same. It’s only natural to apply your own experiences to others and expect them to react as you would.”

Thoughtful nods joined Griff’s.

The story meshed perfectly with Kevral’s understanding of Renshai religion. Only one thing jarred, and that was a detail outside the story. All Renshai believed Colbey had died battling Surtr’s fire, sacrificing his life for mankind. Some factions maintained that Renshai prayer and dedication to his causes raised him from the dead to live among the gods. Kevral, Matrinka, Darris, Tae, and Ra-khir had briefly traveled with Colbey prior to joining Captain. From him, she had learned that both interpretations were wrong. Colbey had survived the battle and now lived in Asgard with his wife, Freya, and his son, Ravn.

Ra-khir indicated a wish to speak with a gesture as formal as court. “Is it correct, then, to assume the sudden rash of assassinations of Béarnian heirs has some connection to the elves?”

It seemed obvious to Kevral, yet she still hung on Captain’s answer. King Kohleran deteriorated, victim of a slow, terminal illness. One by one, his children and grandchildren died. At first, the causes had seemed natural or accidental. Then the pattern had become too strong and suspicious for coincidence until, through a mysterious process Kevral now knew was elfin magic, bear statues had come to life in Béarn’s courtyard and murdered several of the youngest heirs. In desperation, the prime minister, Baltraine, had talked King Kohleran into an unprecedented staff-testing of all the remaining heirs, hoping to discover how to best concentrate security. In the past, staff-testing began after the king’s death, administered to the heirs in proper ascension order until one passed. Those who failed often lapsed into depression, attempted suicide, or turned to the comfort of drugs or drink. Their despondency went far beyond the loss of rulership, for the king or queen treated family well and those siblings who did not undergo the test seemed as happy before as after.

Low in the king’s line, Matrinka had never expected to become queen; yet her failure at the staff-test had left her battling hopelessness. When she surreptitiously discovered that no one had passed the staff-test, the gravity of the world’s situation came to light for Kevral. The king’s imminent death would leave only a three-month window to find a proper heir. Desperately, Matrinka and her friends had sought a solution and, eventually, had discovered the existence of an outcast uncle and his two sons. Uncle and eldest son had died accidentally, leaving only Griff.

“Yes.” Captain answered a question Kevral’s musing had forced her to forget. “The elves fashioned the assassinations. It was their belief that creating chaos in the high kingdom would cause all of mankind to fail. I was the lone voice on the council who argued against it.”

“Their belief?” Tae spread his fingers, a gesture suggesting anything next spoken should seem too obvious. “They were right.”

“Coincidentally,” Captain admitted. “They didn’t know about the staff-test or Béarn’s ruler being the central focus of neutrality. They just assumed humans would prove as consistent as elves and that striking down the highest leaders might force the collapse of human society.”

Tae whittled Captain’s point to its simplest reality. “In other words, they didn’t realize humans come in lots of different types, with different ideas and different beliefs.”

Rantire nodded vigorously. “I’d gotten that pretty well figured out by the questions they asked me. I didn’t think they’d ever realize they could get the information I wouldn’t give them if they just found someone dishonest enough to betray mankind for money.”

The implications of Rantire’s words alarmed Kevral. “But they did? Eventually figure it out, I mean.”

Rantire scowled. “A prince named Xyxthris sold out Béarn without remorse.”

Matrinka gasped. “Cousin Xyxthris? He wouldn’t.” She shook her head so hard her thick black hair flew. “He would never turn against Béarn.” She looked directly at Rantire. “Surely they got the name wrong.”

Rantire shrugged, granting no more quarter than she would in a battle. “If you heard those elves bandying about their million-syllable names, you wouldn’t consider the possibility.”

Kevral rescued Matrinka from Rantire’s ire. “Is there another prince with a similar name?” It seemed unlikely. The sibilance and coarse-sounding consonants would never become popular.

Matrinka lowered her head and shook it slowly. “None of my cousins would do such a thing.”

“The staff-test,” Kevral reminded. “It damaged you, and you’ve had a mission to concentrate on. There’re people with a lot less inner strength than you, heirs included.”

Matrinka said nothing, head still sagging.

Tae settled back into his crouch, eyes narrowed and gaze directed at Griff and Rantire. “What I don’t understand is why they kept these two alive once they got a cooperative human.”

Rantire answered first. “I was surprised, too. I think I got their leader convinced Griff was more valuable to elves alive than dead.”

Captain pasted back strands of sea-wet hair that escaped his knotting. He studied the waters. “I quit the council and turned outcast over the issue of whether to keep or kill Rantire. No elf has ever done that before. Even those who most wanted Rantire executed appreciated my sacrifice. Besides, it’s not the nature of elves to kill for any reason. Until they began disposing of heirs, no elf had ever done so before.”

“They don’t eat meat,” Rantire supplied. “Or keep pets. Apparently, Alfheim had no carnivores of any kind.”

Captain gave Kevral a brief warning look that proved unnecessary. Kevral knew another reason why elves never killed, one she had promised to keep secret. When elves died of age, their souls became recycled into an infant, stripped of memory though occasionally some remembrances slipped through from previous lives. Elves never sickened. When they died of unnatural causes, their souls disappeared. If humans knew of this process, they would slaughter all the elves so that no new ones could be born. Captain had confided this detail to wring the promise from Kevral that she would kill no elves during Griff’s and Rantire’s rescue. So far, she had kept both of her vows.

“Things have changed,” Rantire warned. “At first, the elves’ torture was laughable. They fed me food I didn’t like or gave me scratchy blankets. Later, they got past whatever kept them from hurting me.” She rubbed her forearms as if they were still in pain. “Far past.”

Matrinka cringed.

Rantire finished. “I wouldn’t count on their lack of experience with killing to keep them peaceful anymore.” She glanced at Captain in an obvious attempt to separate him from the elves she despised. “At least not all of them. There seem to be good elves and bad elves, just like humans.”

“Now, perhaps.” Captain’s concession was noticeably incomplete. During the battle on the island, the elves had organized a spell that would have incapacitated every being capable of sleep. It would have affected many elves and all humans but would have left enough awake to slaughter Kevral and her friends. Captain had divided the elves by calling for those faithful to him to withdraw from the combined magics. Kevral believed she understood the agony that disunity had caused Captain. He had weakened the very singularity he had intended to hold intact among the elves.

Darris paced, clearly wishing to summarize and needing details he could not phrase into simple enough questions.

Anticipating his friend’s need, Ra-khir attempted to properly sequence the story and the necessary strategy. “Colbey told us Darris’ mother is dead.”

Darris’ pacing quickened.

“She was the bard,” Ra-khir explained for Rantire’s and Griff’s benefit. “The king’s bodyguard. She wasn’t sick when we left, so we have to assume there’s been violence in Béarn.”

Matrinka looked stricken, and Griff’s face lapsed into horrified creases. Mior trotted back across the gunwale, rubbing against her mistress’ hand.

Ra-khir continued, his somber expression revealing. He clearly hated acting as the bearer of bad news, no matter how easily deduced; but he saw the necessity for it. “Likely, that came on the heels of King Kohleran’s death, in a scramble for the throne.”

“But my cousins wouldn’t resort to such a thing,” Matrinka insisted.

Tae shrugged at the obvious naiveté of their companion. Though he clearly believed Matrinka wrong, he surprisingly chose diplomacy. “It didn’t have to be your cousins. We figured out no one passed the staff-test. The council knew. Others might have found out also. With all the potential heirs unworthy, that leaves a free-for-all for the throne.”

Even Ra-khir cringed at that. He had more reason than most to worry. Framed by Béarn’s prime minister because of personal differences, Ra-khir’s father moldered in Béarn’s dungeon. A coup would catch him in the middle, loyal to Béarn and her proper ascension yet considered a traitor to his own side. “There’s no way for us to know exactly what’s happened. We’ll just have to assess the situation when we get there and pay attention.”

More nods of agreement followed, but the mood of the group had chilled noticeably. Matrinka looked away, Mior’s attentiveness suggesting that her mistress cried. Even the excitement of coming battle did not penetrate Kevral’s discomfort. Once they rescued the heir, she had believed all would turn out well. Yet their mission had only raised more issues and questions, discovered enemies where none once existed, with magic humans had no experience to face or counter. The war that, until that morning, she had believed ended had truly only just begun.


CHAPTER 1

The Summoning


The goal of a warrior is not to engage in a test of strength or skill; it is to kill the enemy.

—Colbey Calistinsson



CLOUDS darkened sky that arched over Nualfheim’s forest, and the Nine of the elfin council waited for Dh’arlo’mé to speak. Excitement and rage warred within their quiet leader, dulled by a fatigue he had never known before he left the lands of elves to become the Northern Sorceress’ apprentice. Now it fogged his thoughts, trebling his irritation. Tired or not, the Nine must act immediately. If Arak’bar Tulamii Dhor, the one who called himself Captain, reached the shore, humans might soon arrive to slaughter the elves on their island. The two hundred thirty remaining elves would stand little chance against hundreds of thousands of humans.

A breeze stirred air otherwise stagnant, and rising mist speckled the elves’ hair. Dh’arlo’mé trapped his heart-shaped lips between his long fingers and fastened his single emerald eye on Hri’shan’taé, an ancient second in age only to Captain. Rumor claimed it took her fifty years to form or switch an opinion or a mood. She would prove the most difficult to goad to action.

“Fellow Elders,” Dh’arlo’mé started, “I apologize for the hastiness of this gathering.” The leader of the elves shortened the once-necessary amenities as he had done for the last dozen meetings. Once, the slowness that pervaded every action of every elf had seemed right to Dh’arlo’mé. Recently, it had become an aggravation; since the battle, it had receded almost to memory. In less than a quarter hour, the entire council had gathered and the conference began. “It is with great regret that I recommend renaming one of our own and borrowing a term. I cannot describe the crimes of Arak’bar Tulamii Dhor in our language. Words for such do not exist.”

Sixteen gemlike eyes, ranging in color from sapphire to ruby, gazed earnestly from canted orbits. Each met Dh’arlo’mé’s remaining eye, avoiding the socket empty since the battle during which elves had slaughtered Béarn’s envoy.

“I am forced to borrow from Otherspeak and call it …” Dh’arlo’mé switched to the Northern human tongue for ‘treason’ and ‘traitor.’ “… forraderi and him a forrader. Among humans such is punishable by death.”

Vrin’thal’ros broke in. “You’re not suggesting we kill one of our own.”

“Certainly not.” Dh’arlo’mé lowered his hands and flicked back fine red-gold hair with a toss of his head. “Arak’bar Tulamii Dhor cannot have many years left. When his soul leaves him, it can only return to us.”

Hri’shan’taé, She of Slow Emotions, smiled. A long time had passed since the birth of an elfin child, an event always preceded by a death.

Dh’arlo’mé swept another glance around the Nine. “I recommend we rename the outcast Lav’rintir.” The name translated to “destroyer of the peace.” “And that he be considered unworthy of trust or knowledge. I beg your forbearance in that I have already confiscated his belongings. What I found there may prove the answer to our dilemma.”

The interest level rose immediately, expressions more suited to humans than elves for their loss of subtlety. Only Hri’shan’taé maintained her mask.

“As you know, long before I became the Sorceress’ apprentice, Captain served her and her predecessors.” Dh’arlo’mé used the eldest’s chosen name since they had not yet voted on the change. He did not wait for acknowledgment. Captain’s millennia on man’s world had become common knowledge long before any of their births. Already on man’s world, he had not suffered the fires of Ragnarok, a windfall Dh’arlo’mé could not help begrudging. Surely that accounted for Captain’s sympathy toward humans. “I had believed myself the only one in possession of Wizards’ books. His collection made mine look meager.” The excitement flared again, finally overcoming fatigue. Without his own books, Dh’arlo’mé would never have found the passage that spurred him to teach the elves to direct and combine their magic and, eventually, create the gate that had rescued them from the Ragnarok. He had pored over Captain’s library with a diligence that precluded sleep. History had taught him much, including the procedure and purpose for summoning demons.

The council’s excitement went beyond facial expressions. Thoughts slipped through in a gentle murmur of khohlar or mind speech.

“I believe we all agree we cannot allow Captain’s ship to reach human lands. To do so would condemn all elves, current and future, to death.”

Tight nods met Dh’arlo’mé’s dire forecast. They had observed humans for three centuries and dreaded mankind’s swift violence. Every elf murdered left a hole never filled, a line of babies never born. Humans wasted lives like water, and yet their numbers only seemed to grow. A single elfin death was an intolerable abomination. “What would you have us do, Dh’arlo’mé’aftris’ter Te’meer Braylth’ryn Amareth Fel-Krin?” Vrin’thal’ros asked at length, using the complete name as elves always did. “We set the winds and waters against them, but they’ve sailed beyond range of our magic. We have only one ship of our own, and no one as well versed in sailing as Arak’bar Tulamii Dhor. Even should we catch up to them, they would attack us and slaughter more than one.”

Dh’arlo’mé grinned. Vrin’thal’ros had presented the dilemma perfectly, leaving only the opening he had discovered in the Northern Sorceress’ books. “We pursue them with one who travels faster than sea craft and whose strength exceeds their own. One more of chaos than ourselves. One whose ties to evil make him expendable should he fail.”

The Nine met Dh’arlo’mé’s words with silence. He suspected they conversed one to one. Khohlar allowed for broadcast to an individual or to everyone within range, nothing in between.

Finally, Petree’shan broke the silence with the obvious question. “Who could fit that description?”

“One in here.” Dh’arlo’mé drew an old book from the folds of his cloak, the cover faded except for a vivid triangle where another book had rested against it. He stroked the cloth lovingly. Portions of the text described the Northern Sorceress’ two personal summonings in frightening detail, along with the wards and bindings required to safeguard the summoner and shackle the demon to a contract. “One in here.”

The drizzle strengthened to a cold rain that battered the common house roof and drenched the autumn night. Even after three hundred years of weather, many of the elves still chose to spend the night amid or beneath the long, serrated leaves of the island’s trees. The clouds veiled stars that winked and sputtered as they never had on Alfheim, and their patterns shifted in the heavens with the changes in the seasons.

Dh’arlo’mé believed anticipation would keep sleep from him, but exhaustion wrenched away his burdens while he still studied a page of text. Nor did he awaken when others of lighter heart, who did not yet require sleep, gently slipped the book from beneath his arm to read the necessary passages. Soon, nearly every elf had weighed the danger of a demon against that of human violence. Not all might agree with their elders’ decision, but none would challenge it. The nature of elfin society did not allow it.

The morning dawned bright and clear, burning off the glaze of clouds and sparking rainbows from moisture trapped on leaves and grass. The dull tan stretch of beach seemed to dance with fire in the sunlight. Dh’arlo’mé ignored the warm tickle of sand between his toes, marching directly to the gathered elves, his chosen. He had selected these for their inherent tendency toward magic and their ability to focus spells.

Dh’arlo’mé scratched absently at the scar tissue in his empty socket. Over time, magical healing would replace the eye, but it would take two centuries to complete the process. As green as sprigs of algae spiraling in the drifts, his other eye examined Baheth’rin at the center of the cluster. She stood with her head bowed and yellow-pink eyes closed, white hair like a shroud around her shoulders. She did not join in the myriad conversations surrounding her.

Dh’arlo’mé smiled, more certain of his choice. Baheth’rin had gained much confidence and self-control in the centuries since crafting the gate between Alfheim and man’s world, barely in time to save any of them. The desperation of that moment returned to him now: the blistering heat, the acrid stench of burning flesh, and the hopeless certainty of death. He had forced himself past endurance, goading Baheth’rin, who had come closest to conjuring an escape. Desperately, he had placed the survival of elfinkind into her hands, boosting her with his own strength, shielding her with his own body, forcing encouragements past the raw, horrible screams that seemed far more natural. And she had succeeded. No individual elf had done anything so powerful or remarkable in the time since. Despite Dh’arlo’mé’s training with the Northern Sorceress, his own abilities paled before Baheth’rin’s. His power stemmed from authority and leadership, not skill.

Now, once again, the fate of all elves lay in Baheth’rin’s small hands, and she took her responsibility seriously. Dh’arlo’mé placed an encouraging arm on her shoulder. “Do you feel ready?”

Baheth’rin opened her eyes and nodded. “I spent the night reading. I’m ready.”

Dh’arlo’mé guided Baheth’rin to the shore, then gestured for the others to take their positions. The chosen ones settled into a grim semicircle open toward the sea and with Baheth’rin and Dh’arlo’mé as its centerpiece. Waves chopped the shore, foam glimmering through tide. Sunlight settled like a fiery blanket, disrupted by ripples, and the water appeared the same clear blue as the sky. The other elves gathered in a hushed crowd beyond the chosen ones, attention riveted on caster and guide.

Dh’arlo’mé turned his head to glance at the chosen. The twenty elves began a chant that rose and fell to the rhythm of the sea. It buoyed Dh’arlo’mé and, he hoped, Baheth’rin The steadiness of the sound brought solace and sharpened focus. It would amplify Baheth’rin’s spells as well as bolster her concentration. Again, she shut her eyes and lowered her head, one ear cocked to catch the first whispers of Dh’arlo’mé’s guidance.

Dh’arlo’mé obviated her need to hear, instead choosing singular khohlar. Drawing the book from the folds of his cloak, he sent the incantation that would draw the weakest of demons to them. Khohlar worked best for concepts, granting means to send a paragraph of need or instruction in an instant. Now, he slowed the process to an unnatural crawl, enunciating each syllable with deliberate care. All that Dh’arlo’mé sent to Baheth’rin, she spoke aloud. He sensed her nervousness through the backwash of their contact and struggled to maintain an aura of unshakable confidence, in her and in himself.

Gradually, a dark blotch appeared above the ocean. Dh’arlo’mé maintained his contact with Baheth’rin but fixed his concentration on that point. Cautiously, he edged knowledge of its presence into his sending, careful not to break the flow of the enchantment. Baheth’rin’s eyes flicked open, attentive to the hovering, shapeless shadow. Her head rose, her manner betraying no fear, though her mental contact told a different story. Anxiety balled beneath a thin veneer of confidence.

The chant swelled. Baheth’rin tapped its power from long habit, crafting ropelike bindings and wrapping them tightly around the darkness that was not yet a being. It seemed less black than absent of color, as if a hole had opened in the ocean sky, sucking in shadows rather than displaying pigment of its own. Suddenly, a vast sensation of horror slammed Dh’arlo’mé, upending reason. For an instant, he lost his contact with Baheth’rin. The world seemed to spiral out of control, dragging him into an endless, spinning void. Shape, form, and being rejected all meaning. He fumbled for them, sacrificing identity along with reason. Desperately, he scrambled for an anchor, finding it in sound where sight and touch had failed him. Using the chant as a lifeline, he scrambled back to law, battering Baheth’rin’s mind with images of solid entities.

When Dh’arlo’mé regained his toehold in reality, he found the darkness intensified into a formless, ceaselessly moving object ringed by glowing bands of Baheth’rin’s magic.

“Elf.” The demon’s voice crashed like the most violent storm against stone. “You called me to this world, and you will pay with your life and those of your kind.” It strained against the wards, random appendages disrupting and retreating into the soup.

Dh’arlo’mé felt the chant weaken as some of the chosen fought the urge to bolt in terror. Having grounded his own rationality, he sent a general khohlar to brace flagging reserves.

The demon laughed at Dh’arlo’mé’s efforts. “Your magic wavers. These wards are not strong enough to hold me.”

Dh’arlo’mé returned to his single contact with Baheth’rin. *Focus.* With that one word, he sent a concept of absolute dedication. The longer they held the demon, the stronger it would grow; and magic only weakened over time. He fed Baheth’rin’s next line to her, desperately fighting back his own concerns. Already the demon had alternately cowed Dh’arlo’mé, Baheth’rin, and several of the chosen. If too many wavered at once, they would lose control; and the demon would slaughter elves before starting on mankind.

Baheth’rin raised her voice, surprisingly steady. “By Odin’s law I have called you here. You must answer my questions and perform a service to the best of your knowledge and abilities.” The statement of a fact they all knew seemed frivolous formality, especially since they would not risk holding the demon long enough to bother with questions, but the books insisted on its necessity. Demons had no constraints and followed no laws except those thrust upon them.

The demon laughed, the sound as harsh and thundering as an avalanche. “What use the laws of one long dead? The forces of chaos slaughtered Odin …” Its volume rose with each word. “… as I will slaughter you!”

Dh’arlo’mé felt the catch of Baheth’rin’s uncertainty. For an instant, he thought he saw the bonds flicker, and the demon seemed to swell. It assumed human form, red eyes like fire against its sable head.

Dh’arlo’mé growled, fists white against the strain, as he channeled concepts of consolidated power to his student.

The bonds held, coiled like steel around limbs and abdomen. Baheth’rin replied with more assurance than Dh’arlo’mé expected. “The AllFather may have died, but his laws remain to govern this world I’ve called you to. And you must follow them.” She assumed a commanding demeanor that tightened the bonds until they cut furrows into the form it had assumed. The demon howled, the sound raw with ancient pain. It flickered through a parade of animal figures, none of which granted it reprieve. As a bulbous pig with seven appendages, it hissed, “Ask as you will, elf. Only hope the answers are worth the blood I’ll claim in return.”

Dh’arlo’mé’s reading had revealed the truth of its claim. If a Wizard lost control, the demon would remain on the summoned world sating its hunger for blood; and the summoner always died first. Even fully bound by wards, a demon claimed its payment for services in blood. Evil Wizards had sacrificed enemies or followers, dispelling the creatures while they consumed their proffered meal. Too compassionate to kill, the Northern Sorceress had offered her own blood, forced to battle for her life even as she banished the demon. This time, the sacrifice would prove no issue. The lives of the humans aboard the Sea Seraph would work as remuneration as well as service.

Baheth’rin returned her wards to normal, and the pig creature dissolved. The demon oozed and squirmed in its bonds. The elf’s voice remained calm. “I’ll not waste either of our time with questions. Demon, a ship recently here now sails to the west. All humans aboard her are yours, just leave the elf alive.”

The demon assumed a parody of elfin form, its eyes grotesquely slanted and the graceful musculature bloated. “I will do as you ask,” it said softly.

Dh’arlo’mé reveled in rising triumph and sensed a moment of joyous relaxation. The elves’ chant scarcely wavered an eighth of a tone, but that proved enough. Suddenly, wind slammed the ocean into wild breakers that gobbled up the beach. The sky darkened to slate, and the sun disappeared. Dh’arlo’mé battled panic that turned his thoughts to liquid, too caught up in his own scramble to lend himself to others. As if in a dream, he saw the demon flex and the bonds bow like heated metal. Baheth’rin shouted something desperate, and magical syllables spewed from her lips. The chanting became distant background, a bare hum in Dh’arlo’mé’s ears. Then, the bindings shattered, hurling hot shards of sorcery that glittered in myriad hues against the solid darkness of the sky.

The demon hurtled down upon them, all sable and claws. Seized with the urge to run, Dh’arlo’mé held his ground, though whether from paralyzing fear or courage he never knew. The demon crashed into Baheth’rin, pitching her into a wild spin. She crashed amongst the horrified chanters, most of whom scattered along with the observers. Blood splashed Dh’arlo’mé, then Baheth’rin’s agonized shrieks shattered his hearing.

Dh’arlo’mé called a frantic khohlar, urging any elf still rational to continue or join the chant. His vision became a savage swirl of black splashed red as the demon’s claws tore through its summoner’s flesh. Need brought deadly logic. Dh’arlo’mé realized it no longer mattered that others cast magic stronger and better than he did. Few could have read the sequence required to banish the creature and its murderous frenzy, and none of those seemed likely to remember it now. The first few syllables rushed from Dh’arlo’mé’s throat even as the demon shredded Baheth’rin and her screams became mindless. The third word peeled forth, then disappeared. The next would not follow. He dove for the book, knowing as he did so he did not have the time to scrabble for the page.

Dh’arlo’mé sobbed, beyond desperation. Even as his mind dismissed one strategy as hopeless, it clung to another. The banishment incantation would not come, the memory too distant in his hysteria. But another sequence flowed smoothly into conscious thought, the one of binding he had shared with Baheth’rin moments ago.

Baheth’rin lay mercifully still, tatters of skin and bloodstained clothing inseparable. The demon whirled toward Dh’arlo’mé, eyes burning, Baheth’rin’s intestines wound like a rope around hawklike talons.

Dh’arlo’mé drew a shuddering breath. There was not enough time to cast in the moment between the demon’s scarlet glare of triumph and its leap toward Dh’arlo’mé. Instead, he condensed the spell into concept, shouting khohlar at the demon. He kept the sending personal, directed at the creature, even as the semisolid blackness descended upon him. The thought scarcely left Dh’arlo’mé’s mind in time for him to tense in anticipation. He could smell its fetid breath, and a drop of its saliva burned his arm like poison. He screamed, imagining the nails rending him, his flesh yielding to their sharpness.

The hot wind of the demon’s passage raised Dh’arlo’mé’s hair, then the beast swept out to sea on leathery wings. It took the shape of a serpent, blood drizzling from its claws in pink-red droplets. Its words echoed in Dh’arlo’mé’s head, though whether aloud or as khohlar he did not care to wonder: “Bound to my summoner’s assignment, damn Odin’s corpse. But when I’m done, I’m free. And you’re next.” Its laughter boomed across the waters, and the waves seemed to shiver in response.

Dh’arlo’mé lay still several moments, his body refusing to respond. His mind raced with all the vigor his limbs lacked. His khohlar had accomplished nothing. Only the demon’s promise to Baheth’rin had brought it back under control. When it returned for him and the others, they must be prepared.

Dh’arlo’mé forced himself to rise, hid his terror behind a mask of false bravado, and headed off to gather his troops.

The Sea Seraph scudded across the Southern Sea, caressed by a gentle northerly wind. The breeze filled sails hauled taut that did not spill a puff of precious air. Blue water reflected blue sky, mirrored expanses interrupted only by white clouds above and eddies below. At the forward bow, Kevral stared out over the placid waters, enjoying Ra-khir’s presence at her side and the occasional, casual brush of his weapon-hardened hand against her own. Wind swept red hair from his stately features, floating strands into streamers. His green eyes sparkled in the sunlight, and his lips parted slightly, bowed subtly upward. Their frivolous conversation meant little to Kevral, but their closeness brought a joy she had cast aside for days. Moments like this one seemed a haven in the tempest her life had become. She could study his face forever and never tire of it or discover a flaw. The masculine ideal stood beside her and, for reasons she could not discern, wanted her. The thought of losing him for the love of an Eastern crime leader’s son seemed madness. Yet Kevral knew from experience that if she stood with Tae instead of Ra-khir, he would seem just as much her one and only choice.

Kevral’s contemplation broke the thread of their conversation, and they slipped into a comfortable silence. The wind rose, scarcely ruffling Kevral’s short locks but sending Ra-khir’s longer hair into a wild dance. A shadow dimmed the sky’s brightness suddenly. Rantire’s voice rose in alarmed question from the aft deck. “Captain, what is that?”

Softer, Captain’s reply scarcely wafted forward. “I don’t know, but I don’t like the look of it.”

Kevral and Ra-khir turned. Beyond masts and canvas, a dark form blotted the sun. A cloud, Kevral guessed, though it moved too swiftly and its shapelessness seemed to stretch and pull as she watched. Ra-khir placed a hand on her arm, the gesture polite habit. A Renshai warrior needed no protecting.

“Get below!” Captain instructed suddenly. “Safer there.”

Footsteps clattered toward Kevral and Ra-khir, interspersed with voices. She could not pick out individual words. They headed aft to meet their companions halfway while Tae climbed the companion ladder from below. Darris and Matrinka rushed toward them, Mior trotting in their wake and Prince Griff only a few steps behind them. Rantire guarded her charge’s every movement.

“Strange weather,” Matrinka explained.

Rantire herded the two Béarnian heirs below, forcing Tae back down the rungs.

A roar rolled toward them in a savage crescendo. Kevral looked up to see the shadow hurtling toward the Sea Seraph at a pace too fast for any cloud. A gust slammed the ship, rattling clamps and lines and flapping canvas crazily.

Kevral raced aft, Ra-khir matching every stride. Tae scrambled over his descending companions. Darris remained above, torn between Matrinka and the need to assist.

“I’ll watch these two!” Rantire shouted, making the decision for Darris. Kevral ignored her cousin, without judgment. Renshai fought without pattern or strategy. Kevral had made her choice to remain at the heart of any danger and Rantire to tend their charges.

Captain shouted a wordless expletive, launching himself at the lines securing the main sail. Kevral skidded across the planks to the taffrail. The thing hurtling toward them howled noises that grated through her ears, like steel scratching slate. The blue arc of sky stretched above and before them. Aft, the blackness seemed to spread from thing to horizon, as if it poisoned clouds and atmosphere where it touched. Kevral drew her sword.

Abruptly, the thing struck, hammering the Sea Seraph with a strength that should have shattered the tiny craft to matchsticks. The timbers held, but the canvas tore. A sheeting sound screamed over the cries of the creature. The ship rolled, lurching suddenly to starboard. Kevral seized the rail, keeping her feet without losing a grip on her sword. Thrown sideways, Ra-khir crashed into the jib mast, then tumbled to the deck. Captain sprinted for the tiller, too late. The Sea Seraph yawed widely, thrown broadside into the trough of the sea. “She’s broached to!” Captain shouted as waves hammered the strakes like drumbeats.

Kevral had eyes only for the dark form that had slammed into the ship. It seemed to flow like water, then solidified into a disproportionate man. Muscles clung to arms and legs like boulders, and red eyes flashed out from a bulbous, hairless head. Demon. No other word fit the creature, though logic, experience, and training defied the possibility. The creature bashed the Sea Seraph again, sending it into a wild, rollicking spin that knocked even Kevral to one knee. Ra-khir clung groggily to the mast. Darris scrabbled for purchase as he rolled across the deck. A wave smashed over the port quarter, plucking Tae over the gunwale and into the roiling sea. Water broke over Kevral’s head, soaking her. Salt stung her eyes and slicked her grip. Receding ocean sucked at her hold.

Raising her dripping sword, Kevral screamed a desperate challenge while Captain fought a losing battle with tiller and lines. “At me, demon! Any coward can fight a defenseless boat. Dare you face a Renshai?”

Captain gasped out a sob of frustration as he raced by Kevral with impressive dexterity. “Nothing but magic holding her together. Even that will soon fail.”

The sable bulk of the demon wound between the sails. A massive fist hammered the main mast. It bent and reeled but did not break. Then the creature alighted in front of Kevral. A snout grew from the otherwise human face, and a muzzle crammed with canines opened and shut with every word. “You’re nothing, trifling human. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than crush—”

Kevral sprang, sword flailing. The blade cut the dark form half a dozen times yet met no resistance. Kevral’s lunge propelled her through the demon, and she skidded savagely out the opposite side. Wet planks gave no purchase. Kevral scrabbled for balance, slamming into Darris as he finally regained his feet. Both sprawled in a wheel of flailing limbs. Kevral rolled to a crouch, only to find the demon on top of her. Its jaws splayed open, and saliva dribbled from teeth like daggers.

Kevral jerked up and aside, shoving Darris out of the way. The bite grazed her arm, pinching without tearing, and its spittle seared her flesh into a blister. “Modi!” she screamed, the Renshai battle cry naming the god of wrath. The cry brought new strength and rage. Renshai fought not through pain but because of it. She swept, jabbed, and looped. A sword that should have torn the demon repeatedly sliced harmlessly through it. Finally, Ra-khir managed to draw up beside her. His sword accomplished nothing more than her own.

The demon laughed, the sound so rich with ancient evil it raised every hair on Kevral’s body. Terror hammered at reason, but desperation and Renshai courage drove fear into oblivion. Catlike claws sprouted from the demon’s fingers, and it swept at its attackers in a patternless frenzy.

Kevral dodged and leaped, returning strikes that cleaved the black form without consequence. Ra-khir retreated, his strokes comparatively slow and clean but no more effective.

“No!” Captain ceased struggling with the ship long enough to hurl himself between the claws and Ra-khir’s face. A blow intended for the knight-in-training slashed the elf’s tunic instead. Four, bloody gashes marred Captain’s upper arm, and his sleeve hung in tatters. “Ten years each,” the elf gasped, eyes glazed with pain. “I can afford it. You can’t.”

“I can’t hit it!” Kevral shrieked her frustration as she circumvented the mast and drew the demon back toward the aft rail. The demon ignored the weaving steel that could not harm it. Soon, Kevral knew, they would tire of dodging. When they did, they died.

“Only chaos can hit chaos,” Captain explained, drawing a figure in the air in front of him. Kevral stumbled on a slick board, crashing to one knee. The demon’s fists galloped toward her, then slammed an invisible barrier that Captain had, apparently, drawn between them. A high-pitched tinkle like breaking glass filled Kevral’s ears and the fists continued their plunge toward her. Captain’s magic had gained her only the few moments she needed to scramble free.

Magic. The answer seemed obvious to Kevral, the solution less so. “Can you put some magic on the swords?”

“No.” Captain built another barrier that the demon shattered effortlessly. “That’s beyond any elf.”

The demon’s attack increased. Five more arms appeared from the mass, driving toward Kevral and Ra-khir with increased fury.

“Darris!” Kevral screamed, remembering the sword Ravn had given her cousin. “Get Rantire.”

Darris scurried amidships. The ship rolled and yawed, violently erratic. Ice-grained wind battered the back of Kevral’s neck, and she felt the gunwale touch her thigh. As three claws sailed for her at once, she threw herself sideways. The tiller gouged skin from her calf, tripping her, and she sprawled to the deck once more. The Sea Seraph pitched, ocean funneling over the stern. Water churned around Kevral, breaking her grip on the sword. Standing, she would have been ripped overboard. Now, the sea only heaved her against timbers that should have fractured long ago. Nothing but magic holding her together. Magic!

Kevral tottered onto rubbery legs, feeling the hot swish of a demon fist through the air beside her. Its roar deafened her. Her wet hands chilled to numbness, and wind tore beneath her sodden cloak. Her fingers closed over the tiller, and she wrenched at it desperately. Apparently second-guessing, Captain jabbed a latch at its back. The tiller jerked free in Kevral’s grip.

The demon’s fist caught Ra-khir a solid backhand across the mouth. The Erythanian flew over the gunwale, flailed for the rail, then plummeted into the ocean.

“Modi!” Rantire’s battle cry echoed across the deck, and she charged the demon with a bellow of fury. Her sword plowed a gaping furrow through its belly. Its shriek combined pain and rage, and it turned its attention to this new threat.

Kevral sprang from behind, banishing images of loved ones dumped into the frothing waters. Until they destroyed the demon, she could not help them. The rudder thrashed down on the demon’s head with all of her strength behind it.

The demon’s scream intensified. It stumbled forward, onto Rantire’s stop-thrust. Blood splattered from the demon, nearly as dark as its bulk. Kevral caught the beast three more blows across the head and back, driving it further onto her cousin’s sword. The demon staggered. Suddenly, it lurched backward. Its massive form slammed her against the rail. Her head snapped back, banging metal. Consciousness swimming, she slid to the deck. The demon hurtled awkwardly over her, splashing into the ocean.

“Oh, no.” Captain’s quiet expletive did not prepare Kevral for the tidal wave that followed. Water seethed, washing the planks from stern to stem. The Sea Seraph bucked and reared. As the stern smacked the water, the ship pitched over, tumbling aft over fore, dumping Kevral and her remaining companions into the sea. Kevral ducked, anticipating the weight of the craft on her head. Instead, she crashed into the sinking demon as the Sea Seraph finally surrendered to the sea. Something wooden bumped her hand. Without bothering to identify it, she jabbed, slashed, and hammered at the creature as it slipped deeper beneath the water. It did not resist. Still Kevral did not cease until her arms ached from fighting the thick constraint of water and her lungs demanded air.

Finally, battered, bruised, and exhausted, Kevral surfaced. The sky had returned to jewel blue decorated with white clouds that seemed impossibly fluffy after the battle that had taken place moments before. Stray hunks of wood swirled through the waves, but Kevral saw no sign of any of her companions. “Captain! Ra-khir! Matrinka!” Alarm flared to panic. “Griff! Hey! Can anyone hear me?” She spun desperately through the water, then bobbed, gaze blurred by salt. She saw only ocean, sky, and less rubble than she expected. “Captain!” Kevral choked seawater from her lungs, treading water and scanning in all directions. “Tae?” Her voice seemed to carry forever, without cliffs or forest to return the echoes.

Kevral looked west, the direction in which they had been traveling. The boat had flipped end-over-end across the bow which meant the remains, and the survivors, would have most likely gotten tossed eastward. The idea of heading back toward the elves rankled, but it seemed the most productive direction for the moment. She swam, strokes broad and strong, scanning for any sign of movement, any calls for help. Every fourth stroke, she shouted a name at random.

Afternoon glided into night. Moonlight sparkled through the swells. Clouds spread across the stars, and Kevral lost all sense of direction. She continued to swim, ignoring the aches that came as much from the battle as from hours of fighting ocean. She found no more pieces of Captain’s shattered craft, wondered if she had chosen her direction poorly, and vowed to head west at first light. Images of her friends paraded through her mind’s eye, worrying at her emotions and conscience. Placing the needs of the world before her own, she pictured Griff first, his raw innocence puppylike and occasionally broken by unexpected insight. His extra weight should help buoy him in the ocean, and Béarnian size and strength should serve him well for swimming. Yet those thoughts were scarcely reassuring. It was not enough to believe Griff might have survived. The balance of the universe rested upon his sturdy but naive shoulders.

Kevral pictured Ra-khir next, and her eyes brimmed with tears. She banished these with resolve. Until she knew the fates of her friends for certain, she would not mourn them. Instead, she imagined the knight-in-training struggling through the waves to rescue others. Tae came next to her thoughts, then Rantire, Matrinka, Mior, Darris, and Captain. For each, she conjured a steady, easy swim or a piece of the Sea Seraph to serve as a raft.

Fatigue caught up to Kevral in a wild rush she could not ignore. Lying carefully on her back, seeking stars through the veil of clouds, she drifted peacefully into sleep.
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