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CHAPTER 1


When a man believes he lives only once, he becomes obligated to make that one life virtuous.

—Knight-Captain Kedrin of Erythane



A SEA BREEZE RIFFLED the black bangs of Prince Arturo of Béarn, carrying the rich, salt aroma of the Southern Sea. Overhead, the mainsail fluttered restively, and a cleat drummed against the mast. The young prince rested a booted foot on the gunwale, and his two-man Renshai escort shifted with immediate and effortless grace to the rail. Should the ship lurch, should Arturo slip, should some inexplicable madness drive him to leap overboard, they would rescue him with the same swift and bold dexterity that characterized their legendary swordcraft.

Arturo studied a sea glazed with calm, the occasional puff of air chopping foamy wavelets into a rich blue span that might otherwise have passed for woven tapestry. The sailors aboard the warship worked with a leisureliness that suggested boredom, and the soldiers sat in conversational groups as they routinely sharpened and oiled their weapons. Two weeks upon the Southern Sea had revealed no sign of the pirates that had been plaguing the trading ships over the last several months. They had seen only one other vessel while guarding the docks, a cautious freighter from the East that had successfully delivered a load of spices, cosmetics, and fine fabrics to Béarn’s port.

The Béarnian ship, numbered Seven, might have seemed a dull prison to most of the men aboard her; but Arturo savored the dense salt tang of the ocean that flavored every bite of food and every breath, the rock and toss of the deck even at its most extreme, and the looming sky, whether bright sapphire and full of fiery sun or dark slate beneath a threatening network of clouds. At sixteen, he appreciated any real-life activity that rescued him from the monotonous lectures of his many tutors, the seemingly endless parade of hangers-on and malcontents through his father’s courtroom, the pretty manners of the courtiers, and the delicate, fawning tiptoeing of servants in his presence. Here, the sailors mostly ignored him, not even bothering to curb their jargon laced with saucy talk well beyond that which would gain him a severe scolding from his nursemaids and mother. The soldiers accepted his presence among them, their hygiene nonexistent and their bodily noises loud, crude, and unpardoned.

Only the Renshai maintained proper decorum, their demeanor professional and their competence unquestionable. The larger, Trygg, bore the classic blond hair, fair skin, and blue eyes that betrayed the Renshai’s Northern origins. He carried more bulk than most of his kind, all of it muscle, though it seemed not to hinder the lightning refinement of Renshai maneuvers that relied on quickness and dexterity rather than strength. The smaller warrior fit the body image of Renshai better: thin and sinewy, fine-boned, his muscles totally defined but utterly lacking in bulk. Named Gunnhar, he had hazel eyes and sandy hair, hacked functionally short. Not a strand ever fell into his eyes. Each wore a sword at his hip, the leather of the sheaths and hilts smooth with use but without a hint of dirt or darkening. Renshai tended their swords with a fanaticism most men reserved for family.

Prince Arturo considered moving to ease the watchful burden from his escort, then decided against it. The Renshai probably appreciated the need for some attentiveness. Though he knew they would have preferred charging into an army, mowing down enemies like wheat stalks before a scythe to protect him, he supposed worrying over his position and mental state proved more interesting than staring at him while he read or groomed or slept.

Arturo blinked salt-rime from his brown eyes, then ran his hands over his coarse features and generous nose, glad he did not have to worry about his appearance on board. The hems of his blue-and-gold cloak had come undone in the drenching winds of the previous day, and his broad knees poked through tears in his britches. His thick, dark hair now lay in a thick, dark snarl. At the best of times, he barely resembled the massive, well-groomed bear of a man who was King Griff of Béarn.

A shout wafted from above and forward. “Ship off the port bow!”

The conversations in the stern cut off in mid-sentence. Every man whirled toward the sound, and several rushed forward. Gunnhar and Trygg displayed no reaction, other than to look askance at their charge. When he moved, they would also, far fleeter and with a natural, delicate grace that would make all the accompanying Béarnides, including Arturo, seem massive and lumbering in comparison.

Heart pounding, Arturo lowered his foot. He turned, eager for more news from the forecastle.

The lookout did not disappoint him. Over the deck-level rumble of new conversation, he cried out clearly, “Dark sails. No standard.” His voice sank as he shinnied from the riggings, and his tone held admiration as well as a hint of fear, “Coming at a right goodly clip.” Their own sails could scarcely find wind, moving at a snail’s pace, if at all, in the quiet calm of the morning.

Footsteps pounded from below, and the night crew spilled onto the deck. Captain Jhirban waited until the last man had joined them before slamming the hatch closed with a sound like thunder. Having seized every man’s attention, he sprang onto an overturned crate with a spryness that belied his Béarnian bulk and his advancing age. Curls cascaded to his shoulders, a wind-tousled mixture of silver and black, and he wore Béarnian blue and gold, with the rearing grizzly on his chest.

Arturo glided forward to join the rest of the men, the Renshai dogging his every step. He noticed that most of the soldiers’ hands had instinctively drifted to their sword hilts and cursed his own inexperience. He mimicked their stances, but his hand fell on empty air. Three times, he reached for his broadsword and, three times, he missed. Finally, he took his eyes from the captain to look at his sword belt. No blade hung there; he had removed it while seeking a more comfortable sitting position earlier in the day.

An icy bolt of fear spiked through Arturo. He tensed to turn, when something cold poked the back of his hand. He glanced at it, recognizing a familiar engraved hilt with a brilliant sapphire in the pommel. The split-leather enwrapping it looked stiff, unhandled. He followed the bright scabbard, its tooling still deeply fresh, to the pallid long-fingered Renshai hand that cradled the sheathed blade.

“You might need this, Sire,” Gunnhar whispered, making no mention of the prince’s antics, though they surely amused him.

“Thank you.” Prince Arturo accepted the sword without a glance toward his benefactor. The Renshai’s tone was flat, but Arturo dared not face the judgmental hazel eyes. A Renshai would rather enter a courtroom stark naked than unarmed. Their parents thrust swords into their fists the instant their pudgy baby fingers could close around a hilt, and they demonstrated the same respect for their chosen weapons, always swords, that other men reserved for royalty. If a man toppled overboard at the same time as a Renshai’s sword, Arturo suspected the weapon would get rescued first.

“Sailors.” Captain Jhirban glanced around the gathering, his features squinted into wrinkles and crow’s-feet. Salt crusted his cheeks, and the sun had baked his skin into leather. “Man your positions and prepare to back up anyone who needs it, but stay out of the soldiers’ way should battle become necessary. Friendly deaths and hampered sword arms can turn the tide of a battle.”

“Aye,” the fifteen sailors chorused, scurrying to the lines and tiller, attentive to the fighting men.

“Your Majesty …”

Still fastening his sword to his belt, Arturo froze, cheeks reddening. He wished the captain had not chosen that moment to draw every man’s attention to him.

If the captain noticed Arturo’s unpreparedness, he gave no sign, continuing his speech without a hitch or interruption in the flow, “… I think you should go belowdecks. It’s safer.”

“No!” Arturo wished he sounded more like a warrior than a terrified adolescent. His maturing voice cracked at the most inopportune moments. “If that ship is manned by pirates, every sword arm is needed, including my own.”

The captain frowned, clearly preferring to continue his speech rather than wasting time arguing, yet constrained by protocol. “Your Majesty, I must insist. You’re too important to risk.”

Haunted by his earlier lapse, Arturo refused the demand. “Captain, I will not hide belowdecks like a coward while men …” He added emphatically, “… my men are fighting.” He finished clipping on his sword and gave the captain his full attention. “Go on.” He made a formal gesture that bade Jhirban to take his thoughts in another direction. “Command the soldiers.”

Captain Jhirban scowled. “Prince Arturo, you aren’t welcome on deck during this exchange. If I brought you home dead, King Griff and Queen Matrinka would have my head, not to mention my title. You will stay below.”

Arturo planted his feet firmly on the planking. “When they sent me on this mission, Captain Jhirban, my parents knew the risks. I’m trained in warfare, and I will fight.” His words and tone left no room for argument. No one knew if he would inherit the throne of Béarn; a magical test created by the gods chose the king’s successor after the ruler died or stepped down. Though Arturo studied decorum and protocol, watched his father’s judgments, and trained in policy as well as warcraft, he secretly hoped one of his sisters or half siblings would fill the future role. He preferred the outdoors to the stifling inner chambers of the mountain palace, and even the courtyard walls seemed too constraining. If he could prove himself as a warrior, they might groom him for a command position in the army or guard force instead.

“Your Majesty!” the captain admonished, tone tinged with parental authority. “I cannot allow—”

Arturo interrupted, “You can, and you will. This discussion is over.”

The captain’s jaw clamped, and scarlet tinted the sunburned cheeks.

The lookout shouted, “Captain, they’re heading to our broadside.”

Captain Jhirban’s nostrils flared. Several men ran to the gunwale to confirm the position and startling speed of the other ship. “How can it …?” he started, standing tall on his crated dais to look over his followers: soldier and sailor alike. His aura of command returned. “Come about, men! Quickly. Bring us bow to bow.”

The sailors scurried to work, attempting to move the ship though there was barely a hint of wind.

“To the oars!” Jhirban shouted.

His men responded instantly, several pounding belowdecks to obey his command.

Captain Jhirban spared only a moment to scowl at Arturo before addressing the soldiers. “Bowmen, prepare your flights at the bow and port rail. Don’t volley until I give the order.” He dashed toward the prow and its massive carved bear. “The rest of you, stand ready for a boarding. Do whatever you must to keep yourselves safe, but take a prisoner if you can do so without too much risk. We need to know who these pirates are.” He clambered onto the bear masthead while the warriors prepared. “I’m going to parley.” He added, under his breath, “Mistaken us for a merchant vessel, the gluttonous fools.”

Arturo wondered how such a thing could happen. Seven’s sails clearly identified them, with Béarn’s colors as well as her name. Even the most illiterate pirates must know the familiar blue and gold of the West’s high kingdom.

The ship lurched sideways, sweeping Arturo’s feet out from under him. He scrambled for balance, assisted by Trygg’s steadying hand. The sailors remained upright, though some stumbled, and several of the fighting men went down.

“Arturo,” Jhirban shouted, without looking in the prince’s direction, his attention glued to the sea and approaching danger. “Go below!” He did not turn to see if his command had any effect this time.

Arturo remained in position, more from adolescent stubbornness than courage, the Renshai stepping in front of him. Though not yet fully grown, he was already taller and broader than his escort and had no trouble seeing over them. The sailors scrambled to bring the ship into better position. They could not risk a broadside hit. Their eight bowmen found positions at the rail, while the swordsmen shifted uneasily at the perimeter, waiting. Captain Jhirban stood firm upon the figurehead, despite the jerky movements of the ship, appearing composed and controlled. Though fully exposed to the other ship, he was in no current danger, so long as his balance did not fail him. Every country, no matter how hostile, obeyed the rules of parley, absolutely assuring the safety of any man who came forward to talk.

Arturo studied the other ship, surprised to find he could not identify its construction. His schooling had included the crests, crafts, and colors of every country in the world, the designs of their buildings and ships among them. This ship looked like nothing he had seen before, its hull oddly angled, its planking so tight he could not identify the seams between them. A plain iron spike served as its masthead, and it carried three taut brown sails to Seven’s two.

As the ships settled into a skewed prow-to-prow position, Jhirban cupped his hands around his mouth so that his voice would carry forward. The bowmen tensed, arrows nocked but not drawn, equally constrained by the laws of the parley, unbroken for millennia.

“Hail the other ship!” The captain’s voice emerged in a deep and carrying tenor. “Are you friend or foe?”

No answer came, though the unstruck ship continued forward at its tremendous speed. The captain tensed, prepared for a retreat. If the vessel rammed them, he would surely lose his perch and, possibly, the structural integrity of his own ship.

Arturo tensed, hand tightening around his sword hilt. Bits and pieces of previously dismissed conversations drew together in one moment of stark and ugly terror. He suddenly realized that his parents had allowed him aboard only because no one expected the Seven’s voyage to be anything more than a routine patrol. Upon spotting anything suspicious, the ship had orders to return to Béarn for a hasty report. The soldiers were merely a precaution.

Apparently, the shocking speed of this encounter had caught even Captain Jhirban, a thirty-five-year veteran of the sea, by surprise. Now Arturo understood why no one had directly seen the pirated trading ships go down, despite ever-increasing onboard security. No vessel had come through an encounter intact; no man had survived to tell the tale.

The urge to scuttle belowdecks struck Arturo hard and low in the gut. His legs felt rubbery, unable to obey the sudden compulsion, and that gave him time to screw up his courage and force himself to remain boldly in place. You can do this, Arturo. You can do this.

Then, an insectlike whine filled Arturo’s ears. The captain staggered backward with a strangled noise. Something skittered across the deck, splashing scarlet droplets on the planking. Jhirban tumbled from the figurehead and collapsed, with breathtaking force, across the railing.

The prince stopped breathing.

Soldiers and sailors swore viciously, screaming their rage toward the approaching ship. Someone shouted, “Loose, gods damn it! Kill the dishonorable bastards!” A volley of arrows peppered the sea, falling short of their target. The bowmen hurriedly reloaded as the first mate screamed orders at the sailors and the second-in-command stepped in to bunch the soldiers as well.

Trained in healing by his mother, Arturo tried to run to the fallen captain, but his path was blocked by the Renshai who forced him backward with the precision of herding dogs.

Arturo froze, staring at the captain’s body, hanging utterly still across the railing except for the relentless patter of blood from his neck to the gunwale. One of the sailors picked up an object from the deck that resembled a slender arrow but glinted like silver in the sunlight and bore no fletching. The captain’s blood smudged the sailor’s hands.

“Let me help him.” Arturo attempted to slip around the Renshai. “I know some healing.” Though true, it seemed moot. He had no herbs, and every soldier knew enough to hold pressure on an open wound. Yet no one appeared to be doing so.

Trygg nimbly shifted to block Arturo again. “He’s dead.”

“Maybe not.” Arturo lunged for a hole, even as Gunnhar closed it. “I have to try.”

“He’s dead,” Gunnhar repeated. “Believe me, Sire, Renshai know dead.”

A cry sounded from the other ship, a single indistinguishable word.

“Loose!” shouted Béarn’s second-in-command.

A hail of unfletched metal shafts whined onto the Seven as the bowmen’s strings twanged. Four Béarnian bowmen collapsed as the arrows left their strings. Trygg and Gunnhar jerked Arturo nearly off his feet, Gunnhar swearing vehemently.

At the mishandling, rage flashed through Arturo, but a glance at the smaller Renshai squelched it. Blood stained his tattered sleeve, and the fingers, still clutching his sword hilt, had turned ghostly white. Despite the wound, he had managed not to drop it. Without bothering to assess the damage, Gunnhar effortlessly shifted the hilt to his left hand. “Cowards!” he screamed. “Fight fair! Face-to-face! Sword-to-sword!”

Arturo grabbed for the Renshai’s arm, intending to wrap the sleeve into a makeshift bandage. Gunnhar moved faster, charging toward the port rail, where the clang of metal striking metal filled the air. Once again, Arturo’s fingers closed on empty air, and he jerked his attention to a line of grapples hooking Seven’s rail. The remaining bowmen retreated, and the swordsmen rushed in to sever boarding lines. Heart hammering, fear balling in his throat, Arturo chased after the warriors, intending to assist.

More enemy missiles whined through the air, and the front line of Seven’s warriors collapsed, tripping up some of those behind them. Both Renshai managed to keep their feet, flying over their own men to slash down boarding enemies with perfect sweeps of their swords. Arturo ducked in, treading more carefully, intending to unhinge grapples; but the Renshai wove a web of steel in front of him, blocking his advance even as they dispatched enemies.

Others did not prove as swift or lucky. As Béarnides fell, to the volley or tripped up by falling companions, the enemy swarmed over the side. Arturo managed a glimpse through the whirling blur of Renshai steel, his own sword incapable of penetrating the protective barrier. The few enemies he saw wore tight leather helms, clots of thickly curled reddish hair escaping in places. Between leather gloves and long cotton sleeves, Arturo caught glimpses of medium-toned flesh with a hint of olive. Their swords were short, curved and serrated, and they spoke in a language he did not recognize.

Battles broke out over every part of the ship, and the commanders’ orders became lost beneath the strange war cries and shouts of the invaders, the clamor of steel, and the screams of the injured. Arturo tried to watch every direction simultaneously. He slashed at a pirate behind him, only to have a Renshai appear suddenly between them. Forced to pull his blow, he watched as Trygg effortlessly cut down the enemy, immediately moving on to the next.

Strangers and companions flopped to the deck, screaming in unmitigated agony or lying in an ominous silence. The deck became slick and crimson, every step a hazard. Arturo lunged for an enemy, only to find himself nearly skewering one of his escort. Again, he pulled the blow, this time howling in fury. “Let me fight, damn it!”

Men surged around him, locked in a combat he seemed incapable of joining.

The Renshai gave no reply, hard-pressed to their own defenses. Gunnhar’s sleeve had turned completely scarlet, and gore filled his hair. Blood ran freely from his nose and right ear, and a limp marred his once graceful movements. Trygg had lost his shirt, and his pants hung in tatters. Bits of flesh and hair speckled every part of him, and crimson rivulets trickled down his back.

Twice more Arturo attempted to join the battle, and the Renshai beat him back, tending his defense with an obsession that made them careless of their own.

“Let me fight!” Arturo howled, cringing every time a Béarnide fell. “Let … me … fight!”

Heedless, the Renshai herded him toward the hatch as the battle surged around them.

“Get …” Trygg gasped out. “… below … decks … Sire.”

It was no longer a matter of adolescent pride. Arturo knew he was going to die. They all were. Only a handful of Béarnian soldiers remained standing, fighting, and the pirates were cutting down the regular sailors with barely an effort. “No!” Arturo preferred to die hacked down by an unseen opponent in battle rather than cowering behind a barrel or a stack of unused lines.

Trygg shoved him.

“Stop it!”

The hatch creaked open, and Trygg pushed Arturo again.

Arturo staggered toward the opening. “No! I don’t want to die a coward!” He spoke words he knew the Renshai could not ignore. No insult was more vicious to them, nothing more shameful than a coward’s death.

“You’re a prince. They’ll take you alive—for ransom.”

Though true in ordinary circumstances, it seemed unlikely here. These strangers came from no known country on the continent, spoke no recognized language. Barbarians, even pirates, would not understand royal protocols and conventions any more than they had parley or colors. Soon enough they would discover that a realm warship, unlike their previous targets, carried little worth stealing; and they would likely vent their frustration on any Béarnide who survived the battle. Such as a hidden prince. Death in battle seemed far preferable to the torture fueled by the pirates’ frustration.

Without the time to explain the complexities of his thoughts, Arturo turned his stumble toward the open darkness into a deft leap over the hatch. An enemy sword slashed open his sleeve, drawing a stinging line of blood along his forearm. Arturo riposted, more from training than intent. His sword struck something hard with an impact that ached through his hands, followed by a grunt of agony. The blade stuck fast. A glint of light touched the corner of his vision, a raised, serrated blade plunging toward him. Ducking, Arturo ripped his blade free, splashing warm pinpoints of blood. An enemy collapsed in front of him, and he spun to avoid tripping over the body. Air whooshed by his cheek, as an enemy blade passed dangerously close.

Arturo waved his sword wildly in front of himself—protective chaos—while he tried to regain his bearings. Bodies littered the deck in grotesque positions, and he did not waste time with identification. Men surged around him, most red-haired invaders; and their strange blades capered through the sunlight. Several rushed to engage him at once.

A cry rose over the deck in a Renshai accent, “Modi!” It was a desperate call for the god of wrath, one Renshai usually reserved for a severe or mortal injury. “Modi!”

Arturo turned toward the sound, baring his throat to an enemy sword. Before he could think to dodge, someone flew through the clot of battle, slamming against Arturo with a force that sent him sprawling. Cold steel bit through the top of his shoulder instead of his neck, the searing pain all-encompassing. He screamed, losing track of direction, stumbling into a solid rail that drove the breath from his lungs in a sudden gasp. Beside him, Captain Jhirban’s body dangled, a ragged hole through his neck, his face bloodless, his dark eyes wide open and empty.

Panic seized Arturo in a grip like ice. I’m going to die. We’re all going to die. He had known it for some time now, but the deeper realization of all that death entailed had not struck him until that moment. Another enemy sword sped toward him. He dodged, and the blade slammed the rail with a ringing clout, the vibration aching through his body. He raised his own sword, his elbow thumping Jhirban’s corpse and rendering his movement awkward, useless. Again a sword jabbed toward him. Caught between the press of battle and the corpse, Arturo leaped to the gunwale. The sword stabbed beneath him, opening its wielder’s defenses. Arturo swept in, slamming his blade down on the man’s leather-helmeted skull.

The impact shuddered through his arms. The pirate collapsed, and the momentum knocked Arturo off-balance. He teetered on the gunwale, certain a fall in either direction would seal his doom. Swords seemed to spring at him from every direction. His equilibrium lost, he knew he would fall on all of them, skewered like a target on an army of pikes. Fear left him awash in ice, then disappeared abruptly, leaving relieved acceptance in its wake. It’s over. The pain, he knew, could not last long.

“MODI!” Trygg appeared suddenly, soaring between his charge and the sea of blades.

“No!” The sacrifice shocked and horrified Arturo. “No! No! No!”

Trygg’s body crashed into Arturo, rolling onto the waiting blades. The impact drove Arturo backward. He fell into empty air, catching a glimpse of the brilliant blue of the water before his head struck the Seven’s rail and he knew no more.


CHAPTER 2


Skill has no limits, and anything will come with practice.

If it does not, look to your own dedication and will.

—Colbey Calistinsson



THE SUN BEAMED DOWN upon the Fields of Wrath, glazing the thatch roofs of the simple Renshai cottages. In a patch of ground trampled to mud, Saviar Ra-khirsson practiced the complicated maneuvers he had learned that day in a wild flurry of svergelse. His swords pranced and twined through the air with a speed that made them appear liquid. He whirled on well-muscled legs, oblivious to the sweat trickling over his entire body. His red-blond hair grew moist, sheened with golden highlights, and droplets flew with every motion. His deadly dance was as much prayer as practice, a tribute to Modi, god of wrath, and his mother goddess, Sif. Six months past his eighteenth birthday, Saviar had finally nearly mastered the sequence of training that would allow him to be considered a man among Renshai. He had only to demonstrate his skills to his torke, his teachers, to achieve his goal; and he begged the gods for the agility and focus to pass this vital test in the next few months.

The comings and goings of Renshai around him seemed to disappear as Saviar concentrated on his task, but a nearer movement caught his attention. Something threatened off his left flank. Immediately, Saviar spun to meet another sword in the hand of his brother, Calistin. Steel chimed against steel, live and sharp. Renshai never lowered themselves to dulled or wooden practice blades. A Renshai who could not dodge quickly enough deserved to die. Renshai defense relied wholly on speed and dexterity. They shunned armor as cowardly, and even clothing or jewelry that might accidentally help fend off a blow had no place in their society. Life consisted of thrust and parry, the lethality of a blade, the music of clashing steel.

The impact vibrated through Saviar’s hand, and he found himself face-to-face with Calistin. Though only nine months younger, his brother stood a full head shorter than Saviar. Yellow hair in need of cutting flashed around childlike features that wore an expression of calm intensity. As fast as it had woven into battle, Calistin’s sword retreated and reappeared. Saviar sprang to the right, barely catching the other blade on his own. It scratched down the length to his hilt. Anticipating a disarming maneuver, he bullied forward, attempting to off-balance his smaller opponent. Calistin gave no ground, instead leaping nimbly aside. The tip of his blade flicked under Saviar’s crossguard to tap the hilt. Saviar tightened his grip, too late. The sword flew from his hand.

Saviar drew his other sword, even as he dove in to catch the weapon he had lost. Allowing it to touch the ground would gravely dishonor it. Calistin wove a silver web of steel in front of Saviar, forcing him backward, then snatched the hilt from the air himself. Now, with two weapons to one, Calistin charged his brother, his own second sword still in its sheath.

Though accustomed to his little brother’s superior skill, Saviar still found it irritating. Rejecting the mistake that had lost him battles in the past, he did not charge in anger. Instead, he focused on Calistin’s every precise, lightning movement, prepared only to defend himself. Calistin kept his own sword high, Saviar’s captured one low. His attacks came so swiftly, Saviar found himself losing track of the blades despite his concentration. He met the first blade with his own, ducking the second. Sword against sword, he used his superior strength to shove Calistin backward. The younger Renshai caught his balance with a single, delicate step. He did not even seem to shift his weight before diving in again, a blurred whirl of motion. As always, he moved with the speed of a tornado and with deadly accuracy. One sword disarmed Saviar a second time, while the other ended its course at the redhead’s neck. Bested, Saviar froze, glaring at his brother through eyes so pale blue they were nearly white, a perfect match to those of their paternal grandfather, Knight-Captain Kedrin.

“Got you,” Calistin said with maddening smugness as he easily caught the flying weapon in a hand already burdened. He now held three swords to none.

Saviar shoved aside the hovering blade at his throat and wished he could bury a fist in his brother’s self-satisfied face. Even if his parents had allowed it, he would miss. Calistin’s swift grace would make him look like a lumbering fool in comparison. “Sure, okay. You got me. Hurray for you.” He glowered at features that barely resembled his own, baby soft with blunt cheekbones and long lashes. Calistin had blue eyes, too; but his were darker, like their mother’s, and held a hint of stony gray. “Now give me back my damned swords.”

Calistin tossed the weapons, and Saviar caught their hilts as he had practiced so many times, nearly since birth. He slammed both blades back into their sheaths, his ardor for training lost.

Calistin watched his brother’s every movement. Even standing still, he seemed to exude a grace that Saviar tried his hardest not to covet. The gods had bestowed on the youngest of three brothers every possible gift that might make him the consummate Renshai. He personified quickness and agility and had achieved the sequence of skills that earned him adult status at the youngest age of any Renshai, just thirteen. He sported the sinewy, light-boned figure, the classical golden hair, fair skin, and pale eyes; and his features even bore some resemblance to the greatest Renshai in history, the hero, Colbey, who now lived among the gods. Like all Renshai, Saviar and Calistin were each named for a brave warrior who had died in battle and earned a place in Valhalla among the Einherjar; but Calistin had received the honored name of Colbey’s own father. Calistin was the best; worse, he knew it. “Renshai maneuvers rely on speed, never strength.”

Saviar continued to glare. It was an oft-quoted truth every Renshai appreciated. “I know that.”

“But you’re still trying to defeat me with size and muscle, Savi.”

It was true, which only made the words sting more. Saviar had inherited their father’s strapping build, as well as his stunning good looks; but those things seemed more curse than blessing to a Renshai. The Renshai leaders had found them worthy of the tribe, despite being half-breeds; but Saviar often thought he would have done better following his grandfather and father into the Knights of Erythane instead. His bulk fit their ranks better, and the constant attention of women embarrassed and distracted him from the swordwork that was supposed to be the only thing in life that mattered. Saviar often wondered how two boys with the exact same bloodline could wind up looking so completely different. “You’re my brother, Calistin, not my torke. My baby brother, at that.”

“Baby brother?” Calistin’s features screwed, and his hands blanched around his hilts. “I’ve been a man for nearly five years now. You’re still just a boy.”

Calistin might just as well have buried a blade in Saviar’s gut. Anger flashed through him, and it took strength of will to keep from attacking his brother. The urge to draw both weapons and fly into a battle to the death seized him, and only the words of their wise father rescued him: “A man of honor never allows emotion to control him.” Instead, he turned on a heel and stalked toward home.

Calistin’s taunts chased him, “Come on, baby brother. Have at me!”

Saviar did not look back, quickening his pace and gauging Calistin’s location by his voice. To his relief, Calistin did not follow.

“You know you want to! You’re acting like a big, old coward.”

It was the worst insult in the Renshai vocabulary. Saviar’s hands clenched to fists and his nostrils flared, but he resisted looking behind him.

“Coward! Coward! Coward!” As the chant faded into the distance, it sounded more like an echo.

Ra-khir would never allow his son to vent his rage on family, so Saviar veered away from their cottage, seeking a quiet corner where Calistin might not think to look for him. He found his solace in a sandy clearing filled with stones, shattered crates, and other bric-a-brac meant to simulate a city battle. Many a misstep had claimed the lives of otherwise competent warriors, and the Renshai practiced in all weather conditions, in darkness as well as light, on hillsides and in the thickest of forests. They spurned any weapons but swords, those forged to demanding specifications, and they learned to use either hand with equal ability. Now, Saviar lashed back into a svergelse fueled as much by fiery rage as necessity. Like all Renshai, he had learned to channel his emotions through his sword arm, skewering and slashing imaginary enemies with a speed his size belied.

But the world refused to narrow wholly to self and sword arm. Saviar found himself thinking about his other brother, Subikahn, his twin, now visiting his father in the Eastlands. It seemed a cruel twist of irony that the brother Saviar loved without reservation had shared a womb but only half his parentage, while the one who provoked him to frenzies shared every droplet of blood.

As a child, Saviar had never questioned this oddity. For the first seven years of his life, the journey to the Eastern high kingdom in Stalmize to visit Subikahn’s father had seemed like a normal and expected vacation. The entire family had gone, Kevral taking over her sons’ weapons training en route and while they stayed at the castle.

Saviar remembered it as a paradise. Though sparsely furnished compared to Castle Béarn, and lacking the murals and carvings, it felt huge and strangely homey. Subikahn’s father, King Tae Kahn, was a small, dark, wiry man with the dexterity and speed of a Renshai who enjoyed romping on the floor with the boys. He seemed more like a friend than a father and indulged them with sweets and toys. He had a constant companion, a silver tabby cat who put up with the children plucking at her ears and yanking her tail without clawed retaliation. When his family’s responsibilities to the knights and the Renshai forced Subikahn to make the trips alone, with only his torke, Saviar found himself missing the Eastern king and castle nearly as much as he did his twin brother.

Now, Saviar launched into a wild sequence of thrust, slash, and parry, his mood evened by exertion as well as his memories of happier days. Later, he had learned Tae had a dark and dangerous past, upon which his parents refused to elaborate. Only then, Saviar began to wonder about the numerous scars the king carried on his body, including lethal-looking gashes on his forehead, across his chest, and directly over his heart. “Scars are a warrior’s badges of honor,” the Renshai often stated, yet Tae never considered himself a competent or deliberate fighter. He dodged questions about old wounds with self-deprecating humor and tried to hide them beneath his clothing.

A blur of gray was Saviar’s only warning. He barely twisted in time to rescue his hilt from another disarming. Instead, the tip of Calistin’s blade tore his sleeve and cut a fiery line along his forearm.

Damn that little bastard! The curse rose to Saviar’s mind without thought or reason. In truth, Calistin was the only brother of the three who was legitimately born.

Calistin drove in without apology. “Pay attention, Savi!”

Saviar retreated, mindful of the practice field debris. He needed a moment to get his bearings, to measure an opponent he already knew too well. “Leave me alone, you annoying little—” Forced to defend another lightning strike, he let the insult go, weaving both swords around Calistin’s one to protect his throat and chest.

Calistin laughed. “You should be prepared for anything, anytime.” His blade skipped circles around Saviar’s, then drove through a nonexistent opening. “Enemies don’t wait until you’re in the mood.”

Saviar managed a hasty riposte that saved his gut. “You’re …” He slashed for Calistin, swords cutting empty air, only to find the tip of his brother’s blade in his face. “… my only …” He batted the sword downward. “… enemy!”

Calistin’s sword blazed up faster than Saviar could block, straight for his groin. Demons! Saviar dove, rolling. Stones and rubble jabbed his back, aching through his right hip. He came up in a crouch, still clutching his swords, barely fast enough to bat aside Calistin’s next attack in time.

“You’re already dead, by rights.” Calistin let Saviar know he had pulled at least one blow. Though Renshai sparred with live steel, it was the better warrior’s job to weigh his opponent’s skill and pull life-threatening strikes. It would humiliate a torke to kill a student by accident. Every Renshai strived for complete control of every motion, and the sword was merely an extension of the arm. “I let you live.”

Enraged, Saviar lunged at Calistin. “Don’t do me any favors!” He chopped for his brother’s neck, and the left leg a moment later.

Calistin spun aside with ease, dodging both attacks and returning one of his own. This one touched Saviar’s chest in clear warning. With any power behind it, the blade would have cut bone like butter.

Fatal, Saviar realized. Seething, he came to an abrupt halt. “All right, you killed me. Happy?”

“No.” Calistin performed a swirling svergelse with the grace of an angel, a golden blur of lethal power. Even Saviar found himself staring wide-eyed until the blade licked free from its pattern and sped toward him once again.

Believing the battle finished, Saviar scrambled backward in time to redirect the strike. As he swept in for the riposte, he pleaded. “Please, Calistin. I want to be alone.”

Calistin wove between the two blades. “Your enemies won’t care what you want.” He managed three perfect strikes as he spoke.

Saviar sheathed his right-hand blade, blocking only with the other. He was a competent swordsman, capable, like nearly all Renshai, of taking on three warriors from any other culture. Against his little brother, however, he felt like a hopeless clod. He set himself strictly to defense, fending each blow with his sword and biding his time for an opening. When it came, he lashed through it with his bare hand, intending to surprise his brother with a clout on the ear. Instead, his fist glided through empty air, and Calistin used Saviar’s own momentum and a well-placed foot to send him sprawling onto a deadfall. Breath dashed from Saviar’s lungs, bark scraped his lips and knuckles, and the flat of Calistin’s sword crashed across his shoulder blades.

“Once again, Savi, you’re dead.”

Pain ached through Saviar’s mouth, and he tasted blood. As he fought to suck air into his suddenly empty lungs, the urge to throttle Calistin became an all-consuming obsession.

“Get up,” Calistin demanded.

Saviar’s throat finally spasmed open, admitting air. Through it all, he had managed to keep hold of his sword, the pattern of the knurling ingrained against his palm. He did not yet trust himself to speak. He drooled out a mouthful of scarlet spittle. “Leave me alone,” he finally managed.

“Saviar, it’s important you know—”

Saviar rose, whirling on his brother. “By Sif and Modi, go away, Calistin. Leave me alone, or I’ll …” He could not finish. A thousand possibilities whirled through his mind, but he had to discard all of them. Violence would never succeed against Calistin, and the only things the younger man owned that mattered to him were his swords. Saviar could do nothing to harm his little brother in any way, and that had nothing to do with honor, morality, or even love.

“But …” Calistin sheathed his sword and stared at his brother. The last dying rays of sunlight struck golden highlights from his hair, and he appeared tiny, almost frail. Though nearly eighteen, he still had the proportions of a young boy: skinny with an oversized head, short torso, legs, and arms. Large, blue-gray eyes studied Saviar from baby-round features. He looked more like a lost child than a Renshai warrior. “… I’m just trying to help you …”

Saviar wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, smearing a line of blood across his sleeve. He sheathed his second long sword and emphasized each snarling word, “Just. Leave. Me. Alone!” He turned his back on his brother, a sign of grave disrespect, a gesture Renshai used to convey that an opponent had so little skill that even a surprise attack from behind was no threat. At the moment, Saviar would rather die than turn, even if Calistin did assail him again. He strode blindly toward the family cottage, not caring if his brother followed.

The sun crept further toward the horizon, leaving a spray of colors across the sky that Saviar ignored. For the moment, anger would not allow him to enjoy anything, no matter how magnificent. He wove through the crude dwellings to his own, then crashed through the door and into the common room and its familiar sparse furnishings. He slammed the door behind him. Only then, he verbalized his rage, “I swear from the highest mountaintop, to every god listening: I am going to kill my little brother!”

Kevral appeared in the doorway separating the two main rooms. Though in her mid-thirties, she appeared a decade younger. If any silver had entered her short-cut locks, it remained hidden amid the white-blonde strands. Despite two pregnancies, she still had a thin, almost boyish, figure. She held a cleaning rag in one callused hand and a vial of oil in the other. “Really, Saviar? So you’ve mustered an army?”

Startled silent, Saviar flushed. “Sorry, Mother. I didn’t know you were home.”

“You’re bleeding.” It was a statement of fact, devoid of concern. Kevral tossed the rag in a perfect arc. Saviar snatched it from the air and held it against his mouth. It smelled oily and tasted sweet and metallic. She had clearly used it to clean at least one of the swords strapped always to her waist, and Saviar could not help feeling honored. Renshai revered their swords, none more so than Kevral. She owned a weapon given to her by the immortal hero, Colbey. The other blade seemed just as extraordinary to Saviar, handed to her by an Einherjar warrior in Valhalla named Rache. The latter blade even had a name, Motfrabelonning, meaning “Reward of Courage,” though it had once borne the name Tisis, “Vengeance.”

Saviar explored the wound as he staunched the bleeding. It seemed to originate from his lips, which now felt torn and puffy. Blood also welled from the slash across his forearm, staining his opened sleeve.

“You were talking about Calistin, right?”

Saviar blew his nose into the rag, glancing at the result to ascertain that it was not also bloody. He was the oldest, by only a few moments in Subikahn’s case, and definitely the largest of the three brothers. “Who else?”

Kevral smiled. “Then I was right. You would need an army to kill him.”

“I suppose.” Saviar had no wish to discuss Calistin’s prowess with his proud mother. “Where’s Father?”

“Drilling.” Kevral referred to the knight training.

Saviar tried to sound casual. The Renshai considered Ra-khir a mediocre swordsman, but Saviar had watched his father duel on the Bellenet Fields with many different weapons and impressive skill. It was a guilty pleasure. Most Renshai disdained the Knights as semicompetent warriors wedded to a rigid and foolish code of honor, even as the rest of the Western populace admired them. Subikahn smiled tolerantly when Saviar spoke of his father’s ability and passion, listening politely though he clearly did not share Saviar’s ardor. Since the Renshai leaders had recognized Calistin’s skill at age six, they kept him so immersed in Renshai swordwork that he had lost all interest in anything else, including his father’s talents. By decree, no one bothered Calistin. He had no responsibilities, no chores, and no distractions. He was expected to practice sword form and craft every waking moment, with or without the guidance of the best Renshai torke.

Rag still clutched to his face, Saviar ran back outside. The sun had set, leaving the Fields of Wrath awash in gray; but the sounds of clashing steel still dwarfed every other. Though anxious to reach the Knight’s tourney field in time, Saviar kept his step careful and attentive. To blunder into a mock battle might result in an ignoble death, and he also worried about Calistin finding him again. One more encounter with the arrogant, little brat might set Saviar over the edge into a madness he could not control.

But no one accosted Saviar as he dashed across the Road of Kings, lined by flawless carvings of bears and statues of the legendary, ancient King Sterrane. Moonlight lit glimmers of quartz in the stonework, making them appear to glow, and Saviar shivered in the cold evening air. Renshai never admitted fear, but Saviar and Subikahn had whispered their childhood trepidations to one another and once avoided those massive memorials. Béarnian carvers had a talent for making their creations eerily lifelike; and, in the darkness, they seemed to move.

Saviar needed only to cross a farm field to enter the town proper, but he chose a shorter route to the Bellenet Fields that took him through the forest. Leaves sloshed beneath his feet, saturated into soup by winter snows, now melted by the thaw. The first green buds graced the tips of some of the otherwise naked branches. The birds had gone to nest, but a strident hoot cut the air directly over his head, warning the animals of a human intruder.

Saviar looked up, at first seeing nothing. Then, suddenly, a massive feathered head whipped around to reveal two glaring eyes, like freshly washed dinner plates. A ghostly form rose soundlessly into the air, resembling a small boy in size and shape. An owl, Saviar realized, watching it disappear into the darkness. He had often considered owls the Renshai of the animal world: swift and graceful, silent and deadly. He quickened his pace. If the night creatures had come out of hiding, it seemed unlikely he would reach the practice grounds in time.

Saviar raced from the forest onto open ground, startling a ground dove into whirring flight. There, he found only the hulking figures of tourney fences. No man or animal stood upon the fields. Damn. He started to turn to leave, but need held him in position. He could not return to the Fields of Wrath now, not with Calistin waiting to pounce on him and his mother still lauding her youngest son’s skill. Saviar could never admit to Kevral that, sometimes, not too often, he wished he were anything but Renshai. To speak such words would wound her deeply.

Instead, Saviar headed toward the Erythanian stables where the Knights of Erythane kept their horses. Since the day he had earned the title Apprentice Knight, Ra-khir had insisted on tending to his own white charger. He trusted no groomsman to do as thorough a job on his beloved and hard-earned Silver Warrior.

Unlike the Fields of Wrath, the streets of Erythane lay deserted after sundown. Smoke rose from the cottage chimneys, and the savory aromas of cooking meat, grains, and breads filled the empty spaces. Saviar’s gut churned with excitement. Renshai practiced hungry and thirsty or on a full stomach, all conditions that might exist in a real battle. They rarely ate as families, instead snatching mostly raw foodstuffs from communal stocks as the urge struck them. No Renshai knew how to hunt or fish, how to tend vegetables in small plots or massive farms. It was all time better spent honing swordcraft or cleaning and sharpening blades. Every moment dedicated to swordplay meant an improvement in ability or endurance. Every one given to cooking, sleeping, talking, playing, or resting was considered wasted.

At length, the familiar shape of the stable came into Saviar’s view. Not much farther along, he saw the Knight’s Rest, a high-scale tavern that catered to the upper class. Many of the unmarried knights gathered there after a grueling day of drills, and Ra-khir sometimes joined them. If Saviar could not find his father in the stable, he might at the Knight’s Rest. At the least, they could walk home in the darkness together.

Upon reaching the stable, Saviar poked his head inside. The sweet, distinctive odor of horses wafted to him, and the snowy forms of the knights’ chargers showed vividly against the darkness. One of the animals nickered and snorted, the sound rising over the background din of crunching hay. Letting himself inside, Saviar walked quietly down the row, stroking whichever heads rose to look at him over the half-doors of their stalls. He paused longest in front of his grandfather’s mount. Ten years old, Snow Stormer bore the same name as his predecessor, a tribute the mischievous stallion had not yet earned. Saviar had watched, fascinated, as Knight-Captain Kedrin mourned the loss of the animal that had borne him through so many journeys, practices, and battles during his then-twenty years as a Knight of Erythane. Accustomed to Renshai, Saviar had never before seen a grown man cry.

A shrill whinny shattered the near-stillness from halfway down the second lane, followed by Ra-khir’s voice. “Give me that, you rascal!”

Saviar smiled and quickened his pace, tucking the bloodstained rag into his belt and knotting his tattered sleeve. As he turned the corner, a lantern-lit Silver Warrior prancing an excited circle, a fancy hat with an arched plume perched precariously upon his head. Ra-khir watched the horse’s antics, still dressed in his practice uniform, damp and covered with dirt. He held a brush white with horsehair in one hand and a rag in the other. His red-gold hair lay in hopeless disarray, sweat-plastered and smashed in patches where the hat had once perched jauntily. Even the look of consternation could not mar the rugged handsomeness of his features: eyes the green of polished emeralds, his features bold and chiseled, his cheekbones high and fair. Saviar never considered himself good-looking; yet, when he took the time to study his father’s features, it startled him to think he closely resembled this paragon.

“You’re a bad, bad horse.” Ra-khir’s gentle admonishment held none of the seriousness of his words.

“Either that,” Saviar said, leaning against a nearby stall, “or he’s an embarrassingly disheveled Knight of Erythane.”

Ra-khir jerked toward his son, and his cheeks flushed visibly, even in the darkness. He smiled warmly, revealing a row of teeth that matched the brilliant fur of his steed. “That description would fit either of us.” He indicated his muddy, crumpled uniform with an all-encompassing gesture. “My father would kill me if he saw me this way.”

Saviar grunted, knowing better. “If that were true, we’d have burned your pyre long ago.”

Ra-khir snatched for his hat, caught it, and placed it on his own head, apparently oblivious to the hay stalks this added to his locks. “You’re right.” He sighed, then shrugged. “Can’t fathom how all the others manage to look perfect all the time.”

Saviar helped his father back Silver Warrior fully into his stall and close the door. “Well, for starters, they don’t roll around in straw and feces playing with horses.” The conversation remained at the level of shallow banter. Saviar noticed that happening a lot more in the last year. As a child, he had never worried about looking foolish or silly in front of his father; he had plunged into the most embarrassing topics without a moment’s hesitation. Now, as a budding adult, he tended to weigh his words and worry about their effect. It felt like everyone, even his parents, was judging his every utterance and action. Saviar pulled a stem from his father’s hair and handed it to him.

As Ra-khir claimed it, Silver Warrior arched his neck over the partition and delicately wrested it from Ra-khir.

Ra-khir shook his head as the stalk disappeared into the horse’s mouth. “That’s right, Warrior. That particular piece of hay is the best one in the entire barn.”

“Apparently.” Saviar also watched the horse eat, loath to allow his thoughts to return to the Fields of Wrath. He loved these moments alone with his father and wondered why he could remember so few from his childhood. “Are you finished here?”

“Just.” Ra-khir wiped his hands on the rag, then hung it, and the brush, on a nail outside Silver Warrior’s stall along with his halter, comb, and curry. He turned to face Saviar directly, showing no sign that he missed the opportunity to relax with his peers in the Knight’s Rest. “Now what can I do for my beloved oldest son?”

Saviar shrugged, not certain himself what he had expected. More than anything, he just wanted some alone time with his father. “Nothing, really, I—”

Ra-khir gave his full attention to Saviar. He would allow no horse or human to steal this moment. He nodded for Saviar to continue.

Uncertain how to phrase his thoughts, Saviar blurted out, “Is it immoral to hate one’s own brother?”

Ra-khir’s lips went tight, as if he fought a smile. He would not belittle his son. “Is this a general ethical question? Or are we talking about Calistin?” As Silver Warrior reached for his hat, Ra-khir stepped aside, then moved several paces toward the front of the stable. There, he found a hay pile protected from the floor’s dampness by a hatch-work of crate slates. He motioned for Saviar to sit.

Saviar walked to the indicated spot and crouched amid the slats. His Renshai training would not allow a less defensible position, even in the presence of no one but his father. “How do you know I didn’t mean Subikahn?”

“Lucky guess.” An unusual hint of sarcasm touched Ra-khir’s tone. He sat beside his son. “What did Calistin do … this time?”

Now the words came pouring out. “He won’t leave me alone. He’s constantly badgering me, acting like my torke instead of my smug little brother.” Saviar knew Ra-khir would not approve of his insulting a loved one, but he found himself incapable of stopping, “He’s so damned conceited. He thinks he’s the best swordsman in the world.”

“Isn’t he?”

Saviar scowled. “Are you taking his side?”

Ra-khir’s brows rose in increments. “As far as I’m concerned, there are no ‘sides’ in this family. I’m only asking for a simple truth.”

“Maybe,” Saviar grumbled. “But he doesn’t have to keep shoving it in my face.” He mimicked Calistin’s childlike voice, “Stop trying to use your strength against me … Renshai don’t do that … you’re doing this wrong … I’m a man, and you’re not …”

Ra-khir nodded sagely. “That’s what it really comes down to, doesn’t it?”

“What?” Saviar said guardedly, suspecting he would not like his father’s next words.

“You’re … jealous?”

“No,” Saviar said, too quickly. Then, after a moment of contemplation, “Well, maybe.” He added in his defense, “I wasn’t. Not at first. I was really proud of my little brother. I mean, a man. At just thirteen.” He shook his head in genuine admiration. “He’s amazing.”

“Yes, he is.” Ra-khir encouraged, “What changed your feelings?”

“Calistin.” Saviar could not take the edge from his tone as he spoke the name of his tormentor.

When nothing followed, Ra-khir said, “I need more.”

Saviar bit his upper lip, suddenly ashamed about raising the subject. Ra-khir was as much Calistin’s father as his own. An attack upon one’s child required a defense, regardless of the accuser. “I’m sorry, Papa. I’m putting you in a difficult position.”

Ra-khir smiled. “I’m a Knight of Erythane married to a Renshai. I live for difficult positions.”

Saviar also grinned. “Clearly.” He loved his mother with all his heart, but he also knew how challenging she could be, especially for a man of such high and exceptional honor. As his own thoughts began turning to women, Saviar had taken to wondering how Kevral had managed to entice not just one good man, but two, to care so deeply for her. Subikahn’s father had also once proposed, and the rumor was that she had so badly broken his heart that he refused to court again. Only the Renshai trained its women, as well as men, to warcraft; and the ferocity of Renshai women confused and frightened most ganim, the word Renshai used to refer to outsiders.

The enduring relationship between his parents confounded most people, but never Saviar. Usually a relentless taskmaster of a torke, Kevral softened visibly in Ra-khir’s presence, and he never failed to make her smile. In the privacy of home, and on voyages beyond the Fields of Wrath, they held hands like adolescents in the throes of first love. The knight still called his wife the most beautiful woman in the world, with clear and undisputable sincerity, no matter how sweaty and dirt-streaked she appeared. The looks they gave one another defined love in its purest, rawest form; and it spilled out to encompass their entire family.

“So,” Ra-khir pressed, not as easily sidetracked as his son. “What about Calistin changed your feelings?”

Saviar knew generalities would not suffice. His father would need some indication that he had thought through the matter and had a legitimate concern. “I guess it’s his decision to keep smacking me in the head—and not just with the flat of his sword. He actually uses his accomplishments to … to demean me.”

“Is it possible you think Calistin does well only to make you look bad?”

Saviar did not believe it had become so specific and personal. Sometimes I wonder if he doesn’t do well just to make everyone look bad. He kept the thought to himself. Voicing it would make him sound petty and childish. “Not at all. I don’t even mind him crowing about his achievements. It’s not modest, it’s not what an honorable man does, but he earned them.”

Ra-khir leaned forward and nodded encouragingly.

“But does he really have to tack on how little I’ve accomplished in comparison?”

“Of course not.”

“I’m trying to concentrate on the maneuvers I need to know for my testing. If he would at least distract me in ways that help me perfect what I need to know, instead of constantly trying out his new inventions and interests or things to improve his own swordwork.” Saviar studied his father’s features to ascertain how Ra-khir was handling this information. As he appeared reflective and interested, Saviar continued, “Under the guise of helping me, he’s only helping himself. And undermining my confidence.”

Ra-khir wiped his forehead with the back of a gloved hand. Like all of the knights always did, he wore the blue and gold of Béarn as well as the black and orange of Erythane. “Have you told Calistin this?”

Saviar turned his gaze to his own hands, the nails filthy and broken. Blood traced the creases of his right palm. “I’ve tried.” He sighed. “Papa, I love him because he’s my brother. But, if he weren’t, I don’t think I’d even like him.”

“Does anyone? Outside of our family, I mean.”

The question caught Saviar off his guard. He looked up to meet his father’s emerald gaze. “They all think he’s awesome. The ultimate Renshai. The Colbey Calistinsson of our time.”

“But do they like him?”

“I …” Saviar did not know how to answer. “I … don’t … really know.” He tried to divine his father’s purpose in asking such a question. “Does it matter?”

Ra-khir’s brows rose. “To Calistin, it probably does.”

“Maybe.” Saviar was not so sure. Calistin did not seem to care what others thought of him personally, so long as they envied his sword skill. “Papa?”

“Hmmm?”

“How can two brothers be so completely and utterly different?”

Ra-khir laughed. “How similar are you and Subikahn? And you’re twins.”

Ra-khir had essentially made Saviar’s point. “Subikahn and I are half brothers, actually. And, yet, we’re still more alike in personality than either of us is to Calistin. And we’re close enough in age to practically be triplets.”

Ra-khir shrugged. “Look at the princes and princesses of Béarn. They’re as disparate as Béarnides get.”

Once again, Ra-khir appeared to be arguing the wrong point. “But, Papa, they have three different mothers. And some have a different father, too.”

“What?” The word was startled from Ra-khir.

“Prince Barrindar and the princesses, Calitha and Eldorin are King Griff and Xoraida’s children. Princess Ivana Shorith’na Cha-tella Tir Hya’sellirian Albar …” Saviar prided himself on knowing and pronouncing the full elfin name, though the populace knew her only as Princess Ivana. “… is the offspring of King Griff and his elfin wife. Princess Marisole, Prince Arturo, and Princess Halika are Queen Matrinka’s children. All three of them were clearly sired by Bard Darris.”

Ra-khir’s tone turned stiff. “That’s not common knowledge, Saviar.”

“I’m not speaking it commonly.”

“You won’t?”

“Of course not. Was I raised by fools?” Saviar turned his father a wicked grin.

Ra-khir released a pent-up breath, ignoring the question. Addressing it would require him to defend or damn his own intelligence. “Who told you?”

Saviar rolled his eyes at the ridiculousness of the query. “Anyone with a reasonable education knows how the bardic curse gets passed. The bard’s heir is always the firstborn child of the bard. In this case, Marisole.” He shrugged. “Once I realized that, I started looking. Only Halika didn’t inherit Bard Darris’ snout—”

“That’s not nice, Saviar.”

Saviar ignored the interruption to finish his reasoning. “—and she’s too normal-sized to be the product of two massive Béarnides.”

“Queen Matrinka is not massive. She’s—”

“—big-boned and curvaceous,” Saviar finished. “My point stands.” Suddenly realizing his father had sidetracked him, Saviar added, “Both of them. Brothers of full blood should not be as different as Calistin and me.”

Ra-khir said nothing for several moments, which surprised Saviar. The older man could easily argue that the physical resemblance between Saviar and Calistin was real enough that complete strangers sometimes recognized them as relatives. Saviar knew plenty of examples in his own life of siblings who bore few or no similarities in appearance or temperament. An intelligent boy with a dupe for a brother. A runaway-wild girl with a painfully timid sister. Saviar even knew a set of twins, one with striking dexterity, the other laboriously clumsy. Mothers seemed to love comparing their children to one another, sometimes labeling them as the pretty one, the obedient one, the nice one. Siblings often turned out remarkably different, yet Ra-khir did not resort to these familiar examples. Either Saviar’s deduction about the royal siblings utterly disarmed him, or he was hiding something else.

The latter thought raised Saviar’s suspicions. “You know something about Calistin, don’t you?”

Ra-khir answered with a touch of defensiveness. “I know everything about Calistin. He’s my son.”

“Something,” Saviar pressed, “that you haven’t told either of us.”

“I have told you,” Ra-khir said in a flat tone, “everything I can tell you.”

He was hiding something, yet Saviar knew no amount of weaseling or cajoling would bring it to the fore. Ra-khir’s honor would never allow him to do anything his word bound him against. Continuing in this vein would only upset Ra-khir at a time when Saviar wanted his father’s assistance and empathy. Instead, he found himself uttering a self-imposed secret he had never spoken aloud, “Papa, sometimes I wish, I mean, I think I wish, I wasn’t … Renshai.”

Ra-khir closed his eyes. The words clearly hurt him.

“Are you all right?”

Ra-khir’s lids snapped open, and he smiled, though it looked forced. “I’m fine, just worried about you. You’re unhappy with the life your mother and I chose for you?”

Saviar hurried to undo the damage. “Not unhappy, Papa, no. I mean I love the swordwork, the religion, the history. I just … sometimes … I’d just like to do … other things.” He added belatedly, “… too.” He laughed at his own suggestion, dismissing it. “Ignore me. It’s the intensive training that’s made me what I am. I just want it all, I guess. No one could become a knight and a Renshai.”

“A knight?” Ra-khir’s forced grin turned genuine, almost wistful. “You want to be a Knight of Erythane?”

Saviar laughed again. “Silly, huh? The huge amount of training involved in either would preclude the other.”

Ra-khir gave no answer.

“Right?”

“Well,” Ra-khir said hesitantly. “I would think so. And yet …?”

“Yet?” Saviar encouraged.

“There is someone who is both.”

Startled silent, Saviar stared. He knew of no other Renshai who would even consider the staid, stuffy life of a knight, filled with long-winded ceremony, multiple weapons’ training, and stifling ethics. His father’s use of the present tense, however, suggested the man he spoke of currently lived. It was not some hypothetical historical figure. “Who?” he finally managed.

“You’ve clearly studied,” Ra-khir said, finally regaining the upper hand. It was also a subtle, probably unintentional insult to Calistin. The youngest son, bound to a life of relentless swordwork, would never manage more than a basic education, mostly Renshai language, history, and tradition. “This one, you’ll have to figure out for yourself.”
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