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Introduction

The ebook version of this novel was published just a few months after Christopher Stasheff passed away.  In a way, that's what he wanted.  Let me explain...

When I was a teenager, creating my own imaginary worlds, characters, and dramas and wondering how to wrap up my stories, I asked my father how he planned to end the Warlock series.  He described (in broad strokes) the basic plot of this novel, but then he said something else interesting: he wanted to write the manuscript for the last Warlock book, lock it away in his safe deposit box, and have it published after he died.

I thought that was a pretty cool idea.

Unfortunately, life didn't work out that way.  After about thirty years, not only had Chris finished writing all the novels in the Warlock's Heirs and Rogue Wizard series, but both sales and interest in the long-running Warlock series was dwindling.  Not sure if his readers (let alone his publishers!) would have the patience to wait a few decades for the last book to wrap up the series, Chris decided to go ahead and write the last novel while he was still sure it would get published.

It turned out to be a good thing he did, because a few years after The Warlock's Last Ride was printed, Chris was diagnosed with Parkinson's Disease.  In the last decade of his life, the short-term memory troubles made it difficult for him to write anything longer than an essay.  Worse, by the last few years, he'd lost so much motor control in his hands that he couldn't even type anymore (a terrible fate for an author).  And, of course, only a few months ago complications from Parkinson's Disease ended his life.

Still, I think we're all glad circumstance, life, and luck resulted in Chris writing this final novel earlier than he planned—and, as it turned out, while he still could.  He may not have had the paperback published posthumously as he initially wanted, but at least the ebook's release timed out well with his original plan.

This novel is essentially the capstone of Chris's fiction writing career, simultaneously wrapping up the Warlock of Gramarye, Warlock's Heirs, and Rogue Wizard series.  It seems fitting, even poetic, that both Chris and his cherished characters—Rod, Gwen, and Fess—should go out together.

I hope you enjoy his last story.

 

— Edward Stasheff, 2018





	





PROLOGUE

 

The concert master waved his bow to tie up the last note, and the orchestra fell silent.  Then the organ began its murmur, stumbling now and then, causing Rod to bite his lip.

Gwen placed her hand over his.  "Patience, husband.  The musician had other matters arising in his life than practicing these pieces you brought him."

"Considering he'd never seen anything remotely like Bach before, I suppose he's not doing a bad job," Rod admitted.

They stood at the back of the cathedral in Runnymede, waiting for their entrances.

"Think instead upon how well our sons look."

Rod looked up at the three tall young men standing at the side of the sanctuary, his sons and their lifelong friend the crown prince, resplendent in cloth-of-gold doublets and gleaming white hose.  It had been difficult prying Gregory out of his usual monk's robe for the occasion, but Gwen had prevailed.  At the thought, the scene blurred, and he saw Gregory as he had been before he fell in love with Allouette and went on a crash course of bodybuilding: thin and pale, seeming almost anemic.

Then the three young men came back into focus, and Rod marvelled how much the lad looked like his muscular brother, though Gregory was still brown-haired and Geoffrey golden.

As his brother Magnus had been when he was small…

Gwen's hand touched his arm, rested there in reassurance.  "I would he were here, too, husband, healed and beside them—but we must settle for three rings, not four."

Rod covered her hand with his own, still marvelling at how clearly she could read his mind—even without using her telepathic powers.  "Just so he's healed some day, dear—and this certainly is reason enough to set my heart singing."

Nonetheless, the old anger awoke and burned—anger at Finister, the woman who had not merely broken Magnus's heart with her ferociously powerful psi powers, but mangled it, then done so again and again in different guises.  As always, though, he schooled himself to forgive, for her malice had been the result of systematic brainwashing and emotional abuse by her foster parents—agents of the futurian enemies of the royal family who sought to forge Finister into a weapon to be used against the Crown and its main support, the Gallowglass family, and had succeeded far too well—but Cordelia and Geoffrey had been proof against her plots, and Gregory, though he had fallen in love with her, had still managed to defend himself against her.  Gwen, seeing his despair and knowing how deeply her execution would scar him, had examined the woman's mind in depth, seen the sweet child buried under all the machinations, found the kernel of goodness that could be nourished into health, and in a marathon, exhausting night of telepathic psychotherapy, had healed her well enough to let her see the world as it really was, to cast off the false personality her tormentors had grafted onto her and, at last, discovered the name given her as a baby—Allouette.

Gregory knew it would be a life's work helping her to develop her own true personality, but had already made great strides—so great that she had finally been willing to wed him publicly, even side by side with his brother and sister, instead of being forever content with the quiet, almost furtive, ceremony performed by a monk in a tiny village.

Trying to put the thought aside as unworthy, Rod looked around at the assemblage gathered in the cathedral, what he could see of it from the rear.  The nobility of Gramarye filled the pews—with one very notable absence.  Sadness tugged at him.

Gwen noticed.  "What sorrow?"

"That the whole family isn't here," Rod said.  "Alain's uncle and cousin should be watching him marry."

"Aye, but an attainted traitor cannot come nigh the Crown."  The thought was the one shadow on a glorious day.

Rod saw, and was sorry he'd brought up the issue.  "Maybe the kids will be able to make peace even if their parents can't, dear."

Gwen smiled at the thought, then turned all her attention toward the central doorway of the cathedral, waiting for the brides.

Guards lined the central doorway and the path to it, as much to keep the common folk from blocking the way as to protect the brides.  The commoners clustered at the other two doorways, eager for a sight of their future king and queen.  Shafts of colored light filled the air above them, a shifting array of colors from the stained glass windows along the sides of the nave and the great rose window above the choir loft.  The noblemen and their wives seemed to vie with one another for the glory and extravagance of their costumes, shifting restlessly now and then, hungry for a sight of the brides.

So was Rod.

Anxiously, he scanned the three young men waiting eagerly and apprehensively at the stairs to the altar, then turned to look back into the recesses of the foyer.  "We shouldn't have left the girls to dress themselves!"

"They have three maids apiece to help them, husband," Gwen said sternly.  "We brought them here, after all.  We can allow them some measure of independence."  Nonetheless, she was tense enough herself—poised, no doubt, to dash to answer a daughter's call, to resolve last-minute misgivings.

Then the organ broke from Bach and stilled.  The orchestra began again, a joyous but stately promenade, as the queen herself stepped down the aisle escorted by her younger son, Prince Diarmid.  She was spectacular in embroidered silk, but wore only a few gems, her notion of not outdoing the brides.  She paced the length of the aisle in stately fashion, stepped into the larger of the two carved and gilded chairs by the altar, and sat as her son went on to stand beside his childhood friend Gregory—interesting that Diarmid was best man for his friend instead of his brother Alain, who had to make do with the young Duke of Savoy.

It should have been Magnus…

Rod threw off the thought and turned to watch as the bridesmaids came down the aisle like a train of spring flowers, all members of Quicksilver's former outlaw band—and needed, for Quicksilver, Cordelia, and Allouette would all have served as each others' maids of honor, if they hadn't been marrying at the same ceremony.

Then came the ring bearer, proud of his place at seven years old and carrying the satin cushion as though it were the crown itself; after him came five girls of the same age, strewing rose petals.  As they came to the head of the aisle, their mothers steered them toward the altar.

Then ten trumpeters brought their long straight horns to their lips, and the fanfare flared out over the crowd.  As its strains died, the organ pealed out the opening notes of the "Wedding March," and there they came, a trio of veiled young women in shimmering white, Cordelia in the center and a little ahead.  Rod knew her by the way she walked, the way she held herself, by the hundred and one little signs he and Gwen had learned over the years of rearing her.  Behind and to her right, Quicksilver marched with head held high, almost defiantly.  To the left, Allouette matched her pace, but with a diffident, hesitant stride, seeming almost to question by her very carriage whether she deserved to be there.

Rod erased that doubt from his own mind as he fell in beside his daughter, beaming down at her, then over her head at Gwen as she took Cordelia's other arm.  They exchanged a brief glance that made the rest of the world seem to go away for a moment.  Then, resolutely, Gwen turned to pace the aisle with her daughter.

Rod lifted his head as the "Wedding March" filled the cathedral, albeit with a few small errors that he was sure only he noticed.  With avid eagerness, the nobility turned for a glimpse of their future queen.

In stately procession, the three young women paced down the aisle, bouquets clutched tightly in their hands, Quicksilver flanked by her mother and little sister, now almost as tall as she; each seemed awed and awkward despite her finery, shooting anxious glances at the grand people about them, for they were, after all, only a squire's wife and daughter, and unused to such pomp and ceremony.

Allouette had no one but Gregory—they had never managed to find her true parents, from whom she had been kidnapped as an infant—so beside her came the king himself, Tuan Loguire, for, ever quick to prevent embarrassment when he could, he had claimed the right of escort as her liege lord.

Quickly Rod faced front again, trying to give some reassurance of his own by his mere presence.  Cordelia walked with head erect, with pride, but he could feel her hesitance.

Then the young men stepped out to the center of the sanctuary, and Cordelia almost stopped, staring at Alain's magnificence.  Rod gave the lad a glance, saw his eyes wide in amazement at the most beautiful sight of his life, and with a covert smile urged his daughter forward.  Up the steps they went, up to Alain, who proffered his arm with a look that said he wasn't worthy.

Privately, Rod agreed, of course—no man could be good enough for Cordelia.  But he knew she was really in love with the prince and had decided not to hold his royal blood against him.  Not without reservations of his own, Rod let her walk from his arm and Gwen's, to take Alain's.  Rod stood beside his wife for a moment, drinking in the sight of bride and groom, then held out his arm to Gwen.  She laid hers on top of his and turned with him to walk back down the steps to the pew that awaited them.  As they entered, she exchanged a tremulous smile with Queen Catharine across the aisle.  For a moment, their eyes held, old friends in league again, and Rod would never have believed the dozen confrontations the two women had had, over the details of the wedding, Gwen politely and tactfully holding firm for Cordelia's choices through every one of Catharine's tantrums.

Then Toby stepped up beside Geoffrey, and Quicksilver's mother joined them in the pew as Tuan took his place beside Catharine in the lesser gilded chair.  They turned back to the sanctuary where the abbot—the highest clergy in Gramarye, as it had no bishop—was coming down from the high altar.  He was resplendent in gold and white of his own—a gilded chasuble over a snowy alb, his high-peaked mitre also gilded, so that Rod wondered how the man could hold up his head with all that weight.  Maybe he was really leaning on the elaborate crozier, the very ornate shepherd's crook that is an abbot's staff of office.  The three couples drew up before him, Cordelia and Alain in the center, Gregory beside Allouette at their left, fairly oozing reassurance, and at the right, Geoffrey offering his arm to Quicksilver.  Her reply was a look of adoration as she took it, then whipped her gaze back to the abbot, almost totally unnerved.

Gwen was murmuring to Quicksilver's mother, hand in hand, projecting reassurance of her own.  Rod exchanged a glance with Tuan; as one, both smiled, then turned back to the altar.

The abbot intoned the old words in a voice that carried through the cathedral.  Rod had offered a tiny microphone and public-address system, but the prelate had refused them.  Somehow the words blurred in Rod's mind—he could tell only that the abbot shifted from English to Latin and back—and felt a sudden aching wish that he could have given Gwen a wedding like this.  Unfortunately, he had been a wanted man at the time, scarcely daring to show his face in a village church, let alone the cathedral of the royal capital.  He squeezed her arm, gazing at her with apology—but she gave him a look that was almost merry, and he knew that she regretted nothing.  She might have been married by a wandering monk instead of an abbot, but she'd had a flower-filled glade instead of a cathedral and a crowd of elves instead of nobility.  Her dress had been stitched by a score of elf-wives and had outshone even Cordelia's royal gown, and the King of Elves had given her away.

Rod wondered if, in spite of all his precautions, Gwen had guessed that Brom O'Berin was her father.

Rod glanced around, wondering if Brom was here to see his grandchildren wed—but there he was by the king and queen, of course, for his elfin nature was secret; they took him for a mortal dwarf, and he who had been jester to Catharine's father had become her privy councilor.  Rod knew the gray in his hair was carefully contrived, for Brom, like all elves, would still be living when the rest of them had been a century in their graves.

He turned back to the altar, determined to banish so melancholy a thought—just in time, for the abbot had stepped up by Cordelia and was asking, "Who gives this woman to this man?"

Last-minute panic rose in Rod, but he overrode it to say with Gwen, "My spouse and I!"

Then the abbot moved on to Quicksilver and asked again, "Who gives this woman to this man?" and her mother and sister answered, "We do!"

On the abbot went to Allouette, who stood rock-firm but with a trembling bouquet, and he intoned, "Who gives this woman to this man?" and Tuan and Catharine answered, "As her liege and sovereign, we do!"

Then the abbot returned to stand between the line of young women and the line of young men to ask, "Do you, Cordelia, Quicksilver, and Allouette, take Alain, Geoffrey, and Gregory for your lawfully-wedded husbands, for better or for worse, to have and to hold, to love and to cherish, in sickness and in health, till death do you part?"

Cordelia's answer pealed forth: "I do."  Quicksilver answered a beat later, "I do!"  Allouette swallowed thickly but glanced at Gregory and froze, her gaze on his as she whispered, "I do."

Gregory seemed to glow.

The abbot turned to the three young men.  "Do you, Alain, Geoffrey, and Gregory, take these women Cordelia, Quicksilver, and Allouette, to be your lawfully-wedded wives, for better or for worse, to have and to hold, to love and to cherish, in sickness and in health, till death do you part?"

Alain stammered, "I do!"

Geoffrey, his gaze burning through Quicksilver's veil, said, "I do!"

Gregory, unable to take his eyes away from the veil that hid the face he loved so well, breathed, "I do."

"Then I now pronounce you husbands and wives."

The three couples stood, unbelieving, for a few seconds.

Gently, the abbot explained, "You may kiss the brides."

The women lifted their veils, radiant; their husbands stepped close.  As their lips touched, twelve trumpets pealed their joy.  The abbot cleared his throat and turned away, taking off his mitre and handing it to an acolyte, then trudging back up the stairs to the high altar to begin the nuptial Mass, as more acolytes brought out six kneelers for the brides and the grooms.

Either the Mass was short—which Rod doubted, since it was a solemn high Mass—or his time sense had slowed down, making everything a blur; it seemed only minutes until the three couples were standing, the women relaxed and joyful with their veils folded back, and the organ burst forth in Mendelsohn's notes of rejoicing, as the three grooms, laughing and chatting with their brides, descended the stairs to the aisle and fairly floated down that long avenue to the great oaken portal.

 

[image: * * * * *]

 

There was much more, of course—a banquet in the Great Hall of the royal palace for all the nobility; dancing afterwards, with the three young couples leading and Rod having his first waltz with Cordelia since she had grown too big to stand on his toes; the wine flowing freely and the younger nobility becoming rather rowdy, on the verge of bearing the three couples away to a bridal night that would have had spectators—a must for royal weddings in the middle ages, when virginity was vital to be sure the heir was really of the royal line.  But at that point, Gwendylon wound her way magically through the throng and assembled all three couples on the dais that held the high table.  The bridesmaids and other young women lined up facing them, chattering eagerly, forcing the young men back a little, and the throng began to count: "One… two… three!"

All three brides tossed their bouquets high, and the young women pushed and shoved to catch them.  Then, the ceremony of the garter not having spread to Gramarye, the three young couples waved at their contemporaries, calling their thanks and farewells—and with the resounding of triple firecrackers, disappeared.

The hall fell silent for a moment, for even the people of Gramarye were still unnerved by teleportation, or any of the other psi powers they thought of as witchcraft.

Besides, they'd been robbed of the erotic riot they'd been planning.

So talk began, gathering anger—but King Tuan stepped forth, smiling with good cheer, hands upheld, and the crowd grew silent.  "Each bride has gone with her groom to the love nest each couple has selected," he explained, "but there is wine aplenty and sweetmeats besides, so though they may seek their beds, there is no reason why you should.  Musicians, play!"

A sprightly tune sprang up from the musicians' gallery, and the nobility turned, not without a little grumbling, to the quick steps of the dance.  In minutes, they had forgotten their disappointment at having been robbed of their shivaree and were cheering with gladness.

"It is done, then," Gwen said, her hand on Rod's arm.  "We have spirited them away to privacy, thank Heaven!"

"Not without quite an input of psionic power from their mother," Rod said with a knowing smile.

"I may have helped in some small way," Gwen admitted.  "Lead me back to our place at the high table, husband, for I am rather weary."

"Not surprising, with months of planning and fixing and defending," Rod said, gazing down at his bride, with a look that echoed those his sons had given their brides.  "And capped with a day that must have been the most strenuous of your life."

Gwen gave a little laugh, then said, "Well, there was that night when Magnus was ten, when he woke with the nightmare, and Gregory had colic and was screaming, and woke Cordelia who joined him, and Geoffrey was determined to have his share of attention…"

"Yes, but there were two of us to sort that out," Rod said.  "This you pretty much had to do alone."

"Not without a great deal of moral support, husband," Gwen said, with a look that renewed her wedding vows.

But she stumbled as she climbed the steps to the dais.  Rod steadied her with his arm and tried to laugh it off.  "More tired than you thought!"

"That may be," Gwen admitted.

But she stumbled again as they were leaving the castle, stumbled only on the single step down from the drawbridge, and this time Rod had to catch her, not steady her, and she couldn't make her legs bear her.  He held her in his arms while footmen ran for a coach.

" 'Tis only weariness," she told Rod.

"You mean exhaustion," he said, "and you're right—total exhaustion.  A few weeks' rest will restore you."

But it didn't.


CHAPTER ONE

 

Alea came into the lounge and found it empty.  Impatiently, she looked around, irritation growing, then put the feeling into words and smiled with amusement that was tinged with self-mockery.  She was feeling, How dare Magnus not be here when I'm wanting company? as though his only purpose in life were to amuse her!

Well, of course it wasn't.  He was there to provide her this wonderful spaceship with its luxurious furnishings and gourmet food and drink, and to guard her back in battle.  What else was a man for?

Loving, something in her seemed to say, but she shied away from that.  The parents she had loved had died and left her alone and defenseless; the neighbors she had thought her friends had turned against her to gain her inheritance.  The boy who had proclaimed his undying love for her and seduced her had then mocked her and spurned her.  What need had she for love?  Much better to have a shield-companion like Magnus, a true friend who was unwavering in his devotion, even though that devotion was so much less than a lover's—and what did she want with love anyway?  There hadn't been any pleasure in it, only pain.  Oh, there had been pleasure in knowing she was making her lad happy, there had been pleasure in his passion, in the intensity of his longing for her, his need for her—but no pleasure for her body.

Magnus, though, with the sensitivity under his impassive shell, with the leashed fire of the emotions that he focused only on The People, whatever people they might be at the moment… if he were in her bed, might not love-making become…

She shut the thought off with anger.  The bards lied, the poets lied, there was no pleasure in love!  Besides, why jeopardize the solidity of their friendship for a romance that might turn sour?

Or might grow to greater heights all their lives…

Poetic falsehoods, she told herself angrily, and went to look for Magnus, already angry with him for leaving her the victim of her thoughts and feelings.  Of course, she could ask Herkimer, the ship's computer, where Magnus was, but somehow she thought she knew.  If Magnus wasn't in his stateroom and wasn't in the lounge, he would probably be on the bridge.  What need to ask?

So she strode down the companionway, a tall slender woman wearing loose shipboard coveralls to hide the curves beneath, long-faced with eyes too large and a mouth too wide, with a nose too small for the chiselled planes of a warrior's face, a latter-day Valkyrie born to a mortal man and woman rather than to the gods, in token of which her long yellow hair was coiled atop her head in two long braids, as though to cushion a helmet.

Up the spiral stairs she came, into the hush of the bridge.  It was dark, of course, with only pools of light at the never-used consoles, to let the projected stars show in the dome overhead, that the pilot might see toward which star he coursed.  She looked up herself, caught in the majesty and grandeur of the galaxy.  She gazed for minutes, longer than she had intended, before she lowered her gaze to the solitary figure silhouetted against the powder-trail of the Dragon.

She gazed at him for a few minutes, marvelling that his seven-foot form with all its bulk of muscles should seem small against that starry grandeur, then looked more closely, feeling his unaccountable sadness, letting it soak into herself until she shared it, wondering.

Wondering?  Why?  How should it be unaccountable?  For as badly as love had treated her, it had treated Magnus far worse.  She didn't know the details, honored his privacy too much to try to read the depths of his mind, but from a careless word dropped here and there, she gathered that some young she-wolf had tortured his heart, whipsawing his emotions from love to utter humiliation not once, but again and again, for the sheer pleasure of abasing him.  At least her lad had done it only once, and then more to taste the pleasures of her body than of her grief, and when he had spurned her, it was to make sure he wasn't burdened with a great lumbering lass, not for the purpose of tasting her pain.

Though he had seemed to enjoy that, too…

She shook off the memory of him angrily, concentrating fiercely on the great hulk in the acceleration chair, head back, eyes fixed on the stars.  What need had she of the memory of a traitor when she had the reality of a friend who cared for her far more than any but her parents ever had?  And what right had he to be gazing at the stars and wallowing in his misery when she was here, lively and vital, to distract him?  She stepped forward, angry words rising to her lips to rouse him from his lethargy, to jolt him back to the life they shared—but as she came close, she saw the unutterable grief in his eyes.  She slowed, letting her gentler emotions well up, sympathy and concern, and asked, very softly, "What hurts you, Magnus?"

His head tilted, gaze coming down, seeming to wander over the fittings of the bridge until it found her face, then rested a minute before he said, "My little brother."

Words of anger leaped to her tongue again, anger at the younger man who would hurt his own brother so, but she contained them, pushed them down, knowing that the younger d'Armand, the titanic telepath so distant on their home world, would scarcely spend the vast amount of energy necessary for his thoughts to reach Magnus over so many light-years unless there were good reason.  "What news could a brother have to so sadden one of his own blood?" she asked softly.

"News of our mother," Magnus answered.  "She is dying."
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Alea spoke but little in the days that followed but was never far from Magnus, trying to reassure and comfort him by her mere presence.  She remembered well the death-watch as her mother lay dying, remembered the greater pain of her father's last days, greater because there was no one with whom to share it, no one whose pain dwarfed her own.

She never thought that it was unfair that Magnus should have the comfort of a friend when she had not—she was only glad that he did not have to face this long journey home alone.

In moments of honesty, she had to admit that she was also glad he finally needed her in a way neither of them could deny.

So she sat by and waited, watching his profile against the stars or watching him sitting in the lounge in the cone of light from the hidden lamp, saw him looking up now and then, startled to see her sitting and reading across from him, remembering his manners enough to ask how she fared, trying to engage in conversation, and she tried to be reassuring and positive then, smiling and talking of inconsequentialities, but ones in which she knew he had an interest—art and literature and science—though before long, his attention would fade, his gaze would wander, and she would let her own conversation lapse and return to her reading.

Reading!  She hadn't even known how, when he met her on the road, on her home planet of Midgard, where only the nobles were literate.  She hadn't known how to fight when she had run away from slavery, had survived a night or two alone and friendless in a world torn by war and hatred, in a forest filled with wolves and bears.  Magnus had—well, not taken her in, though it felt like that.  She was sure he hadn't thought of it that way, either, though she suspected he knew he was giving her protection.  He hadn't said so, though, only that he was glad of a travelling companion.  So he had walked the roads with her, teaching her how to fight and how to use the talent for telepathy that had been buried inside her all her life, and that she had never known.  Together they had braved the perils of her world and set in train a course of events that would prevent her own people from their continual attempts to tyrannize the other peoples of Midgard.

Then, done with the task he had come to do, he had called down his starship, and she had stood rigid, knowing she would be deserted again—but Magnus had taken her aboard, given her a new life when her old one had collapsed, taken her to strange and amazing worlds where people labored in need as great as her own.  They had fought off wild beasts and wilder people, guarded one another's backs, labored to save the weak and the oppressed, come to know each other's needs in battle, then in daily life—and never once had he put out a hand to try to touch her or uttered a honeyed word to try to coax her into his bed.

It was almost an insult, really, except that she knew now he had known it would violate the fragile bridge of trust growing between them—that, and he didn't really seem to have much interest in her as a woman, or in any kind of intimacy, for that matter.  Now, though, the trust had grown, become solid in spite of her tantrums and insults, and she found herself wishing now and again that he would put out a hand to her—but when she caught herself thinking that, she was aghast.  She'd had enough of that sort of thing with the one young man who had used her and spurned her!  The friendship she had with Magnus was far better than that!

Though perhaps it could be even richer…

This was not the time to think of it, though, with Magnus so sunken in gloom, so afraid he might not reach home in time—so she sat and read, or cleaned and oiled her leathers, then sharpened her blades, or read, fetching a cup of tea for him when she brewed one for herself, accepted the cups he absentmindedly brought her in return, chivied him gently into eating, and didn't let him see how frightened she became when he lost his appetite.

In fact, she did all that a good travelling companion should, all that a battle-mate could, and gradually, little by little, he began to talk, first a phrase or two, then in sentences, and finally in long rambling monologues about his childhood, his early travels, his parents, his brothers and sister—but he always cut short when he realized he was beginning to talk about that last adventure, about the woman who had hurt him, about the reasons he had left home.

"I couldn't be my father's son, you see."  He stared straight into her eyes then, as he rarely did anymore.  "I couldn't be an extension of him.  I had to be myself, my own man, and I could never be that at home unless I turned against him, fought against him—so I left instead."

And Alea listened and nodded, eyes glowing, drinking up all the information about Magnus the boy, Magnus the wounded lover setting off on his travels, Magnus the son and brother—Magnus the person, the human being, as she had yearned to know him for three years and never had.

In return, when he asked her what it had been like growing up as the tallest girl in a Midgard village, one far too tall in every way, she couldn't very well refuse to answer, no matter how sharp the hurts the memories brought—but telling him, she discovered that the pain had dimmed, that she could cope with it now, that she could look at her memories and treasure the good ones and resolve the bad ones.  Oh, they were still pain-filled, but they no longer had the power to cripple.  She knew she could stand against them now, against any one of the people who had hurt her, could stand against the whole village with Magnus beside her—and knew he would always be there, even without the lure of sex to keep him, that she had come to matter to him as deeply as that—and paradoxically, it made her yearning for his touch grow so sharp that it was almost unbearable, even though she knew that sex hurt, that the feelings that went with it gave pain far sharper—but the conviction grew that with Magnus, it would not be so.  She told herself that she only wanted to share his bed so that she could be sure of him—and that wasn't necessary at all, for she could be far more sure of him as a battle-companion, that their steadily-deepening friendship was far surer and more meaningful than romantic love could ever be, that she didn't need the baring of souls that went with it, that the intimacy they were sharing now was far more meaningful than the confidences of lovers, that she could be closer to him as a true friend, now when worry and grief made him more vulnerable than he had ever been.

But something deep inside her refused to believe it, any of it.

So the starship shot onward through eternal night, bearing two people who were finally coming to know one another as they never had.

 

[image: * * * * *]

 

A scream rang through the castle's hall, and Rod started up, then looked back at Gwen's pale face on her pillow, framed by the long flows of red hair streaked with white.  She opened her eyes, reading his anxiety and smiling.  "Go to her, worried father.  I shall still live when you return."

"I know.  I still don't want to leave you unless I have to."  Rod sat back onto her bed, cradling her hand in his.  "But it's hard having you ill while our daughter's giving birth."

"I shall linger awhile, I assure you," Gwen said with a smile that suddenly blazed through her illness.  "However, this is women's work, and it is better if you leave it to Cordelia and her midwife."

"Yes, I guess so."  Rod managed a smile.  "I had to live through you giving birth four times and face the fact that I couldn't do anything to lessen your pain.  You think I'd be used to it by now."

"It has been many years," Gwen conceded.  "Then too, 'tis different with a daughter than with a wife."  For the first time, her own worry showed in her face.  "Finally I too must face that helplessness.  At least I can share her pain and give her some strength."

"You haven't any to spare!"  Rod caught her hand in a panic.  "Don't tax yourself!"

"My body may have weakened," Gwen told him, "but my mind is yet strong."

Another scream tore through the hall.

Rod looked up with a shudder, but Gwen said quietly, " 'Tis the last such.  The babe is born."

Rod's head snapped around to stare at her.  "You mean…"

"Wait."  Gwen's hand tightened on his.  "We shall see soon enough."

Nonetheless, it seemed an hour before the midwife appeared at the door, holding a blanket-wrapped bundle that emitted a gurgle.

Gwen held up her arms, suddenly vital again.  "Give me!"

The midwife came and laid the blanket in her arms.  Gwen cradled it and beamed down, her whole face lighting up with an intensity of pleasure and wonder that almost scared Rod.  Tentatively, he reached out to open the blanket in the crook of her elbow a little wider—and looked down himself at the dark-haired, wrinkled, pink-and-red little face with the eyes solemnly shut.  He marvelled at the wise, even profound expression and wondered all over again what wisdom souls forsake in order to be born, in that bright world from which new souls come.

Then he looked up at his wife and was awed all over again by the look of near-adoration and exaltation that suffused her face.  Could it be that the baby alone would keep her alive?

"Now I have lived most truly and completely," Gwen said softly.  "What greater joy could life hold for me than this?"

Rod hoped it was his imagination that gave the words a very final ring.
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Finally a dot of light in the dome of the bridge grew brighter than all the others, finally it swelled into a little circle, and Alea knew they were coming home—at least, to Magnus's home; she doubted it could ever be hers, or would need to be.  As the disk swelled, Magnus grew even more tense; he began to snap at her if she said the wrong thing.  She managed to stifle the retorts that rose to her lips, telling herself that he would be able to relax when the trauma of his homecoming was over, that he would be sorry for the things he had said.  She throttled her anger at his not even seeming to notice her, so preoccupied was he with meeting the family he had left ten years before, and though she adamantly resisted the temptation to read his mind, she could tell his thoughts anyway:

How would they have changed, the family he had deserted?  How betrayed had they felt by his leaving?  Was there still any welcome there for him, any love?  He had told her many times that "You can't go home again," and she had believed him—so what must it be like for him now, coming back when he knew that the home he remembered was lost in the mists of the past?

Then, in the perpetual evening gloom of the lounge, Magnus looked up at her, his eyes suddenly focusing on her, and warned, "Gregory says we're clear to land—on the night side, of course, so that we won't frighten the peasants."

"Our usual approach."  Alea dared to try a smile.

Magnus stared at her a moment, then smiled in return with a warmth that surprised her and reached out to catch her hand, and something melted within her.

Then he let go and turned his eyes forward to the viewscreen where the huge cloud-streaked disk floated, and advised her, "Better web in."

The arm of the lounge chair popped open, the anchor rod rising up.  Alea pulled it across her body and pressed it against the back, where it fastened and clung with a grip that couldn't be shaken even if the ship were smashed to filings.  She could feel the pressure of descent, feel that pressure lift as Herkimer countered it with artificial gravity, felt the tug-of-war of natural forces against synthetic ones, as the huge disk on the screen expanded past its edges and was somehow no longer in front of them, but below, rivers and mountain chains streaking past, the night rolling across to engulf them, then only the glint of moonlight reflected off clouds until daylight rolled in to dispel darkness.  Now as they raced across the surface of the planet, she could make out the patchwork of fields and relaxed into the familiar feeling of approach on a medieval planet, forgetting for the moment the tension that would come on their landing, of meeting people Magnus knew, but who might have grown and changed into strangers.

Night rolled across the screen again, but this time there were lights here and there from towns, lights that disappeared as night deepened, and when daylight came back, she could make out roads threading from one cluster of roofs to another.  They drifted across the screen much more slowly as the starship shed its speed, slowing until it might land without churning up a whole forest.  When night came a third time, she could see individual houses very clearly, barns, and even the dots that were cattle in the fields.  A dark blot on the screen became treetops silvered by moonlight that drifted so slowly they scarcely seemed to move, then suddenly swelled and went racing by, the speed seeming greater as the ship swooped lower, and Alea's heart rose into her throat, as it always did, the primitive peasant within her unable to believe that they would not fall out of the sky and slam into the earth, to be squashed like flies.  Her whole body tensed, pushing against the webbing as though she could slow the ship by her own strength, even as she scolded herself for a foolish barbarian.

Then the racing treetops began to slow, ceasing to be a blur and becoming individual masses again, a mass that opened into a huge ragged circle of a clearing with the silver trail of a river down one side, a circle that seemed to float into sight, then to swell so much that the trees drifted out of view at the edges, that the cluster of dots at the top of the screen grew into people who swam out off the bottom in their own turn.  Then there was a jolt, ever so slight, and the dark mass below resolved into individual grass stems, unmoving, and Magnus was releasing his webbing, was rising to his full height, tense and braced, saying, "We're home," and turning toward the airlock as though he were about to face an army.


CHAPTER TWO

 

Alea was out of her webbing in an instant and by his side, matching him step for step as he paced toward the airlock.  As they stepped in, she snatched up the two staves that leaned against the wall and pressed the longer into his hand.

Magnus stared down at it.  "What would I want with this?  I don't have to be ready to fight—I'm home!"

She didn't believe the middle part, couldn't when his whole stance belied it, but couldn't say that either.

"I'm not a cripple, you know," he told her.  "I don't need something to lean on."

She didn't believe that either, but said only, "I do.  You don't want to embarrass me, do you?"

Magnus looked surprised, barely started to mutter a denial before the outer door opened and the ramp stretched down before them, a silver gleam in the moonlight that showed the cluster of people moving up to its foot.

Magnus steeled himself, though she suspected only she would have noticed it, then seemed to relax completely and stepped out onto the bridge to his home—stepped faster and faster, until with a grin and cry of joy, he swept three of the people up in a bear hug.

Alea followed more slowly, giving him time, giving them time, hoping desperately that they would take his seeming affection in the spirit in which it was offered.

As she stepped off the ramp, one of the figures let go her stranglehold on Magnus's neck and managed to disentangle herself from his arm with a wide grin, staring up with shining eyes as she said, "Welcome home, brother."

She was petite, she was slender and shapely, she was beautiful, and Alea's heart sank.  She's only his sister, she thought wildly, only Cordelia, his little sister.  But now she knew the standard of beauty with which Magnus had grown up, knew it was everything she was not, and her heart sickened.

Then the other two stepped back from their brother's hug with equally wide grins, showing themselves to be two young men, one broad-shouldered and lean, the other slender and large-eyed but with an aura of power.

Magnus turned to the slighter one in the long robe, and Alea could see him restrain the words that came of themselves.

So did Gregory.  He laughed.  "Come, say it!  'How I have grown!' "

"I left you a stripling," Magnus said diplomatically, "and find you a man in full."  He turned to the more muscular young man in doublet and hose.  "And there is also somewhat more of you than there was when I left, Geoffrey."

"And of you."  Geoffrey grinned up a foot at his older brother, his grin shading into a challenge.  "Have you gained skill in fighting to equal it?"

A shadow darkened Magnus's face.  "Many fights, brother, too many—though I cannot claim skill in their outcome."

Geoffrey stared in surprise, and there was a moment's awkward silence.  Into it stepped a stocky young man, taller than Geoffrey but far shorter than Magnus, clasping Magnus's free hand in both of his own, saying, "Welcome indeed, brother-in-law."

But what was this?  How could this great bulk of a man, this indomitable warrior, this Magnus, HER Magnus, be bowing and saying, "My liege."

The blond's face twisted in pain.  "Not your king yet, thank Heaven, Magnus.  Come, rise and be my friend as ever you have been."

So this was Prince Alain, Alea noted.  She surveyed the other three, naming them with information learned only in the last few weeks.  Gregory was not so slender as Magnus had led her to believe—ten years had worked wonders indeed.  Geoffrey was every bit as she had imagined him, muscular and seeming to be leashed mayhem even here with his family—but Cordelia was far more beautiful than Magnus's description had led her to believe.

In desperation, she turned to the two young women who stood by watching, but there was no relief in the sight of the brothers' newly-wed wives.  The redhead stirred impatiently, and her skirt swirled, parting and revealing a flash of hose-clad thigh—the warrior, then, dressed so that her skirts should not get in the way when she mounted a horse.  That meant that the one whose hair seemed white in the moonlight was…  Alea braced herself, trying to hold down a growing anger.

Magnus straightened and embraced his old friend the prince.  Alea realized he had made his point with skills hard-won, but of diplomacy, not fighting.  As he stepped back, Cordelia caught Alain's arm and pressed against his side, saying, "Aye, embrace him as your brother, Magnus, not your prince."

"Brothers-in-law, then," Magnus affirmed with a nod.  "And, I understand, I am also an uncle?"

"Indeed!"  Joy and pride lit Alain's face.  "To the most beautiful child in all Gramarye!"

At Magnus's spread hands and questioning look, Cordelia merely laughed.  "Come, brother, at this late hour?  She's abed asleep in the nursery, with a nursemaid watching over her.  Fear not, you shall meet your niece on the morrow."

"Had I arrived a few months earlier, I could have been here for her birth," Magnus sighed with regret, then frowned.  "For that matter, a year earlier and I could have come in time for your weddings," Magnus said, chagrined.  "But at least…"

There was an awkward silence as everyone else filled in the words he had cut off: At least Mother lived to see it.  The gloom of the occasion settled over the delight in Magnus's homecoming.  Then Cordelia forced a smile and said, "I am not quite so badly outnumbered any more, Magnus.  You have three sisters now."  She turned to the other two women.  "She with the fiery hair and the temper to match is Quicksilver."

The redhead stepped forward to take Geoffrey's arm with a proprietorial manner but extended the other to Magnus.  "Welcome, brother."

Magnus took the hand with a flourish and pressed a kiss to it.  Quicksilver's eyes widened with surprise, and Geoffrey's darkened, but before he could protest, Magnus released the hand and stepped back to look them up and down with a growing smile.  "Well-matched, I should say—and a handsome couple indeed.  I hope you shall be blessed with daughters, for they shall be paragons of beauty."

"What, brother!" Geoffrey said indignantly.  "Will you wish me no sons?"

"As many as your lady can manage, Geoffrey," Magnus assured him, "for I doubt not they will be as turbulent as they will be handsome."

Quicksilver smiled.  "Let them be holy terrors!  I think I can deal with half a dozen at least."

Geoffrey looked at her in surprise, but Gregory cleared his throat, and Magnus looked up, then seemed to become still within his body, his smile a little more firm, even rigid, and Alea wondered if any but she realized he was bracing himself.

"Brother," Gregory said gravely as he led forth the stunning vision with the cloud of golden hair, "meet my bride, Allouette."

She stepped forward hesitantly, very hesitantly, seeming almost ready to run, eyes wide with apprehension.  "You need not speak to me if you do not wish.  We have already met."

Witch! Alea clamped her lips shut to keep the word in.  This was she, this was the tormentor of her Magnus, the one who had tortured his heart, who had humiliated and shamed him.  Alea was glad she did not know how the woman had maimed him, for she was having trouble enough keeping herself from rushing forward to strike the she-wolf down where she stood.

"Met you?  I never have."  Magnus took her hand, albeit somewhat stiffly, and her fingers lay in his palm as though they were lifeless—but his smile, though fixed, was still in place, and he actually managed to summon some warmth into his eyes.  "I never met you with no guise but your own, and I must say it is far more fair than any illusion you projected."

Allouette blushed and lowered her gaze, and Alea knew enough of men to realize that the gesture made her even more appealing—but Magnus seemed not to notice.  Allouette looked up, looked him squarely in the face.  "Gregory has told me that when logic dictated my death, yours was one of the voices that spoke for mercy.  I thank you for my life."

"And I you, for giving my brother the happiness that I thought would never be his."  But Magnus still stood stiffly.

The silence was brief but awkward.

Then Magnus raised his head, looking around the little group, and asked, "Our father… is he…"

"By Mama's beside," Cordelia told him.  "Not even for your homecoming would he leave her now—but I know he is almost as anxious for sight of you as he is for each breath of hers.  Come, brother."

She started to turn away, but Magnus caught her arm.  "No, wait.  You must all meet my shield-mate."  He turned to Alea with a smile of relief, but his eyes were haunted, pleading.  She stared at him in shock, not understanding, but he only said, "How have you managed to find a shadow to cloak you, even here?"

"By full-moon light, when there is so much of you to cast that shadow?" Alea demanded.  "How hard could that be?"  She stepped forward nonetheless, gripping her staff to keep her hands from shaking, looking from Geoffrey to Gregory to Cordelia, and pointedly not at the ladies.  "I am Alea, whom he took in from charity."

"Say rather, from an instinct for self-preservation!" Magnus protested, and explained to his sibs, "She has saved my life a dozen times at least."

"And you mine," Alea retorted.

"Ah, then," Geoffrey said softly, "there is already a deep bond between you."

Alea turned to him in surprise.  Already?  What did he mean, already?  But Quicksilver was nodding, and Alea met her gaze.  They stared straight into one another's eyes for a moment, and warrior recognized warrior.  No, more—each knew how important the other's honor was to her, and knew in that instant that they would be able to trust one another in battle for the rest of their lives, no matter how much they quarreled in peacetime.

For they would quarrel, Alea felt sure of that—they would quarrel as naturally and easily as fox and hound.  But she would never quarrel with Allouette, for if she once began, she would tear the witch apart.

Quicksilver laughed, a low, melodious, and somehow very reassuring sound.  She reached out for Alea's hand, saying, "Come, battle-woman, for I think we shall be comrades in arms, you and I."

Alea thawed and stepped forward to take the offered hand, feeling a smile grow that she hadn't known had started, and turned to walk with the warrior.

"That staff is ash, or I miss my guess," Quicksilver said.  "Did you season it long, or find it already sound?"

"I chose it from a fallen tree," Alea answered, and the two of them were off comparing aspects of weapons.  Cordelia followed with a barely cloaked smile and caught Allouette's hand through the crook of her elbow, patting the fingers in reassurance.

But Gregory turned to Magnus, his face becoming grave.  "Come, brother.  Our mother awaits."
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While the Gallowglasses and their spouses had been distracted with greeting, it had been easy enough to distract them a little further, to project a thought assuring that they would only notice one another, not a strange animal, and certainly not an alien—so Evanescent, stowaway from a distant planet, with a huge globe of a head and a catlike body far too small for it, padded down the gangway and scooted into the shelter of the surrounding trees.  Once hidden, she turned to direct a thought at the spaceship's computer, wiping a segment of its memory; it would never remember her dashing down the ramp.  She had deadened the sensors along her
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She is not any common Earth,
Water or wood or air,

But Merlin's Isle of Gramarye,
Where you and I will fare.
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