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It was peaceful
in the garden temple. The sun beat merciless but futile upon its
red tiled roof. Open pillared walls let through the breeze coming
down from the mountains with the scent of pine and snow. A low
dais, only three steps tall, protected it from the heat reflected
from the white gravel surroundings. At the edge of the ring of
gravel, at the start of the pathway back to the palace, an ornate
fountain was playing cool, soothing music.

This was not
why Aethan had chosen it. After several centuries of study he was
able to concentrate in the midst of battles. He had chosen it
because it suited people’s expectations of where he should work and
thus they would not interrupt.

He stood in one
corner of the open floor with his staff raised horizontally before
him. The staff was a gift from the Gods, from his father in fact,
and was capable of cracking continents if used properly, but today
he was focussed on its physical attributes. One by one he tuned out
his senses until only touch remained. Afrit’s petty kingdom faded
from his mind, leaving only the solidity of the limestone paving
beneath his bare feet.

The motions of
the dance were second nature now. He flowed across the space in a
series of twists and leaps, feeling the rightness of the action in
the pull of muscles and the altering weight of the staff. He could
have been working in a void but for the warmth of air as he
breathed. As he began the cycle again, faster, he let his mind fall
into the deep trance, felt for the presence of his cousin and love,
the half-goddess Kialla, many worlds away. She was travelling in a
universe of her own father’s making. He could feel frustration, but
couldn’t divine the cause. If he…

The staff
pulled up short mid-swing and he jerked back to his body. “Wow,
that’s impressive!” Aethan’s disoriented brain sluggishly
re-engaged his eyes and revealed his half-brother standing with his
head exactly where the staff would have split it open and grinning
broadly. “I didn’t think you would do it. How did you tell I was
here?”

Aethan groaned,
searching his own memory for an answer. “There was an eddy in the
wind. You are a very lucky boy.”

“I’m sure there
are lots of ways you could have told.” Daenan shrugged. “I must
have a heat signature as well, for instance.”

“You do,”
Aethan agreed, “but you are old enough to know not to take these
kinds of risks with yourself.” Daenan was past thirty, but their
father’s immortal genes were slowing his aging so much that he only
looked, and for the most part acted, around twelve. Aethan and all
of their immortal cousins had only started to slow near the end of
puberty, raising the ugly possibility that Daenan would cease aging
altogether before he attained manhood. Certainly there was the
daunting prospect of a decades’ long adolescence. Half-god
hybridization was unpredictable at best.

“What are you
doing here?” he made a seat of the dais steps on the shady side of
the temple and laid the staff down. He had worked up a sweat
without realising and now felt sticky and uncomfortable, as well as
aggrieved at the babysitting he was forced to do. And the stupid
robe he was expected to wear while doing it. When would this world
develop trousers? In some respects it was very forward, with sound
architectural principles and nascent scientific and democratic
movements. Why not practical fashions?

“I am avoiding
my tutors.” Daenan tucked his own knee length tunic under him as he
joined his brother on the step. Laughably the tunic was too big for
his scrawny frame, even though he’d only grown an inch in two
years. “They are trying to explain the solar system again.”

“You should let
them teach you.”

“Apparently
it’s a sphere. Like my snow-globe only with stars painted on the
inside of the glass.”

Aethan paused
carefully. On the one hand, Daenan’s mother was only going to live
for a certain length of time. Unusually for his father’s amours she
had not been young, or unmarried, at the time and now she was well
over the average lifespan here and soon to become a widow when King
Afrit finally conceded defeat. Daenan should be making the most of
the time she had left and learning the traditions of his maternal
line. On the other hand that was a ridiculous idea. “What makes you
disagree?”

The boy
blinked. “It’s not obvious? The stars are far too far away for that
to be true, and not all the same distance either.”

“That’s
perceptive of you.”

“Not really.”
Daenan hung his head slightly. “Remember when you took me to visit
your home city? With the towers of glass and steel tall as hills,
and the fire-drawn chariots, and the theatres inside tablets?”

“I remember.”
Rather guiltily, since he had had no business to take Daenan world
hopping, but it had shut him up for a while. He had stopped moaning
that nothing good came of being a god, anyway.

“There was a
play about it in the tablet.”

“Ah.” That was
a relief, in a way. You needed a little god-sight to use god-power
effectively, but inheriting too good vision had broken several
half-gods’ minds in the past. But if Daenan had come across the
theory naturally, and so didn’t require any magical teaching, then
Aethan was still none the wiser why their father thought he needed
a babysitter. “Well, mine is a much older world. Your people will
work it out eventually.”

“Can I tell
them?”

“They’re your
people, and you can tell them if you want to, but they won’t thank
you for it. People are very attached to their ideas and they change
slowly. Over generations normally.”

Daenan scowled.
“It seems wrong to lie.”

“Then don’t
lie, just don’t mention it. Learn what they think and recite it
back to them.”

“What about the
titles?” Aethan raised an eyebrow. “You know.” Daenan sat up
straight (still not an impressive sight) and declaimed “I am
Daenan, son of Afrit, Prince of Ithsa!” He slumped back down again.
“Which I’m not, am I? I’m lying every time I introduce myself and
everyone knows it. I’m half the height I should be and there’s
nothing in my clothes chest that isn’t holy blue. Can I say I’m
Daenan son of Emari?”

“I think there
are political implications to disowning your step-father.”

“Well, yes.” He
shuffled his feet awkwardly. “He’s dying.”

“He might
be.”

Daenan shook
his head. “I didn’t mean might be. I looked ahead to see how long
the tutors would keep me if they found me, and it wasn’t long,
because they would be stopped by the bells.”

“You looked
ahead?”

“You know…
Ahead.”

“Oh.” Aethan
had no future sight at all. He hadn’t even studied how it worked.
“How far ahead can you see?”

“A day or so, I
guess. Mostly I try not to look. You?”

Aethan shook
his head but was spared from answering by the bells beginning their
doleful toning. Daenan sniffed slightly and wiped his nose with
tunic sleeve. “He never really liked me,” he admitted in an effort
to console himself. There was no denying this, so Aethan only put
an arm around his shoulder and pulled him close.

The funeral was
swift. The city had had weeks to prepare, indeed some of the feast
had spoiled the king had lingered so long on his deathbed. Daenan
had to wear full robes and his coronet, which he was not happy
about and he sulked through the whole ceremony. Aethan, who had not
cared to reveal his own divine heritage, had a place in the balcony
with the rest of the tutors and higher staff and escaped as soon as
the pyres were lit.

Queen Emari
came to his chambers near midnight, probably as soon as she could
extricate herself from the feast. She looked haggard, but that was
hardly a surprise. Aethan found her a cool drink and a seat by the
lamps. “A long day, my lady?”

She allowed
herself a small chuckle. “Not the easiest I have had, no, but it
will soon be done. Tomorrow is not likely to be easier.”

“Tomorrow?”

“When the
succession contests start.” She spoke as though this were obvious,
though it was an alien concept to Aethan. “At least in the back
corridors and the drinking holes. I think I should be able to delay
the actual contest some weeks.”

“I must confess
myself a stranger, my lady. I had assumed the succession was a
simple matter of primogeniture. Afrin’s claim seemed
undisputed.”

“I am not
young, sir, and likewise my sons, though not yet old, are not in
the prime of youth. Afrin is not far from forty. My grandsons are
more fit war leaders than he is.”

“Ah. One
grandson in particular, I think.” The second daughter’s son already
had a throne in Falsa twenty miles upriver and perhaps had an eye
to the increased customs revenue. Else why speak of war
leaders?

“Yes. There are
not many who favour being part of an empire, but there are enough
for the question to be raised and his claim is as good as any other
– he is male and of the line.” She took a small sip of wine. “I
would not favour it myself.”

Aethan nodded.
Emari had five daughters living, and none were as forgiving of her
adultery as the two legitimate sons or their father, who seemed to
accept it as a god’s prerogative. She was also a determined
matriarch and had not endeared herself by marrying the girls off in
distant alliances before they were old enough to be competition.
No, it would not be good news for Emari if the daughter returned to
the palace.

“I have spoken
to Afrin and Khalid regarding this risk.” She snorted. “Naturally,
being men, they are going to press their own claims in contest
anyway, as are their sons, and so divide our line’s support.”

“You are
inclined to choose the best candidate amongst yourselves?” Aethan
could see where this was going now. There was, of course, one
prince few would dare to oppose but who would, co-incidentally,
allow Emari to continue ruling from behind the throne.

“That would be
wise.” She offered him a smile than would have been very winning in
her youth, had he not had Kialla to hold faithful to. “You came
here on very specific references, my lord, else I would not have
allowed you teach my son.”

“I did.” But
they said nothing of supporting your ambitions. “The teaching still
progresses, my lady. He is young yet.”

Emari scowled,
turning her many creases to far less flattering effect. “He’s
thirty-two,” she snapped. “No one can claim he’s not a man.”

Anyone who’s
seen him can claim that. He tried gently to make her see reason. “I
think my master might have other goals in mind for the boy.”

“Your master
owes me one. I bore and I suckled our son, even though he was a
full year in the womb and another two on the teat. I lived through
the mockery and the smug superiority then and I will not be
replaced in my own house now. Get the boy ready.”

Aethan spent
the rest of the night in the library researching what a succession
contest actually entailed on this world. As he had feared it was
“traditional” and therefore even more backward and uncivilised than
their “modern” culture. There were tests of strength, of battle
skills, of courage. Clearly intelligence and learning were not
prized. It was dispiriting.

“You’ve heard
the good news I see?” Daenan hopped up to perch on the edge of
Aethan’s desk, earning himself aghast reproach from the elderly
librarian, which was duly ignored.

“It’s a
ridiculous idea.”

“Completely. Do
you know how heavy that crown is? And how boring court is? I’d be
suicidal by the end of the first week.”

“Well, yes,
but...” Aethan looked from his brother’s earnest face, to the
scroll’s graphic depiction of the correct way to toss a discus, and
back. “I don’t think we have to worry about you winning this,
Daenan. Your brothers and nephews have trained all their lives, and
they have the advantage of size and strength on you. You haven’t
even picked up a weapon for over a decade. I can’t teach you all of
this before King Harvale gets here.”

“Well, yes,
but...” Daenan copied Aethan’s intonation perfectly. “Really,
Aethan? This isn’t a surprise, you know. Did you really not see it
coming?”

“It’s a very
stupid custom, and you’re obviously not fit. There’s armed combat
involved for God’s sake! You could get hurt. We have to talk to
your mother. I’m sure Afrin will be more than happy to let you drop
your claim if she agrees.”

“Not going to
happen. Mother insists she is finally going to see some benefit
from going to father’s bed. I’ve been
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