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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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In an age of change

When Chaos shatters Odin’s ward

And the Cardinal Wizards forsake their vows

A Renshai shall come forward.

Hero of the Great War

He will hold legend and destiny in his hand

And wield them like a sword.

Too late shall he be known unto you:

The Golden Prince of Demons.

Crypts of Kor N’rual
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Meeting on the Wizard Isle

Year: 11,194

(Year 23 of the Reign of Buirane)

The Eastern Wizard, Shadimar, did not know how long he had sat with his elbows propped on the table in the Cardinal Wizards’ Meeting Room and his bony chin cupped into his slender, wrinkled palms; but his hands had gone numb and long since ceased to register the cottony cascade of his beard between his fingers. The movements or stillness of his three colleagues had grown familiar beyond notice, and the only true mortal in the room, the bard Davrin, sat on the floor in his usual deferential silence, his mandolin cradled in his lap.

For the last seventy years, from the day Shadimar had become one of the four true mages, chronology had lost all meaning for him. At one time, a bird’s flight across a meadow seemed to take days while, at another, an infant might come of age between Shadimar’s breakfast and lunch. At first, these lapses had terrified him; a mad link in the chain of Eastern Wizards might harm the system that Odin the AllFather had created at the beginning of time and nurtured in the hundreds of centuries that followed. By his law, each of the four Cardinal Wizards selected his time to die in a glorious ceremony that passed his memories, and those of his predecessors, to his chosen successor. Thus, over time, the Wizards became stronger, more knowledgeable, and more powerful.

So far, that system had operated with reasonable precision. The original Wizards had been weak, essentially oracles and prophets. With Odin’s guidance, they shaped and studied the world and its forces, found the best or most necessary courses of action, and created prophecies that their stronger successors would need to fulfill. Over eons, those visions had become clearer, and the abilities of the Wizards had grown to allow them to fulfill their own predictions. Now only the oldest and most unclear of the prophecies remained, spouted but little understood by the first Wizards, scrawled on cave walls, passed down in the legends of generations of mortals, or simply funneled through the memories of previous Wizards.

Shadimar remained unmoving, recalling how his near-immortality had muddled his time sense, making him fear that his contribution to the line of Eastern Wizards would be insanity. But, drawing on the memories of his predecessors, he discovered that nearly all of them had experienced a similar period of adjustment. Over the years, as he became more comfortable with his position as Wizard, Shadimar had grown accustomed to the leaps and pauses in time. He had learned to focus instead on the functions of the current Eastern and Western Wizards: to fulfill a handful of prophecies, to keep the mortal populaces believing in the gods and Wizards without violating Odin’s laws of noninterference, and spreading the cause of neutrality by mediating between the Northern and Southern Wizards, who championed good and evil respectively.

The Southern Wizard, Carcophan, ceased his pacing and slammed a meaty fist on the tabletop. ‘Enough of this waiting. He’s not coming back. I say your man has failed the Tasks.’

Startled from his reverie, Shadimar jerked erect in his chair, riveting his steely gaze on the keeper and sower of the world’s evil.

In the seat directly across the empty table, Tokar, the Western Wizard, remained still. His gray mane of hair and beard framed creased features and knowing, dark eyes that remained distantly fixed. Only a brief downward twitch of his lips revealed that the oldest of the Cardinal Wizards noticed Carcophan’s interruption.

To Shadimar’s right, the Northern Sorceress, Trilless, scowled with a revulsion aimed more at her impatient opposite than his sudden, violent gesture. She wore layers of silky white robes that frothed and folded around her slender frame, emphasizing her fair, Northern features and snowy hair. Pale from head to toe, she looked the epitome of the goodness she championed, almost to the point of caricature. Though the wait involved Tokar’s apprentice, it was Trilless who answered the Southern Wizard’s challenge. ‘Be patient, Carcophan.’ She cut off the words abruptly, as if to stay a natural urge to address the Evil One with an insult. It would accomplish nothing, except to make her seem the pettier of the two. Odin’s laws forbade the Wizards from harming one another, especially on such impartial territory as the Meeting Isle, but the enmity between the Northern and Southern Wizards had grown beyond all proportion. ‘I’m more than twice your age, yet I still remember when I underwent the Seven Tasks. The gods never made them easy. Don’t begrudge Tokar’s apprentice the time he needs to think.’

Shadimar nodded absently at the wisdom in Trilless’ words. As intermediaries between the gods and men, it fell to the Wizards to select their apprentices, to choose not only for power and dedication to their god-assigned causes, but for stability and strength of character as well. To aid in the judgment, Odin had designed a series of seven god-mediated tasks to assess the worth and survivability of apprentices. Failure at any one resulted in death. According to Shadimar’s predecessors, more than half of those sent to the Tasks did not return, yet Tokar’s chosen, Haim, was the first to be tested since Shadimar himself. The Eastern Wizard was not quite certain what to expect, but patience seemed crucial.

Lost in his thoughts, Shadimar did not notice that Carcophan had come up beside him until the Southern Wizard stood only a hand’s breadth from Shadimar and spoke into his face.

‘And we wouldn’t have to sit here in dark ignorance if you had placed the Pica Stone in capable hands.’ The Southern Wizard’s yellow-green eyes seemed to bore through his companion’s gray ones. ‘Through it, we could see every move that he makes, hear every syllable.’

Rage suffused Shadimar, the tragedy of Myrcidë still raw enough to incite anger in him. Before the Eastern Wizard had chosen him as successor, he had lived among his people, a reclusive race of priests, oracles, and minor magicians. During his apprenticeship, a Northern tribe of warriors, called Renshai, had rampaged through the Westlands, devastating the Myrcidians and leaving the world with no wizards except the Cardinal four and a handful of charlatans and fakes. He had left the clairsentient Pica Stone in the hands of his people, believing it safe there. The Renshai had plundered the huge sapphire, and it would violate Wizards’ vows for Shadimar to take it back by force. He gathered breath to barrage Carcophan for his insensitivity.

Before Shadimar could speak, a presence touched his mind. Though calm and peaceful, it startled him into silence. Only the Wizards could communicate in this fashion, and then only with other Wizards. Yet it was considered disrespectful to the point of assault to enter another’s mind without invitation.

Tokar did not probe or search. His voice filled only a tiny, shallow portion of Shadimar’s mind. ‘Best not to imitate the Evil One’s weaknesses. You are above that.’ Then the presence disappeared.

Shock shattered Shadimar’s anger. Though Tokar had phrased his warning carefully, it still came as a surprise. It made sense for the oldest and wisest of the Wizards to advise the youngest and weakest, especially since the Eastern and Western Wizards shared the burden of balancing good and evil and protecting the peoples of the area known as the Westlands. Yet Tokar, like the Western Wizards before him, was the most powerful and aloof of the four. He had never previously chosen to communicate with Shadimar in this manner. The Eastern Wizard could only guess that the tension of discovering whether his chosen successor had passed the task touched Tokar more than his quiet exterior revealed.

Subdued and forgotten on the floor, Davrin strummed a string of chords on his mandolin, the sound barely audible in the silence that followed Carcophan’s accusation. A square-cut shroud of gray-flecked brown hair hid the bard’s dark eyes and placid features. He had no purpose in the ceremony except to observe and record like his mother before him and her father before her.

Put off by Shadimar’s lack of response, Carcophan whirled toward Trilless, with a suddenness that sent his salt-and-pepper hair whipping into a wild tangle.

The Sorceress remained still, not sparing the Southern Wizard so much as a glance.

Carcophan edged toward her, presumably to agitate. But before he could take a second step, a door that had not existed a moment before opened in the far wall, and Tokar’s apprentice appeared through it. Haim’s normally rosy Pudarian features looked a waxy yellow. Though only in his mid-twenties, he now had white hairs hanging conspicuously among his dark curls. He seemed to have aged a century since the combined Wizards’ magics had sent him to the Tasks earlier that same day. He tottered forward, eyes moist and features shaken.

Shadimar recalled his own success with the Tasks of Wizardry, remembered feeling triumphant, confident, and revitalized at the conclusion, despite the difficulty of the challenge. Scanning the memories of his predecessors, Shadimar found the same remembrance of their own trials. Concerned by Haim’s weakness, Shadimar frowned, glancing at his colleagues questioningly.

Tokar and Trilless had raised icy lack of expression to an art form. Reading nothing on their faces, Shadimar turned his attention to the least patient Wizard. He glanced at Carcophan just in time to see the keeper of evil draw a dagger from the folds of his cloak. Carcophan lunged at the returning apprentice.

Haim recoiled with a gasp. Slowed by fatigue, he did not move quickly enough. Carcophan’s knife jabbed through his robes at the level of his heart.

Instinctively, Haim clasped his chest, staring at the Southern Wizard in wide-eyed horror. He fell to one knee.

But the knife emerged bloodless, as Shadimar knew it must. There could be no wound. Those who survived the Seven Tasks could not be harmed by any object of Odin’s world. Like the Cardinal Wizards, nothing short of the conjured magical creatures called demons or the Swords of Power could harm Haim; though, until Tokar’s passing, Haim could still fall prey to mortal illnesses and old age.

Carcophan returned his knife to its hiding place. Turning on his heel, he calmly strolled to his seat at the farthest end of the table from Trilless, chuckling beneath his breath along the way.

Haim rose with a slow shakiness that caused Shadimar to worry that the youth had survived the attack, only to die of fear. Trilless scowled, but she did not come to the aid of Tokar’s apprentice. Any lessons or comforting must come from the Western Wizard.

The room lapsed into uncomfortable silence. Concerned by the weakness and insecurity of the one who would become trained to the position of Western Wizard, Shadimar discarded propriety and extended his mind to touch Tokar’s. He hoped to catch a thread of the reason why Tokar had chosen Haim as his successor.

But Shadimar’s projection entered only the most superficial corner of Tokar’s mind, neatly enclosed by mental defenses he could never hope to defeat, even if he had wanted to enrage his stronger ally.

What is it you wish from me, Shadimar? Tokar kept his thought as patient as his person, yet the undertone rang through clearly. Shadimar’s entrance into his mind was an ill-mannered intrusion.

Shadimar kept his answer general, not wanting to speculate too much while linked with Tokar. I only wondered if there were things I should know about Haim. He emphasized the pronoun to explain his use of nonverbal communication.

I think not. There was veiled annoyance beneath the response that quickly turned to bland caution. I know him well enough to see things you do not. Haim is young. I have three or five decades to work on experience and confidence. The Western Wizard made a subtle, dismissing gesture that bid Shadimar leave his mind.

Shadimar obeyed, not wholly satisfied with the explanation. As he withdrew, he thought he caught a faint feeling of doubt, but he could not be sure whether it came from the Western Wizard or as backlash of his own concerns. Tokar’s composure did little to ease Shadimar’s mind; tranquility was the Western Wizard’s trademark. Should the newest in the line of Wizards prove too weak, the memories of his predecessors might overwhelm him. Of them all, this was especially true of the Western line. For reasons Shadimar could not fathom, Odin had decreed that it would always have the most power, while the Northern and Southern lines should stay equal, and the Eastern should remain the weakest.

Perhaps Tokar wants his successor to be feeble, so that he can overpower Haim from within and remain in control past his time. The thought seemed ludicrous. Why would he do such a thing when he could simply wait to choose an apprentice and remain in power several more centuries? Tokar had served as Western Wizard for longer than six hundred years; but according to Shadimar’s inherited memories, others had remained in power nearly a millennium. Since each Wizard chose his own time of passing, there was no specific criterion for such a decision. At some point, each Wizard simply found the time right to expire, and only a rare one had lost his life early to demons or to one of the Swords of Power.

The silence grew unreasonably long, even for a meeting of near-mortals. Davrin did not strum, though his lips moved as he composed a song. Haim stood with his head bowed, waiting for his master to speak. Even Carcophan sat in stony quiet.

At length, Tokar broke the hush. ‘You have finished the Seven Tasks of Wizardry.’

Shadimar frowned, even his vast patience tried. It seemed nonsensical for the Western Wizard to wait so long to voice a self-evident statement.

‘I have,’ Haim replied as formally.

‘And the eighth task?’ Tokar continued.

Now all the Wizards shifted forward to hear the answer, the rustle of robes and cloaks disrupting the stillness.

‘There is no eighth task.’ Haim parroted the instruction given to him just before the Cardinal Wizards’ magic had sent him to face his destiny.

Tokar questioned further. ‘But one was offered to you?’

‘Yes.’ Haim looked at the Wizards uneasily, specifically avoiding Carcophan’s piercing, cat-like stare. ‘The Keeper of the eighth task offered me a chance at ultimate power, even over the gods. As you advised, I refused it. There is no eighth task.’

Though often quoted among the Cardinal Wizards, the final statement was not wholly true, at least in Shadimar’s experience. The decision to refuse or accept the task itself seemed a test of judgment. In the millennia since Odin had created the Tasks of Wizardry, no survivor of the tasks had ever chosen to attempt the eighth one. Shadimar had no way of knowing for certain, but it followed that some of the potential Wizards had tried the task. And it followed equally as naturally that every one who tried it had failed and died. Each Wizard held his or her own theory, but Shadimar believed that Odin had added the eighth task to protect the gods, the world, and the system of Wizardry. Surely, anyone interested in ultimate power could not be trusted to obey the many laws that hemmed in and restricted the Wizards, and he guessed that the simple act of accepting the eighth task meant failing it.

‘Did the Keeper say anything more?’ Tokar asked.

Every breath and movement became clearly audible as the silence waxed even deeper. Usually the Keeper did nothing more than offer the task. But when he did speak, his words were always of the greatest significance.

‘He did,’ Haim said. His gaze darted from rapt face to face. Apparently intimidated, he chose to focus on his master’s feet as he spoke. ‘He said that the age of change would begin during Shadimar’s reign.’

Trilless gasped. It was the first time Shadimar had seen the keeper of all goodness lose her composure. Davrin clutched his mandolin so tightly his fingers blanched on the frets. Even Carcophan looked pale and shaken.

An ancient prophecy flashed into Shadimar’s mind, words carved on a wall in the Crypts of Kor N’rual by the original Northern Wizard. Committed to writing, this first prophecy had survived the longest, known not only by the Wizards, but by the few adventurous Northmen who happened to explore the cliffs in the wilderness outside what had once been the tribal city of Renshi:

In the age of change

When Chaos shatters Odin’s ward

And the Cardinal Wizards forsake their vows

A Renshai shall come forward.

Hero of the Great War

He will hold legend and destiny in his hand

And wield them like a sword.

Too late shall he be known unto you:

The Golden Prince of Demons.

Not all about the prophecy seemed clear, but one part left little doubt in any Wizard’s mind. The age of change referred to the Ragnarok, the apocalyptic war that would result in the virtual destruction of all life, including the gods. Shadimar shivered. Certainly, against this threat, even Trilless and Carcophan would band together. And Shadimar reminded himself a hundred times in the next second that prophecies did not just occur by destiny; it was the Wizards’ job to see them fulfilled.

Only Tokar seemed unaffected by Haim’s pronouncement. ‘The Keeper said the age of change, or an age of change?’

Haim shifted from foot to foot, looking like an errant child caught daydreaming during an important lesson. ‘Master, I’m almost certain he said the age of change. He said that Carcophan would incite the Great War.’

Forgetting his manners, Shadimar interrupted. ‘The Keeper mentioned Carcophan by name? And myself?’

Haim glanced as Shadimar. ‘Yes, lord.’

‘And us?’ Tokar regained control of the proceedings with a warning glare at Shadimar. ‘Did he say whether you or I would carry out the Western Wizard’s portion of the prophecies?’

Haim whipped his attention back to Tokar. ‘No, master. He did not mention either of us. Nor the Lady Trilless either.’ He inclined his head to indicate the Sorceress. ‘In fact, he said nothing more.’

Shadimar grappled with the information. Each Wizard knew his role in the Great War, though some in more detail than others. Parts of the prophecies had been lost; at least one premature death of a Wizard had interrupted both the Eastern and Southern lines, taking with them all previous memories. By piecing together legends and Wizards’ writings, Shadimar knew that the Great War would pit evil against neutrality in the bloodiest battle the world had ever seen. Trilless’ people, the Northmen, would have little or no involvement. The stories conflicted as to who would triumph.

Long contemplation of the Great War always frightened Shadimar. As the Eastern Wizard, his loyalties lay with the Westlands. Should evil win, nothing would stand between good and evil, and the wars would rage for eternity, or until one or the other triumphed. Yet if neutrality completely defeated evil, there would remain no force to equalize Trilless’ good. The weakest of the Wizards cleared his throat. Should such a thing happen, goodness would lose all meaning, and he could not discount the possibility that the loss of symmetry alone would plunge the world into the Ragnarok. ‘Colleagues, it’s certain that nothing positive can come of the Great War. If either side wins, it would disrupt the very balance we were created to uphold.’

Tokar nodded his support without a trace of the passion that had filled Shadimar’s words. Trilless said nothing. The matter did not involve her. A brief silence followed, shattered abruptly by Carcophan’s laughter. ‘Balance?’ He laughed again, with malice. ‘My Wizard’s vows and duties say nothing of balance. But they do say that I must fulfill the prophecies set up for me by Southern Wizards down through eternity.’ He rose, anticipation dancing in his yellow-green eyes. ‘There will be a Great War, a bloody rampage like nothing your weak mind could imagine. If you choose not to oppose me, I will be disappointed, but it will only make my job that much easier.’ Piece spoken, he rose from his chair and stomped out the only exit from the Meeting Room.

Surprised and crushed by the unexpected hostility of Carcophan’s opposition, Shadimar said nothing. He had misjudged completely, and he needed time to understand his mistake. It had all seemed so clear to him. Carcophan’s refusal is folly. Surely even the Southern Wizard can see the danger. If the Ragnarok annihilates the world, who will remain to espouse his beloved philosophies of evil?

Trilless rose. Though slender and graceful, she maintained an aura of great power. ‘It pains me to side with the Evil One, but he’s right this time. Though he supports the wrong cause, he is as honor bound to Odin as any of us.’ She glanced toward the door, obviously reluctant to remain on neutral territory while her opposite wove his evil into mortals unopposed. But the captain of the ship that carried the Wizards to and from the Meeting Isle was one of her own minions. He would not return Carcophan to the world without her presence to balance his. ‘It’s our duty to the gods to fulfill whatever prophecies our predecessors created. To abandon that duty would mean forsaking our Wizards’ vows and would bring the very Ragnarok you intended to avoid.’ Unwilling to wait any longer, she hurried after Carcophan.

Shadimar went utterly still. His neutral position surely gave him a clearer view of the consequences, and he could see nothing but disaster coming in the wake of the Great War.

Tokar rose, waving his apprentice to his side. ‘Shadimar, don’t let your fears for the masses make you lose sight of details. We are each honor bound to fulfill our own predecessors’ prophecies, but nowhere does it state that we can’t thwart one another. Carcophan can no more choose to suppress the War than you can let the high king’s heir die. Yet we can oppose the Evil One even as we execute our own roles.’ He headed through the door, Haim following in his wake, then turned back to voice a final thought. ‘Odin constrained us so that our followers could remain free, heroes and victims of their own mistakes. We can only motivate; the mortals choose their routes and methods and create their own consequences.’ He continued into the gloom, his last, soft statement nearly swallowed by position and distance. ‘I believe there may be more to this Golden Prince of Demons than any of us knows.’

The Ragnarok in my lifetime. Shadimar let his chin sink back into his palms. Davrin played a gentle song of comforting, passed along and perfected across hundreds of generations. Yet today the melody fell on deaf ears. We can only hope, Shadimar brooded, that my reign is infinite.


Prologue

Year: 11,224

(Year 10 of the Reign of Valar Buiranesson)

Ten-year-old Rache Kallmirsson leapt and kicked and spun, his sword slicing arcs through the deepening dusk. Light flashed like a signal from the blade, as if it gathered the glow of the stars and crescent moon to scatter them from the silver of the steel or the gold of his close-cropped hair. An outsider might have been hard-pressed to differentiate whether Renshai-child or sword initiated each action, but to Rache every movement was his own, precise and directed. Called Gerlinr, the Renshai maneuver had a proper sequence of motion and balance; every deviation, no matter how slight, was a mistake that could spell the difference between life and death in combat. Each sweep, trip, or thrust was designed to cut down an enemy who had avoided the previous one, or to finish the opponent who had not blocked quickly enough.

Rache whipped the sword in a sidestroke, seeing nothing but the imagined form of an enemy before him, hearing only the crisp whistle of his blade through air. Like all Renshai, Rache was physically immature for his age, his blue eyes relatively wide, his head, body, and legs proportioned more like a seven-year-old than a boy who had reached double digits. Though honed and finely-balanced, his sword was small, lighter than the weapons the adults used, and the leather-wrapped hilt felt snug and proper in fists scarred from practice. Rache’s strokes lacked the power his adult musculature might someday lend them, but it did not matter. The Renshai maneuvers were designed for speed and agility, and Rache had both beyond his years.

Rache sprang into the last sequence, snapped through a wild parry of a fancied enemy attack, then performed the final stroke. He ended in a well-set stance, prepared to cover his mistakes or his enemies’ wiles, to defend or attack again. He held the position as if he had hardened to stone, reviewing each purposeful movement, every twitch. I’ve mastered Gerlinr. Self-esteem flooded through Rache, the innocent, shameless pride of a praised child. Tonight is the night I move to the next class. He sheathed his sword with reverence. The promotion would make him only the third of the ten children his age to advance to daylight training sessions. He knew a few younger ones had already surpassed him; one girl, scarcely five, had left her peers far behind. But the gods had granted her a rare natural dexterity and competence. Rache’s progress pleased him.

Gradually, Rache lowered his concentration to let the remainder of the world in. The familiar scenery of Devil’s Island filled his vision: swatches of evergreen woods interrupted by the cleared patches for cottages, cook fires, and sword lessons. Rache practiced too far inland to see the sheer cliffs enclosing the fjords or to hear the ceaseless crash of waves against shore, but he knew those things like the sight and sounds of his own parents. Across the Amirannak Sea, on the northern mainland, the other Northland tribes kept a wary truce with the exiled Renshai they hated.

Rache glanced at the moon through the thickening night, and its position in the sky drove all other thought from his mind. Modi’s wrath, I’m late! Fear gripped Rache and swelled to self-loathing. He had never arrived late for a sword practice before. He ran, swerving between the towering trunks, shed needles crunching beneath his feet as if in accusation. His lateness went far beyond careless folly, it demonstrated disrespect for his teacher, his torke. So many years, Rache had pushed himself, hoping someday to earn the chance to be trained by Colbey Calistinsson, the most skilled sword master of the Renshai and, therefore, the best in the world. Now that dream had become reality, and Rache had proven himself unworthy of the honor.

Colbey! Tears pooled in Rache’s eyes. The wind of his run splashed the liquid from his lids, and sweat trickled, salty, on his tongue. He sprinted toward discipline, and he was glad of it. It’s nothing more than I deserve. An adult thought in a child’s mind. For the Renshai, war training began in infancy, and it left no time for youthful play or fantasy. Rache was as much a man as a ten-year-old could be. And though he could not fathom the reason, he knew punishment would absolve his guilt.

Rache second-guessed Colbey’s inflicted penalty. Probably a one-on-one after practice. The thought made Rache smile. A spar with the master served as a proper punishment for adults, especially those who had experienced combat and knew the importance of maintaining control at all times. Colbey’s easy victory made them feel helpless and wretched, reminding them of the Renshai’s second worst sin, disrespect for a torke, only one step below cowardice. But to Rache the idea seemed as much a treat as a penalty. He held Colbey in too high esteem to revile him as an enemy, even for the duration of the one-on-one. A spar would give Rache the opportunity to watch the beauty of Colbey’s perfect dance, the grace of a live, golden flame in flawless harmony with his sword.

Guilt and anticipation blinded Rache to a growing red glow from the southern corner of the town. Even the acrid odor of smoke passed unnoticed. He skidded from the edge of the forest between two aging pines and into the practice clearing. Blurred by wind, tears, and sweat, Rache’s gaze bypassed the massed group of flailing student swords, and he ran straight to the leader at the front, gathering breath for apology.

Rache slid to a winded stop. Damp grass mulched beneath his sandal, an agile sidestep all that spared him from a fall. He wiped moisture from his eyes and took a clear look at the torke. Instead of Colbey’s cruel, gray eyes beneath a fringe of white-tinged golden hair, Rache met a glance as soft and blue as his own. Though blond as all Renshai, this torke sported the long braids of the warrior Northmen. Rache knew her as one of the finest sword mistresses on Devil’s Island, but she was not Colbey. Rache stared, assailed by a mixture of confusion and unconcealed horror.

She stiffened, outrage etched into her features. ‘You’re late.’

Rache gaped. Her anger scorched him. He wanted to accord this torke all the honor she deserved, but she was not his torke. Colbey was beginning his sixth decade, ancient for Renshai, whose love of war rarely brought them through their thirties. Colbey’s sick; he’s dying. The worst possibility rushed to Rache’s mind, filled it, and could not be banished. He could conjure no worse fate. Renshai died in glorious battle, their souls taken in honor to Valhalla to serve as Odin’s Einherjar. Cowards died of illness and withered in Hel. Colbey is a hero. The consummate hero. Surely he would have stumbled from his deathbed and challenged one of us. We could have given him the death in battle he deserved. And should he win the spar even through fevered delirium, I, for one, would be proud to die on his sword.

‘Rack-ee Kall-meers-son, defend yourself,’ the torke demanded, distinctly enunciating every syllable of his name in her annoyance. The students paused in their practice, nudging one another and passing hissed comments. ‘You’re late, and I want to know why.’

Rache knotted his small, callused hands. He met the torke’s stare and tried to explain, but he managed only to gasp out his concern. ‘Where’s Colbey?’ He spoke softly, then louder, almost in accusation, ‘Where is Colbey?’

The torke’s cheeks went scarlet, and anger spread like a rash across her face. ‘Rache, you disgrace your namesake!’

It was the basest insult anyone could hurl at a Renshai. Rache, like most Renshai, was named for a hero who had died in valorous combat, one whose soul would watch over him from Valhalla. It was an honor that had become all the more sacred as peaceful times had prevented the younger Renshai from attaining patrons. Rache recoiled as if slapped, hurt beyond physical pain. He cried, not caring who saw. He tried to sputter out the torke’s deserved apology, but concern channeled his thoughts in a single direction. ‘Where’s Colbey? Please, just tell me, where’s Colbey?’ He became aware of a distant sound, constant, muffled, and metallic. He attributed it to his own heart, though the rhythm seemed erratic.

The entire class had ceased its practice, apparently shocked by the exchange. The torke’s fist blanched around the hilt of her sheathed sword. ‘Colbey’s old enough to take care of himself. As for you, little man, you’ve delayed this lesson long enough. I believe –’

‘Fire!’ The cry cut over the torke’s tirade.

Rache sifted the speaker from among his classmates. The child stood with a finger jabbed toward the south, and every student turned in the indicated direction. Rache could see a small but angry collage of red, black, and orange flaring from a few thatched rooftops. Wisps of smoke swirled in the spring breeze, lost in the darkness but coloring the moon a sickly gray. The noises Rache had attributed to his heart resolved into the bell of sword-play.

The torke stiffened. A strange, unreadable expression crossed her features. ‘We’re under attack,’ she said with unusual calm. ‘Go. Go! Warn your families. No one should be caught unaware.’ A light blazed in her eyes, a pure, cruel joy of battle. She whisked her blade free.

As if it were a signal, seven strangers with swords and shields burst from the southern and eastern woods, their blades dripping scarlet rivulets.

The torke sprinted past the crowd of youngsters. She sprang for the warriors unhesitatingly, and the nearest students joined her.

Rache paused. It was not fear that held him; he would not admit such an emotion even to himself. Renshai trained all their lives for death in battle. But the torke had told him to warn his family, and his cottage lay to the west. Mama and Papa. My little sister. Rache whirled and pounded into the evergreen forest.

The hollow crash of swords chased him between the pines, echoing from the trunks. Someone screamed in pain, ‘Modi!’ It was the name of a god, the son of the Renshai’s patron, and it literally meant ‘wrath.’ Rache felt blood madness burn through him. It rose like instinct, though it came of intensive training. He had learned not to fight through injury, but because of it. A wounded Renshai became a crazed blur of battle, and his pain-cries spurred his fellows.

Rache’s legs ached. The air tasted caustic, and his lungs felt raw and parched. A figure materialized before him. He paused to identify it as a stranger, and the hesitation nearly cost his life. A heavy sword slashed for his head. Rache ducked, drew, and raised his blade to parry. Steel scratched steel. Momentum staggered Rache forward, and his follow-through drew the enemy sword harmlessly over his back. A carefully-timed backswing gashed the enemy’s thigh: The man’s leg buckled, and he collapsed. Rache continued running without looking back.

The woods seemed to close in on Rache, blotting the meager light of the moon. He sprinted over the paths from memory, racing toward home and the sounds of battle growing louder.

‘Modi!’ The cry came from ahead, in the voice of Rache’s sister. His heart leapt, despite the anguish in the shout. I’m getting closer. They weren’t caught asleep. Without enough breath for a battle cry, Rache burst from the woods. Moonlight dazzled him, intensified by a myriad reflections off swords and shields. Some of the enemy wore chain shirts that hung to their knees, but the Renshai disdained armor, shields, and bows as cowards’ toys. Swords dulled red with blood capered like living things, a fierce chaos of slash and counter. Even the youngest Renshai outmaneuvered the enemy, Northmen each one, but Rache counted four invaders for every friend.

A blade sliced for Rache’s chest. He blocked, catching a stroke so powerful, his hands stung with the impact. Ignoring the pain, he bore in. He slammed his foot onto the enemy’s, crashed his knee into the groin. The Northman off-balanced. Pressing his advantage, Rache cut for the neck. Before the blow could fall, a hand clapped to Rache’s forehead, and strong arms ripped him backward. Rache toppled, scarcely managing to keep hold of his sword. A blade in his new opponent’s hand whisked for his face. Rache parried, rolling to his feet. A back-step realigned him, an enemy to either side.

Both sprang at him. Rache lunged, in a feint, for the man who had felled him. The other made a wild attack for Rache’s unshielded back. At the last instant, Rache spun and slashed at the one behind. The sword whisked beneath the shield, opening the man’s gut. He crumpled as Rache whirled back to his other opponent with a frantic sweep meant only to force the enemy back.

They squared off. Smoke burned Rache’s eyes, and he gasped for each hot, dry breath. His chest felt on fire; his lungs rattled as if filled with blood. Beyond his opponent, there was no sign of his sister. He could see his mother engaged with three Northmen. His father, Kallmir, wove an agile web of steel between himself and his single opponent, driving his Northman to the edge of the woods.

Rache lunged.

Suddenly, Kallmir spun and caught Rache’s enemy by the hair. With a single stroke, he decapitated the Northman before placidly returning to his own battle.

Rache pulled his own thwarted thrust, for the moment without an adversary. He turned, scanning the masses for an enemy, when a hand closed over his own. He whirled, sword poised, recognized his mother and held the blow. ‘Mama?’

Sweat plastered yellow ringlets to her forehead. Her raised brows and the crinkles in her young face revealed an internal struggle. Her eyes looked as glazed as a becalmed sea, and her taut expression frightened him. ‘Rache, come with me.’ She dragged at his wrist, drawing him away from the battle.

Rache tripped hesitantly after her. ‘Mama?’ Her behavior made no sense to him. To run from combat was cowardice. Already, a new wave of Northmen had joined the fray, and a chorus of ‘Modi’s’ rose like echoes in a dozen different voices, each spurring Rache back to the fight. ‘Mama!’

Rache’s mother shifted her grip from his flesh to the material at the back of his tunic. She yanked, breaking into a trot, hauling an unwilling Rache behind her. ‘Rache, come with me. Just come with me.’

Rache staggered.

A moment later, Kallmir drew up, panting, beside them. ‘What are you doing?’

No answer. His mother broke into a ragged run, Rache bouncing along with her.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ Kallmir was shouting now. ‘You’re setting a bad example. There’s a war!’

‘I have my reasons,’ she snapped back. Her pace quickened.

Rache howled, struggling now. My mother’s gone insane.

A band of Northmen closed in from the east. Another chased the retreating Renshai, their battle calls frenzied and hungry as wolf howls.

‘There are no reasons for cowardice!’ Kallmir screamed something else Rache could not hear, but his mother’s answer came clearly to him.

‘The prophecy at Kor N’rual. The Northern Sorceress’ prophecy. A Renshai must fight at the Great War.’

‘A prophecy!’ Kallmir shouted over the roar of flame and the victory cries of pursuing Northmen, growing closer with every step. ‘You would damn yourself and my child to Hel for a prophecy that bodes as much evil as good? Let the Wizards handle their own damned prophecies. The West is their concern, not ours. We owe them nothing. Nothing! Every life in the Westlands is not worth the cost of one Renshai soul.’ He whirled suddenly, hurling himself onto the growing crowd of Northmen. For several seconds, Rache saw his father’s blade skip through the masses, flinging blood. Then Kallmir disappeared beneath the charge without so much as a dying cry. The Northmen’s pace scarcely slackened. Shore sounds wafted, soft beneath the shouts and the pounding feet.

‘Papa!’ Rache bucked against his mother like a madman.

‘Rache, no.’ She stumbled, and Rache’s tunic tore.

He sprang toward the battle, but his mother caught her balance and a fresh grasp. The noise of waves smashing rock sifted beneath the din of swordplay. Rache jarred backward, slipped, and his mother dragged him several steps further. The Northmen closed the gap between them.

‘Turn and fight!’ Rache flailed. Death in glory. A place in Valhalla. Rache had learned his lessons well. ‘They’re coming closer.’ He lunged, pulled up short by his mother’s grip, but his sword buried itself in a Northman’s gut.

Rache’s mother tripped him, heaving him backward. The sword ripped from his fist, sheering off calluses. Something sliced his side, flashing pain across his abdomen. Rache tumbled, and suddenly, there was nothing but air beneath him. The cliff faces of the fjord blurred past. Before he could react, even in panic, he crashed into the depths. Water spewed over him. Darkness pressed him, his consciousness jerking and swaying. He clawed to the surface, feeling the bubbles churned by his fall. The ebb tide dragged at him.

‘Modi!’ His mother’s scream echoed in the cavern. She crashed to a ledge, lying still, awkward and broken.

Stunned by the fall and the battle, Rache made no sound. He swam into the shadow of a cliff face and clung there, his ears full of voices amplified by the towering stone, Northmen’s words in the high king’s tongue.

‘Did someone get the child?’

‘Sigurd’s blow knocked him off the fjord. Then the woman killed Sigurd.’

A third voice: ‘The boy’s dead.’

A new man continued the conversation. ‘Well, someone get down there and find the body, or it’ll cost us. Never saw a Renshai run from swordplay.’

One spat. ‘Cowards all. Dead cowards now.’

The voices receded.

The salt of the Amirannak Sea stung Rache’s hand and the gash in his side. Ghosts of blood curled into the water. And Rache began to cry.

Rache awakened bruised and battered in every limb, and the pain throughout his entire body made the superficial gash in his side seem trivial. Despite the spring weather, he felt chilled, his clothing soaked through, his skin macerated. He moved, feeling grit and seashell fragments shift beneath him. He opened his eyes and discovered only dark sand; he lay, facedown on the shore. Gradually, memory returned. He recalled swimming, longer, harder, farther than ever before. Disoriented by the darkness, Rache was caught by the mainland tide, tossed repeatedly against the cliffs, fighting at first from strength of will, then only from habit. Dimly, he remembered finding the open beach, hauling himself across the sand like a cripple, and there surrendering to a deeper darkness.

Rache twisted his head. The midday sun glazed into his vision, blinding him. He flicked his lids closed and sank back to the sand. Other memories assailed him then: hungry red flames consuming the only world he knew as home; death screams in wild, savage triumph; the silver clang and beat of swordplay that was deadly, beautiful music to the Renshai. Rache’s fists cinched violently around sand, shell shards biting into his palms. Again, he saw his father, silently trampled beneath a mass of flying swords, his mother’s shattered form on the cliffs, his sister’s death nothing but a pain cry in his memory. Tears rose, washing grit from Rache’s eyes, but he fought them down. My parents died in valorous combat. The brave dead should be glorified, never mourned. Though Rache believed the tenet, it was not enough to hold grief at bay. Faith stricken, he ground his face into the sand, besieged by a single, unspoken question: Why did I survive? But the answer came in a thousand different voices. It was the breath of the wind, the swish of the receding tide, the steady pounding of his own heart: Because, Rache Kallmirsson, your mother was a coward.

‘No!’ Rache shouted at no one, and his words emerged hoarse as a whisper. His hands spasmed, grinding the jagged fragments deeper into flesh. Guilt knotted in his gut, twisting with a pain worse than his strained and hammered muscles, the salt-rimed sword scratch or the bloody tears where calluses had torn loose from the palmar pads below each finger. Little of what had happened made sense to Rache. He had been told a Renshai named Episte was stationed in the high king’s city of Nordmir to uncover plots and inform the Renshai of coming attacks. But the Northmen had struck without warning. His mother had mentioned the need to fulfill a prophecy; yet Rache had always thought of prophecies as Wizards’ glimpses into a future already predetermined by the Fates, not events mortals must fulfill. And his father’s comment, that this prophecy boded as much evil as good, gnawed at Rache. Still, his mother had sold not only her life but her soul for him; and Rache had no choice but to survive. Maybe, if I can spend my own life bravely enough, the gods may find it possible to forgive her.

Rache uncurled his fists and rose to his hands and knees. Pain rocked through him. His vision spun, but he held the position, strengthened by another thought. If Colbey was, in fact, on his deathbed, surely he found an opportunity to die in combat rather than of illness. Rache staggered to his feet, gritting his teeth against the myriad aches inspired by the movement. Pain, at least, he understood.

Rache had lost his sword at the fjord, his sheath and sandals in the sea. Without the weapon he had carried since infancy, Rache felt naked despite the gashed and tattered tunic and breeks that, though grimed with sand and sour with old water, still covered him adequately enough. The taste of salt made him crave fresh water, and grit grated between his teeth. Where do I go? Rache turned his thoughts to his own survival, glad for the excuse to push memory to the background. Details receded, leaving a wake of sorrow.

Cold, alone, empty, Rache considered his next course of action. Obviously, hunger and thirst took precedence. The Renshai skills were few and specialized: swordsmanship, warcraft, medicine to protect the wounded from becoming infected and to heal the sick so they could live long enough to die in battle with dignity. In the warring years, the Renshai had gathered their food from the stores, herds, flocks, and gardens of their victims. In the subsequent twenty years of peace on Devil’s Island, they had turned to more mundane means. Rache knew how to hunt and fish, to gather certain roots and berries that graced the evergreen forests on the island. But without a bow, nets, or boats and ignorant of mainland plants, Rache found his knowledge woefully inadequate.

Needing a goal, Rache chose to head for the high king’s city. There he might uncover details of the battle; if other Renshai lived, he would need to track them down. There was still the Renshai, Episte, to find, though likely the king had discovered the spy in his castle. That would explain why the older Renshai had not warned his people of the Northmen’s attack.

Choosing a destination proved the easiest of Rache’s decisions. The history, linguistic, and geography lessons that supplemented Rache’s sword practices supplied enough information for him to know the Northmen lived from the Amirannak Sea to the Weathered Mountains, the Great Frenum Mountains to the east and across the continent to the west. The vast majority of the Northern tribes congregated around the Brunn River in the easternmost part of the territory. There were eighteen tribes, each with its own king who swore fealty to the high king in Nordmir. Uncertain on which side of the Brunn his swim had taken him, Rache could only guess the path to Nordmir.

Over the next few days, the quest for food proved consuming enough to keep Rache’s thoughts from the past. He appreciated the distraction, though it meant he often slept with his stomach empty and aching or spasming with cramps from some strange plant or berry that turned out to be weakly poisonous or indigestible. Where forest broke to farmland, he stole the rare chicken or fruit and grain stores when he could find them, but the spring plants had barely sprouted, and the fields were barren. Even in the harvest season nature was never kind to the Northlands.

By the seventh day of his journey, grime had replaced the sand on Rache’s face and clothing. His tunic hung, too large over jutting ribs, and his breeks bunched on his legs, itchy from dried salt. Rache struggled from the forest for what seemed like the hundredth time. But this time, instead of a young field or a pasture of goats nearly as lean as himself, he discovered a road scarred with wheel ruts and pitted by the passage of hooves and feet. A path this well used could only lead to a major city, likely Nordmir. Rache smiled, then, just as quickly, he frowned. He was uncertain where he had beached, and his geographical knowledge was sketchy at best. The sun had barely started its downward slide, and Rache could see the road ran east and west. Until now, he had traveled south.

Rache rubbed pine needles from his hair, longing for a bath. The sun hurt his pale eyes, making him squint, so he chose to travel east and keep the light at his back for now. Wary, he kept to the edges of the forest, skulking between the trees like an animal. The pungent reek of a campfire touched his nose. Rache froze. So far, he had not seen a single person on his travels, though the farms he passed had been well-tended. Silently, he faded back into the woods, creeping toward the smell. Gradually, the sweet aroma of roasting meat and tubers reached him from beneath the more acrid scent of the fire. Rache’s belly groaned hollowly. He had not eaten since morning, and then it had only been a handful of bitter flowers. His previous meal had come more than a day earlier.

Rache turned a curve in the roadway and, suddenly, he caught sight of a wagon parked on the path. Its unharnessed horse grazed the weeds on the roadside. A tent jutted over the cart bed, and fabric whisked against canvas as something moved about inside. Peering out between the tree trunks, Rache spotted the fire in a ditch beyond the horse. Brown potatoes interrupted the checkered pattern of the coals, and a small duck roasted on a spit. Fat dribbled from the meat, hitting the embers with a series of sharp hisses.

Rache knew any Northman who discovered his heritage would kill him on principle, but hunger made him bold. He slunk toward the camp, his gaze darting around the site. He saw no one, and the rustling in the cart continued. The greasy odor of the duck grew stronger, bringing saliva to Rache’s mouth, though his jaw felt pinched. Before he could think, he had a stick in his hands, but he hesitated, still two arms’ lengths from the fire. If I take this man’s food, then he’ll go hungry. Rache sucked in his cheeks, not wanting to inflict his own misfortune on another. On Devil’s Island, he would never have considered stealing food, nor would he have found need; any Renshai would share with his own. But Rache was no longer among Renshai, perhaps never again. Now he knew only enemies who attacked like jackals, in unsporting numbers, unannounced, and at night, and then dared to call the Renshai, the chosen of Thor’s wife Sif, cowards.

Anger flared, driving through Rache’s guilt. He shuffled the last few steps toward the fire and thrust the stick among the coals. Even then, he could not bring himself to take much. He looped the tip of the stick behind one potato and levered it over the coals. It rolled to the edge of the fire. Another poke, and it spilled free onto the dirt.

A creak from the cart drew Rache’s attention. He glanced up in time to see a heavyset, blond man emerge from the tent. His head turned toward the fire.

Rache dropped his stick, darted forward, and seized the potato. It burned his fingers. He nearly dropped it, but squeezed it tighter and ran.

‘Hey!’ the man called after him. ‘Hey!’

Rache bounded over a deadfall, dodged between closely spaced trunks and skidded around a moss-covered boulder. Hearing no sounds of pursuit, he squatted and thrust an end of the potato into his mouth. It singed his palate and tongue, and he tasted coal dust and dirt, but he continued eating. The white of the vegetable crunched, hard and grainy between his teeth, only partially cooked. But it was still the best thing he had eaten in days, and he bolted it. Even so, it scarcely grazed his hunger.

Rache lowered himself to the ground, sitting on layers of shed needles. He stared at his hands, the right with grime caked into the hollows of his sloughed calluses, the left still with horny buttons at the base of each finger but stinging where the potato had burned it. Scabs, abrasions and tears marred the back of his hands and knuckles. He rubbed his face, feeling the sharper cheekbones, his eyes sunken back, and the skin loose beneath his lids. It seemed as if he had touched a stranger’s features rather than his own. So this is what my mother’s soul has bought. Rache hung his head in shame and despair. The wind chilled over him, and rain began, pattering down across the blanketing umbrella of trees as if in mockery. His people, dead in war, killed in the wild blaze of glory they sought. And Rache, who might be the last of the great Renshai, sat wasting in the lands of his enemy, swordless, reduced to petty theft.

The rain intensified to a steady, reviling thrum, exposing Rache to his own ugliness. He had killed his first warrior in the battle; blooded, by Renshai law he was not a child but a man. A man. A Renshai! A spark of defiance rose, flared, and grew with the roar of the rain. I’ll go to the high king’s city and find out about my people. There, I’ll get a sword any way I can. From that time on, I won’t go hungry again. Rache sprang to his feet. Until then, I have to get food. If that means stealing from Northmen, so be it.

Rache headed back toward the trader’s campsite, first quickly, then more slowly as he spied the thread of smoke winding through the trees. Near the forest’s edge, Rache hunched behind a wall of dwarf pine, staring through a gap. The heavyset man now sat on a log before the fire, worrying at a drumstick. The moist air smelled thick and greasy, and each raindrop hissed onto the fire.

Too late. Sick with the aroma of food and the knowledge he would go hungry again tonight, Rache dropped back to his haunches. His movement shook the trunk, showering him with a spray from the branches. Rache sputtered, back-stepping. Then, he caught sight of a flat scrap of tin resting on a log a short distance from the fire. It held part of a breast and wing of the duck and a steaming potato. Rache froze. Another man? I didn’t see one.

Rache glanced toward the wagon. The horse continued grazing, its red-brown fur darkened with water. Rain pooled into a sag in the canvas roof. Rache neither heard nor saw any sign to suggest the trader traveled with a companion. Maybe he’s out in the woods. Concerned, Rache whirled, ears tuned for the rattle of brush beneath the rain. Hearing none, he grew bolder. Eyes fixed on the trader who seemed intent on his own supper, Rache crept toward the food.

Rache’s soaked and tattered clothing shifted and clung with every movement. He placed his toes carefully on the rain-slicked needles. He could feel his heart pounding in his throat. He was just reaching for the plate amid a rising sense of triumph when the trader glanced up.

Rache shrank back, tensed to run.

The trader did not move. He spoke softly. ‘The food is yours. I just want to talk.’

Rache fidgeted uncertainly. He glanced around to make certain the trader was not distracting him from some companion who was preparing to grab Rache from behind. Seeing no one, he looked back. The golden-brown skin of the duck enticed.

‘Go ahead, boy,’ the heavyset man said. ‘You must be hungry.’

Edging forward, Rache seized the wing. It felt warm and oily in his fist, slicked with rain. He took a bite, unable to recall a time when meat tasted so good.

The trader dropped a bone to his own plate, licking each finger. ‘Can you cook, boy?’

Rache shook his head, chewing furiously.

‘Can you set a camp?’

This was more familiar to Rache. He nodded, taking another bite of the duck. Again, he peeked behind him and saw no one.

‘Do you know how to tend a horse?’ The trader gestured at the chestnut in the ditch.

Again, Rache nodded. Some of the Renshai war techniques were performed from horseback, and Devil’s Island had its share of horses. Rache had heard that those horseback combat maneuvers not invented by Colbey were perfected by him. Late one night, Rache had seen Colbey leaping from beast to beast, his sword a flying blur. One horse had pitched him to the dirt, the first and only time Rache had seen his torke fail at anything. Though he had had no reason to believe anyone watched, Colbey had slashed, rolled, and remounted without skipping a beat.

Unaware of Rache’s reverie, the trader continued. ‘Then I propose a deal. You take care of the camp and the horse. In return, I’ll let you ride along with me, give you a place to sleep out of the rain, and feed you as much as you can eat. Is it a deal?’

Rache gnawed the last scrap of meat from the bone, his stomach churning at the food with the same vigor as his mouth. The agreement seemed too good to be true, yet previous experience gave him no reason to mistrust. A small, close-knit tribe, the Renshai did not cheat one of their own, and Rache had had no exposure to mainland trade or diplomacy. Renshai combat training focused on individual skill, not wile or strategy. Still, Rache considered.

‘Well?’ the trader pressed. Apparently interpreting Rache’s hesitation as suspicion, he rose nonthreateningly, raising his hands to demonstrate he held no weapons. ‘I didn’t have to feed you. If you refuse to help me, I won’t do it again, I promise.’

Familiar with the sign language, Rache’s eyes naturally drifted to the stranger’s hip where no sword hung. He bit into the potato, irrationally afraid the trader might reclaim it. ‘Where are you headed?’ The thin quaver of Rache’s voice surprised him. He had not spoken aloud since the battle.

The trader dumped the bones from his plate. His muddled gray-green gaze swung toward Rache, unreadable. ‘Nordmir. The king’s city. I’ve got some trading and selling to do there. I’m a tinsmith.’ He made a stiff-fingered gesture of greeting. ‘Arvo Ranulfsson of the Gjar.’

Rache returned the salute. ‘Rache,’ he said and immediately wished he had not. Like most of the Renshai names, ‘Rache’ was nonspecific among the Northern tribes; but the Renshai’s custom of calling newborns after their own dead had limited their pool of names. He left off his sire’s name, probing his memory for a distant tribe unlikely to be closely tied or at war with the Gjar. ‘I’m Varlian.’ Rache held his breath, waiting for Arvo to challenge his claim. But if the trader saw through Rache’s lie, he made no sign.

‘Very well, Rache.’ Arvo spoke in a mid-Northern accent, clipping the final syllable of Rache’s name so it sounded more like a breath than a sound. ‘I’ll take care of the plates, you hitch up the horse, and we’ll be on our way.’

Rache gulped down the last morsel of potato, feeling better and more energetic than he had in days. He had never harnessed a horse before, but the system of straps and poles proved easy enough to figure out. Within a few short moments, he had the horse tied in. Glancing up, he discovered Arvo on the driving seat, patting the bench beside him. Rache climbed up beside Arvo, the trader clucked, shaking the driving reins, and the horse started down the roadway.

At first, the strangeness of the territory kept Rache tensed and coiled, and every bounce of the cart’s wheels jangled his tightly drawn nerves. As the hours passed, the bump and jounce of the wagon grew familiar. The rhythmical chitter of the rain against the canvas lulled him. Arvo began talking of his travels the instant Rache swung into his seat, and the tinsmith scarcely seemed to stop for breath. As Rache relaxed, he listened. Though Arvo used words as mundane as the lands in which he traded, Rache’s ignorance of any place but Devil’s Island stimulated his imagination. His mind added the pageantry Arvo’s descriptions lacked.

For Rache, the hours went by in dry contentment. Protected from the rain, his belly full, he reveled in the damp odors of evergreen, canvas, and horse. Attention on Arvo’s ceaseless droning, Rache let the tragedy of the previous week slip from his mind, reminded of it only once. That evening, over a dinner of jerked lamb, Arvo talked about the son who had once performed the tasks for which he had hired Rache. ‘Scarcely thirteen, but as cocksure of his abilities as any child.’ Arvo’s oddly colored eyes blurred with tears. ‘He chose to fight his first battle against Renshai and died on Devil’s Island.’

Rache stiffened, as much confused as horrified. He wanted more information, particularly about his people. But even at ten, Rache was dimly wise enough to know Arvo’s thoughts focused on his son, not his enemies. Crying for a hero killed in battle made no sense to Rache. ‘At least he died in glory.’ He spoke the platitude from habit, shocked when it seemed to goad Arvo to further tears.

Arvo’s words rattled in his chest. ‘When they found his body, he was …’ Arvo paused, his face lapsing into grieving wrinkles.

Rache waited, certain Arvo’s next word would explain his sorrow.

‘… headless,’ Arvo whispered.

Rache cringed, aware, as were all Northern warriors, that the loss of a major body part would bar the soul from Valhalla, no matter how heroic the death. Nearly a century and a half ago, the Renshai’s habit of dismembering the dead to shatter morale during border skirmishes had led to their exile and a hundred years of wandering without a country. Rache lowered his head, sharing the father’s anguish. Even the understanding that Arvo’s son had died, an enemy of the Renshai, could not stay Rache’s sadness. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. And he meant it.

Arvo recovered quickly. They continued their journey until dusk touched the horizon, then Arvo pulled up the horse, jumped down, and signaled Rache to take care of the beast.

Rache clambered to the ground, raindrops falling coldly on his scalp. Shortly, he had the horse unhitched, hobbled, and cropping calmly at the roadside grass. He returned to the wagon and nearly collided with Arvo, who clutched a coil of thin rope. ‘What’s this?’ Rache asked.

‘I’ll let you sleep in the wagon where it’s dry.’ Arvo’s voice emerged matter-of-factly, without a trace of apology or discomfort. ‘I need to tie your hands while I’m sleeping.’

Rache shied, tripping over the cart pole. He clutched at the wagon to catch his balance. ‘Tie me? Why?’ This was a matter he’d never considered. The thought of allowing a near-stranger to bind him filled him with dread. Still, he liked Arvo. The tinsmith had given him much in exchange for very little, and Arvo’s casual manner made it seem like a routine request.

Arvo stood where he was, not pressing. ‘I’ve got valuables in the back. I can’t take a chance on those things disappearing while I’m sleeping.’

Insulted by Arvo’s mistrust, Rache defended himself. ‘I wouldn’t take anything.’

Avro shook the rope, and the loops swung in shallow arcs. ‘You already stole from me once. I can’t afford to take the chance.’

Rache flattened against the wagon, not wanting to be tied but unable to come up with a suitable compromise. He enjoyed the company and needed the shelter and the food. The horse cart would carry him to the king’s city faster and more comfortably than walking, especially since Rache did not even know the route. Still, the thought of sleeping, bound and helpless, broke his flesh into a cold sweat.

Arvo met Rache’s stare, gently but unyieldingly. ‘If I wanted to hurt you, I could have done so already.’

Rache conceded. He moved toward Arvo, holding his hands out before him, hoping the gesture alone would convince Arvo.

But the tinsmith granted Rache no quarter. He wound the rope around Rache’s wrists tight enough that Rache could not separate his hands without the cord biting flesh. Unable to reach the knot with anything but his teeth, he followed Arvo docilely, and spent the night beneath the sheltering canvas amid stacks of tin bowls, plates, tankards, and figurines.

By the third night, the routine had grown familiar. During the day, Rache reveled in the breeze created by the progress of the cart. Birdsong followed them down the roadways, and a small flock trailed the wagon, picking grain seeds from the horse’s manure. Arvo continued his monotonous descriptions of the nearby towns. And at night, Rache learned to sleep with his hands bound.

On the fourth morning, Rache awoke to a sudden stripe of sunlight in his face. Arvo’s face poked through the gap between the flaps of canvas, looking harder and older than in the past. Rache sat up. Always before, the tinsmith had awakened him just before dawn. Now, sun rays slanted into the wagon, sparking silver glints along the piles of tin. Behind Arvo, Rache saw open sky rather than the towering columns of evergreen he recalled from the previous night. Apparently, the wagon had moved without his knowledge. ‘Wh-what?’ he stammered. ‘Where?’

‘We’re in Nordmir.’ Arvo grasped the rope between Rache’s hands and helped him from the wagon.

Sunlight glared from rows of thatch-roofed dwellings, momentarily blinding him. To his right, a tall blur seemed to stretch to the sky. Rache blinked until his vision cleared and the structure became clear. Constructed of stone and mortar, it towered to four times his height, taller than any building he had ever seen or imagined. Vines curled and stretched along the surface, making it appear painted in splotches of green and brown. Though simple in shape and unadorned, its size alone robbed Rache of his breath.

‘Come on.’ Arvo nudged Rache toward the castle.

The touch broke Rache’s daze. He shuffled a step forward, noticing that the wagon stood parked just off a hard-packed roadway. Men and women passed, in couples and small groups, seeming to take no notice of the tinsmith and the child, despite the ropes still taut about Rache’s wrists. A pair of burly men dressed in long, mail shirts belted at the waists stood guard before the ironembossed door of the palace. Each clutched a blade on a pole, a weapon unfamiliar to Rache. He stared at the sentries. They reminded him of the soldiers who had attacked Devil’s Island, and he felt deeply chilled. ‘How did we get here?’

Arvo gave Rache another shove toward the pathway to the castle door. ‘Come on.’

Rache staggered, then whirled. He raised his hands to remind the tinsmith of his promise. ‘You forgot to untie me.’

Arvo continued to ignore Rache’s comments. Catching the Renshai child by both shoulders, Arvo steered him toward the castle.

Suddenly frightened, Rache jerked back, resisting. Caught by surprise, Arvo lost his grip. Rache spun, making a desperate break for freedom. Arvo swore. He shot a foot between Rache’s legs, sprawling him. Unable to catch himself without his hands, Rache landed on his face. Pain smashed through his nose. Grit scratched furrows in his skin as he slid half under the wagon. Awkwardly, he twisted to rise. Then Arvo’s booted toe thumped into Rache’s side, driving air through his clenched teeth.

The attack made no sense to Rache. Howling, he thrashed his legs and whipped his bound hands in a childish frenzy, his combat training forgotten. Catching one flailing leg and avoiding the other, Arvo dragged Rache back into the road, ‘Stop it,’ he screamed. He kicked Rache in the ribs, then planted a foot on the boy’s chest.

Rache gasped, forcing himself to think. Weaponless, hands tied, this was unlike any battle situation for which he had prepared. But the Renshai had constructed their maneuvers by combining the best techniques gleaned from a hundred years of wandering. Rache had never understood the philosophical aspects of Colbey’s training. Still, he called the torke’s words to mind: ‘Wars have been won by numbers, skill, guile, sheer audacity, and even simple luck. But never, never by panic. Panic instantly reveals your every weakness to your enemy. The secret of combat is to hide your weaknesses. Whenever possible, bide your time until your enemy’s impatience or stupidity causes him to reveal his own weaknesses, then use them against him.’ Berating his loss of self-control, Rache went still.

Face flushed with anger, Arvo caught the ropes and hoisted Rache to his feet. The cord chewed into Rache’s wrists. ‘Modi,’ he whispered, spurred rather than cowed by the pain. His bruised ribs ached. He had trusted Arvo Ranulfsson. The betrayal hurt, fueling Rache’s hatred. Moments before, he would have risked his life for Arvo; now, the tinsmith had earned a place as Rache’s enemy, one step only beneath the high king in Nordmir, who had surely launched the surprise attack against the Renshai.

Arvo shook Rache, his grip tight and careful on the rope, his features twisted into a snarl. ‘Listen, Rache,’ he said, his voice coarse, his words clipped. ‘I’ve seen too many waifs like you living as thieves and beggars, growing into the vile gutterscum that plagues honest merchants. Be grateful I’ve saved you from that fate.’

Sorrow, bitterness, and rage crushed down on Rache, but not a twinge of gratitude. Ideas spun through his mind. He wanted to protest, to force Arvo to feel guilty for what he had done. Instead, he bit his lip and said nothing, aware silent obedience would best hide his intentions until he found an opening to act. Patience, Rache reminded himself.

Arvo apparently accepted Rache’s quiet stillness as acquiescence; his cheeks paled to their normal ivory color and his voice turned friendly. ‘Not every boy has a chance to grow up in a king’s palace nor to serve his lord so closely.’

Hatred burned in Rache like fire. He clenched his jaw, concentrating on Arvo’s every movement, reading him for stereotyped or repeated motions, a tendency to shift one way more frequently than the other. So far he had determined only that Arvo favored his right hand. Like most Renshai, Rache was trained from birth to use both hands equally, at least when engaged in combat.

Arvo continued more slowly, fidgeting as his ire died, perhaps bothered by the intensity of Rache’s scrutiny. ‘Don’t do anything stupid. If the king likes you, your future’s enviable. If you whine and scream on his floor, like you did for me, he’d as soon have you killed. And if you embarrass me, my next kick won’t be so gentle.’ He glared, awaiting an answer.

Rache met the tinsmith’s murky stare with mute defiance.

‘Come on.’ Arvo jerked Rache toward the castle door. Docilely, his blond head low, Rache walked at Arvo’s side.

As the pair approached the doorway, one of the guards stepped forward. A grin split his thick features. ‘Arvo, how’s the trade?’

‘Not so good as last spring.’ Arvo sounded casual, but his grip on Rache’s ropes never lessened. ‘Is his majesty expecting me?’

‘The king is taking audience in his court today. I’m sure he can fit you in. I’ll check.’ The guard turned on his heel, opened the door, and disappeared inside, closing it behind him.

Arvo sighed, exchanging smiles with the remaining sentry at the door.

The guard shifted, the chains of his shirt rattling. ‘Into a new trade?’ He inclined his head toward Rache.

Rache stood, his body a still contrast to his racing thoughts.

Arvo shook his head. ‘Just a gift.’

‘An unwilling gift.’ The guard had obviously seen the struggle that had ensued beside Arvo’s wagon.

Arvo shrugged in reply. An awkward silence ensued, broken by the other sentry’s return. He held the door open. ‘The king will see you now.’

Arvo ushered Rache in. The door slammed shut, and the guard escorted them down a corridor crafted of stone blocks. Some artisan had painted a repeating, boldly lined pattern in smaller squares, simulating tile. Irregularities in the sizes and shapes of stone had forced him to work the design even over the mortaring, making it appear warped and cracked. Wall sconces held unlit torches, and the semidarkness smoothed the rougher edges, adding to the illusion. Niches on either side of the hallway held finely-crafted golden vases of a Western artistry Rache did not recognize. The Renshai had no king; their leader varied depending on the task and convenience. Understanding little of castles, statecraft, and governments, Rache could not know Nordmir’s palace was a paltry imitation of the richer citadel of the West’s high king in Béarn. To him, the grandeur of Nordmir’s castle seemed staggering. It took a conscious effort to keep his attention on his enemies rather than on the furnishings. The stone felt grainy and cold beneath his bare feet.

The corridor ended at a door. The guard signaled Arvo to stop and tapped on the wood with the base of his pole arm. In response, the door swung inward, revealing a chamber. After the dullness of the corridor, the lantern-lit room seemed blinding. Rache squeezed his eyes shut. Arvo dragged him forward, halfway down a narrow, blue-carpeted aisle, before Rache’s eyes grew fully accustomed to the lighting.

Ahead, an arched array of three chairs perched on a wooden platform. The one in the center held a portly, stiff-bearded Northman in silken robes trimmed with milky white fur. A jeweled crown balanced on blond braids wound through with leather thongs. He watched Arvo’s and Rache’s approach, his lids sagging with boredom.

To the king’s left sat a younger Northman of lighter build, a sword at his side. His keen, blue eyes measured the approaching pair, his posture anything but careless. On the opposite side, a frail man slumped in his chair. He appeared unlike anyone Rache had ever seen before. Colbey sported a few white hairs at his temples, but Rache had always accepted them as a normal peculiarity, specific to his torke. The man at the king’s right hand had a headful of hair the color of snow, hacked short. Wrinkles recessed his eyes into pits, and his forehead appeared wrapped in permanent bewildered creases. Brown patches marred the skin of his hands and cheeks, and blue veins wound, thin but visible, through brittle, yellowed flesh. Though feeble-appearing, the man still stared with ferocity through watery eyes.

Despite his plan to reveal nothing of his thoughts, Rache recoiled. Having no experience with age, he assumed the elderly figure was wasting from disease and wondered why the Nordmirians allowed the infected one so near their king. A dozen guards, each with a sword and shield, held at-ease but attentive stances around and before their king. Rache’s subconscious registered three sentries with pole arms near the door behind him, including the one who had escorted them to the court. A handful of richly dressed men and women occupied benches on either side of the aisle, though most of the seats lay empty.

Arvo stopped some distance from the closest guards. He knelt respectfully. ‘Your majesty.’

Caught by surprise, Rache remained standing, though the cord abraded his already bruised wrists until they bled. He bit off a cry of pain.

Arvo winced as resistance on the rope bit into his fingers, too.

The king frowned but otherwise seemed to take no notice of Rache’s disrespect. ‘Rise, Arvo Ranulfsson. I presume you’ve come for your usual trade?’

Arvo stood. He kept his gaze fixed on the royal presence, but stomped on Rache’s foot to show his displeasure. ‘I have, your majesty. Would our usual terms be agreeable, your majesty?’

Rache worked his smashed toes from under Arvo’s boot, trying to keep control of the blind fury inspired by the pain.

‘They would,’ the king said. ‘And what is this you’ve brought with you?’

Rache loathed being referred to as an object even more than he did Arvo’s insistence on calling him ‘boy.’ He remained still, waiting for Arvo to drop his guard.

Arvo bowed his head. ‘Your majesty, I found this homeless child in your woods learning the trade of a thief. Better his neck in your service than stretched by the hangman’s noose.’

The king’s pale-eyed gaze rolled to Rache, though he still appeared disinterested. ‘Very well.’ He addressed the next command randomly to his guards. ‘Take the boy to the slave quarters.’

One of the guards near the front shifted his shield to a companion and trotted toward Rache. He wore the usual mail shirt; and, as he moved, his sword sheath swayed at his hip. Arvo stepped aside, passing Rache’s hands to the guard who caught the rope in a lighter grip than the tinsmith’s. Without a word, the guard tugged at Rache’s hands, preparing to turn him around to face the back of the courtroom. For an instant, Rache resisted. As the guard increased pressure, Rache spun.

Suddenly, Rache was moving in the same direction as the yank. Surprise drove the guard off-balance, and Rache seized his opening. The side of his foot crashed against the guard’s knee, all of his weight behind the blow. The guard staggered with a gasp. His hands fell away from the rope. Rache sprang. He seized the guard’s hilt in his bound fists and ripped it from the sheath. The leather felt familiar and proper against his damaged hands. He whirled, whipping the blade in a wild arc to hold off enemies until he could assess their positions.

Screams and shouts rose from the nobles on the benches, and they scuttled to safety. The king’s command was lost amid the noise and the clack of swords, armor, and shields as the guards leapt toward Rache. Only one thought came to Rache: to fight his way free or die in the attempt, taking as many of the enemy with him as possible. He lunged randomly at the closest figure, Arvo, swiping high. Rache’s sword tore a lethal gash in Arvo’s neck before the tinsmith realized he was menaced. Blood splashing, Arvo fell without a sound. The injured guard rolled beneath the benches to safety.

The ropes burned Rache’s wrists with every movement. He clutched the hilt in whitened fingers, meeting the first guard with an overhead strike. The guard caught the blow on his shield and riposted. Rache back-stepped and thrust for his abdomen. The guard blocked low, knocking Rache’s sword downward, opening his upper defenses. Sword low, hands bound, Rache used the only weapon available. He drove his head into the guard’s chest.

An expression of surprise crossed the guard’s face; apparently, he did not expect such a maneuver from a child. He staggered a step backward. Rache bore in, whipping his lowered sword upward in a cut that claimed the guard’s leg above the knee.

Rache found himself surrounded by guards. He spun from side to side, slashing in a savage frenzy that kept the guards just beyond sword range. His hands ached, making the sword feel lead-weighted. Sweat plastered hair to his forehead and stung his eyes. The wild chaos of his strategy wore quickly. His lungs felt raw, his breaths came in a pant, and he knew he could not delay much longer. The time had come to die in the same bold glory as his people had. With a howl of triumph, Rache singled out a guard at random and plunged toward him.

The guard parried the blow, but before he could answer with a strike of his own, Rache had redirected his attack against another. This time, Rache swung high. His sword slammed against a shield, jarring his arm to the elbow. A movement to his right touched the corner of his vision. Before he could turn, a meaty hand enclosed his wrists, spinning him off his feet. He tumbled to his knees, the sword wrenched painfully from his grip. Blindly, Rache kicked, missed. The flat of a sword cracked against his skull. White-hot pain flashed through his head, and his vision disappeared. He sprawled to the floor. His thoughts scrambled, and his eyesight returned as shadowy blurs of movement through a screen of red stars. Boots stabbed his sides from both directions, jolting agony along his ribs. He screamed, struggling to roll free, but something pinned his limbs to the floor.

‘That’s enough.’ Though soft, the command carried, all the more effective because it was not the king who had spoken.

The kicks stopped. The guards went still.

The same voice spoke again. ‘Forgive me, your majesty. But he’s just a child. Sire, do you really want him beaten to death on the floor of your court?’

The murmurs of the guards made it clear the speaker was out of line, yet the king’s quiet acceptance made it equally apparent that he found the dissident valuable enough to accept a little defiance. Gradually, Rache worked his head to the side. The king sat, fingers laced thoughtfully through his beard, his gaze on the sickly-looking elder to his right. ‘Very well.’ He addressed Rache. ‘Boy, you like fighting so much? You’re going to get the chance. Let’s see how you do against the other slaves who like to fight.’

‘Sire?’ The elder seemed alarmed by the suggestion. ‘You would put this child against a gladiator?’

The king’s patience appeared to be waning. ‘The child injured my guards and killed a visitor in my court. I want him dead!’

The cold of the stone seemed to seep through Rache. Senses muddled, he found the situation difficult to decipher, although he remembered his torke once telling him that the term ‘gladiator’ meant fighter. The words seemed to come from a great distance and thickly, as if through water. It appeared the king wanted Rache to die in combat, while the other man opposed the idea. Though Rache preferred the king’s bent, he appreciated the moments of peace the elder had gained him.

‘We all want him dead, of course, your majesty.’ The aged man persisted. ‘But at least get some enjoyment out of it.’ He made a grand gesture, his sleeve falling away from a wrinkled, freckled arm. ‘Make it a spectacle. If he has to die young, at least let him go out with enough showmanship and style so your people will remember it.’

‘I just want him dead.’ The king spoke stiffly.

Rache tried to move but managed only to twitch his fingers. He met instant resistance.

The older man’s voice dropped so low, Rache had to strain to hear it. ‘My lord, would you have your people believe you sanction murdering babies in public fights with gladiators?’

The king went rigid. His eyes narrowed.

The elder continued quickly. ‘If it was entertaining …’ He trailed off provocatively.

The king’s expression softened in consideration. ‘What’s your idea?’

The aged man tapped his fingers on his armrest. His gaze passed over the tight ring of guards to focus on Rache. His mouth bent into a cruel, tight-lipped smile. He leaned toward the king, and Rache heard nothing of the whispered exchange that followed.

Rache awakened, curled on a hard-packed earthen floor, unable to recall how he had gotten there. His last memory was of a dozen guards pinning him to the courtroom floor. His head throbbed, making thought difficult; his ribs and wrists ached. He tasted dirt.

Rache rolled, and the sudden increase in pain jarred a whimper free before he could suppress it. He lay in a cell with three solid walls and a ceiling. Bars formed the fourth wall, looking out over a path. In the distance, a forest loomed, trees swaying in the breeze, leaves and needles rattling a chorus. Twilight dribbled through the branches, making Rache aware he had slept through the night. He could not remember ever sleeping so deeply and wondered if he had been struck. The agony thrumming in the back of his head supported the possibility.

Forcing himself to a sitting position, Rache drew his hands into his lap, intending to assess the damage from the rope. But a glimmer of metal seized his attention. A manacle encircled his left wrist, held in place by a bronze rivet. A short chain trailed from it, hanging free. Blood-crusted gashes from the rope, purple bruises and abraded skin poked from beneath the steel. Aside from the absence of a fetter, the right wrist appeared similar.

Noises came to Rache then, the soft sough of cautious, animalistic movement, creatures stirring around him. The stone walls hid them from his sight, but he guessed they were light sleepers awakened by his rolling. Humans, perhaps, whose lives depended on their instincts and split-second reactions. Fear clutched at Rache, and, finally, he lost control. He sagged to the ground, crying, lonely as death. He was no longer a blooded man of a warrior tribe, just a child lost in a world of enemies.

The sobs came harder, racking Rache’s ribs with pain. Grief seared him, and he cursed himself with angry gasps. The brave dead should be glorified, never mourned. Words he had known since infancy lost all meaning, smothered beneath a wave of grim sorrow. He gritted his teeth until his pounding head felt as if it might explode. He imagined his little sister, hacked down by Northmen laughing at the slaughter, again saw his father tramped beneath the horde and his mother’s shattered corpse dangling like a snarl of gulfweed on the reef. The image sliced deep into his memory, and he vomited with a violence that wrenched his bruised ribs into fiery anguish.

Rache scuttled away, pressing his back into a corner, hard, jamming his spine against it as if it might collapse, trying to drive the sacrilege from his mind. They’re in Valhalla. They’ve earned their reward and ultimate happiness. He was supposed to celebrate the dead, but his mind would not allow it. Regret wedged through his defenses, raising doubts about a religion that had served the Renshai and the mainland Northmen for centuries before his birth. He forced himself to forget that the act of cowardice was his mother’s, not his own. To live a coward was wretched, but it could be undone by future feats of valor. To die a coward doomed the soul to Hel. Rache buried his face in his palms, feeling ugly, empty, and hollow, scourged by his own sinful thoughts. The edge of the shackle scratched his cheek.

Another sound rose over the restive activity around him. Voices flowed along the path, and two of the king’s guardsmen came into view. They wore belted chain shirts over leather breeks. One held a spear. Otherwise, they were unarmed.

Rache worked to a crouch, rubbing the tears from his eyes with grimy fists.

The guards stopped before Rache’s cage. Shorter and broader than his companion, the one with the spear examined Rache through the bars. ‘He’s a boy.’

‘I told you that.’ The other plucked a ring of keys from his pocket and stabbed one into the lock.

The smaller guard leveled his spear at Rache. ‘I thought you meant twelve, thirteen. This one’s a child.’

The larger guard grunted a noncommittal reply. He twisted the key, and the lock snapped open.

Rache’s heart raced, but he hid fear behind a mask of defiance. He did not move, studying the guards’ every movement from habit.

The spearman persisted. ‘Why’s he got the one manacle on the left? Is he left-handed?’

‘Who knows.’ The larger guard entered the cage, and the other poked his spear through the doorway. ‘It’s part of the king’s plan to even the fight. They’re doing some strange thing with a horse. I’d still put my money on the gladiator.’ He glanced toward his companion.

Rache grasped the moment. He sprang for the open door.

The side of the spear crashed into Rache’s gut, driving him a step backward. He struggled for breath and balance as the large guard seized the dangling end of the chain, deftly flicked it over Rache’s free hand, and pulled it taut. Yanked forward, Rache stumbled and fell to one knee. A thin trickle of air wheezed into his lungs. The guard looped the chain around his wrists a second time.

The maneuver was so fast and well-coordinated, the guards had obviously practiced it repeatedly. The smaller man continued speaking as if nothing had happened. ‘I heard the boy did some serious damage in the courtroom.’

The guard in the cage levered the chains so they could not come undone. ‘He caught them by surprise. A couple of lucky strikes.’ He interrupted himself, his words intended as much to discourage Rache from attempting escape as to inform his companion. ‘The boy’s condemned to death. If he tries anything, stab him.’

Rache shivered. Gasping, he followed the guard from the cell without comment, the chains gouging into his swollen wrists.

The guards led Rache around the block of cells and across a plain to the castle. Grass pricked and tickled Rache’s bare feet, and he concentrated on this less unpleasant sensation, trying to forget his mangled wrists and the shifting pressure of metal against them. Gradually, the ground sloped downward; the back side of the palace was built on lower ground than the front. A huge, iron-embossed door stood ajar, opening into a part of the structure below ground level. The guards brought Rache through it and into a dingy, straw-lined corridor lit only by the sun glare filtering through the gap of the open door.

The hallway ended at another door. Immediately in front of it, a gaunt horse with a heavily muscled rump whipped its tail at flies. The darkness made its bay hide look almost black. A saddle perched on its back, carefully cinched. A man dressed only in a loincloth crouched to the animal’s right, facing its hindquarters, his right wrist chained to the saddle. To the left, another chain hung from the pommel. Positioned between the horse and the door, a guard gripped the animal by its halter. A sheathed longsword girded his wrist, and he held two swords in his free hand. Even in the dark and from a distance, Rache could see they were poorly crafted, the blades notched and the sparse light glittering from pocks, dents, and scratches.

‘Bring him in,’ the guard by the door said.

Rache lost himself to despair. Motion became automatic; the sting of the spear tip sent him forward, stumbling after the guard. He was Renshai, trained to sword skill from childhood. But even Renshai had to break practice for chores, to chop firewood and scour the fishing boats, to hunt and gather food. Gladiators had no demands other than to fight, perhaps to live and drill to fight some more. Rache was only ten years old, far from the peak of his competence. How can I possibly hope to stand against a gladiator? Death in combat did not bother Rache; it was a reward. But a death without honor was the ultimate curse, and Rache worried about dying without returning a single stroke, or trampled beneath the horse’s hooves.

The guard drew Rache to the beast’s left side. Caught in a narrow lane between horse and wall, his escape cut off by a swordsman on one side and a spearman on the other, Rache allowed the unarmed guard to chain him to the saddle by his manacle. The horse’s ears flicked flat to its head, and it pawed the ground with a white-stockinged forehoof. Only then did Rache recognize the extent of his advantage that went beyond having his right hand free while the gladiator would be forced to fight left-handed. Everything done with horses was done from the left side, his side, including mounting. He wondered if the king had considered that fact when he chose the positions of the combatants. Confidence buoyed, Rache did not dare to hope too hard. The gladiator’s strength, experience, and learned desperation still made him more powerful than Rache. But it’s not over yet.

The guards exchanged silent signals. Nerves wound to coils, limbs shaking, Rache clung to the saddle’s pommel with his left hand, unable to see the gladiator over the back of the horse. The guard near the door shoved the hilt of a sword into Rache’s hand, gave the other to the gladiator, then moved aside. The familiar feel of the weapon lulled Rache. Dizziness left him, and the dull throb of his head lost all significance. Colbey’s training surfaced mechanically, and, with it, the rules of battle: ‘Step on his feet, gouge his eyes, kick him in the groin, bite, pull hair, spit in his face, piss on him, anything that works, do it. The victor is the one left standing at the end of combat. The honor comes not from the method of warfare, but in defeating your enemy with nothing but skill and wits and, perhaps, a sword.’

The door whisked open onto an oval-shaped arena larger than any cottage on Devil’s Island. Stone walls rose to three tiers of wooden benches half-filled with curious, Northern faces. The horse stood, rooted, in the doorway. Its ears whipped forward into excited triangles. It bugled out a whinny. Then, apparently spurred from behind, it bolted several steps into the ring.

The sudden movement all but sprawled Rache. He staggered backward as the horse froze again. The gladiator took the first strike, a wild sweep over the animal’s saddle. The crowd roared. Rache felt the horse bunch. It swung its hindquarters toward the gladiator. Arching its neck, it kicked out at the man, bucking in a circle to the right. Hand wrenched, Rache threw up his sword arm for balance and chased the horse’s revolution from necessity. Tense noise sputtered through the spectators as the battle progressed in a manner they apparently never expected.

The horse threw a kick at the gladiator. He leapt backward to avoid it, jarred to the end of his chain. Balance lost, he toppled. The horse stepped on him, rocking sideways. The gladiator screamed. Upset by the presence beneath its hooves, the horse danced back toward Rache and went still. Slammed suddenly into the horse’s side, Rache wrapped both hands around the pommel. As the gladiator unsteadily gained his feet, Rache sprang for the saddle. He hit, belly first, then scrambled astride, grip so tight on the sword its knurling left impressions on his palm.

The gladiator swore. His sword swept for Rache’s leg. Not bothering to meet the attack, Rache brought the flat of his blade whistling onto the horse’s rump. It sprang forward, the power of its leap throwing Rache backward. For an instant, the certainty of a fall touched Rache’s awareness. Desperately, he caught hold of the horse’s inky mane, resettling into his seat. The gladiator screamed again, his cry shrill over the roar of the crowd. The horse floundered over the fighter’s flailing limbs, then bucked, its momentum flinging Rache from front to back like so much flotsam. Somehow, Rache managed to cling on. Wrapping his chained arm around the beast’s neck, he leaned forward and chopped the blade down on the gladiator’s wrist. The sword bit flesh once, then again. On the third whack, the gladiator fell, free and limp, to the arena floor, his hand tumbling to the ground beside him.

The horse slowed to a trot circling the ring in savage confusion. Suddenly it spun, racing back toward the lower entrance to the ring. A soft voice cut over the din of the audience and the patter of the horse’s hooves. ‘This way!’ The door swung open, and Rache caught a glimpse of the ancient Northman who had sat at the king’s right hand. Then the horse charged through the doorway and down the hall. It shied around the still bodies of the guards lying in the corridor, bumping Rache from side to side, then galloped through the outer door, also, strangely, open.

The grasses of the cleared plain parted for the horse’s run. Then the forest loomed in Rache’s vision. Hoofbeats pounded behind him. They’re after me! He leaned forward in the saddle, air washing over him, the horse’s mane whipping into his eyes. The pursuit grew louder, closer behind him. Craning his neck, he glanced over his shoulder. Only one horse chased him, a long-legged black with the white-haired elder on its back. Every stride inched closed the gap between them.

Rache’s first thought was to outmaneuver the man. But as he raced toward the woods, Rache knew he would need to slow down or risk crashing his panicked mount into the trees. Besides, logic dictated that, should the king have recovered enough from shock to give chase, he would send guards, not an ill and aging adviser.

‘Ho! Slow down!’ Rache commanded his steed. As if noticing the wall of trunks for the first time, the horse shied. Rache slid, hands clamped rigidly to its neck.

A moment later, the black cut between Rache’s mount and the forest. ‘This way!’ the rider screamed. Not bothering to point, he galloped along the edge of the forest.

Spooked, Rache’s horse chased its fellow, oblivious to or unfamiliar with Rache’s kneed signals. Without reins, Rache found it impossible to force his will. Instead, he flattened to the beast’s pumping neck, fingers entwined in the dark snarl of mane. Ahead of him, the black horse veered into the woods. As Rache’s mount came up behind it, he saw it ran on a road lined with pine and aspen. Without a choice, he followed.

The course curled and spun, the white-haired man choosing turns and intersections without hesitation. Aside from worn pits and crevices, the road remained safe for swiftly moving hooves, and the horses did not slow. Wind tore at Rache’s grip. The mane bit like wire into his palms. Lofty branches blocked the sun into dappled shadow, and Rache lost all sense of time and direction. He felt as if he had run forever through a never-ending maze of twists and turns before his horse slackened to a canter, then a trot, and finally a walk. Yet the older man still led them on, now picking his way through clutching vines, over sparsely set underbrush and between trunks packed so close Rache had to swing his legs over the saddle to keep from getting pinched between bark and the horse’s side.

As the day wore on, Rache’s horse protested the long trip with explosive snorts and strings of grunts. And finally, when Rache was considering making some groaning noises of his own, the elder drew his mount to a halt and swung to the ground. Rache paused, watching the white-haired man untack his horse and release it to graze. Rache recognized the opportunity to escape, but exhaustion highlighted curiosity more than fear. Having come this far, Rache found it impossible to completely mistrust the elder now. Someone must have opened the arena doors and killed the guards in the corridor. His companion seemed the only likely possibility. Cautiously, Rache swung from the saddle.

Not wanting to take a chance on the animal bolting with him still chained to it, he quickly uncinched it, removed the saddle, and set it on a fallen log. Grasping a rock, he pounded at the brass rivet of the manacle.

‘Let me help.’ The old man’s voice came from closer than Rache expected.

Alarmed, Rache jumped, drawing his trapped wrist protectively to his chest. He had known the other man was nearby, of course, but he had expected him to make more noise with his approach.

The white-haired man stood within arm’s length, offering a key tucked between his fingers. Though unarmed in the king’s court, he now wore a sword in a sheath at his left hip. ‘Well done …’

Rache leapt to his feet, angling his own weapon between them.

Smiling, the stranger tossed the key.

Rache caught it in his manacled hand, without lowering his sword or his defenses. He had trusted once and been betrayed; it would not happen so easily again.

The old man finished speaking as if he had never paused, ‘Renshai.’

Rache choked, hating himself for the lapse. He tried to act nonchalant, but his fingers shook as he fitted the key to the lock, and he had to put aside his sword to use both hands. He kept his gaze locked on the other man, prepared to defend himself at the slightest provocation. Not wanting to damn himself with silence, Rache forced a challenge. ‘Why do you call me that?’

The white-haired man remained still, his expression solemn. ‘Because it’s what you are. It’s in your stance and your style, your bold rebellion against a king accustomed to unquestioned obedience. The Renshai sword maneuvers are unlike those of any other warrior. The trained eye can spot them in a single stroke. You are Renshai …’

The lock clicked. The manacle fell from Rache’s aching wrist, and he snatched up his sword again.

‘… and so am I. My name is Episte.’ He offered both hands in greeting, a gesture of peace from fingers empty of weapons.

Many thoughts crashed and tangled in Rache’s mind, a muddle of emotions. Rache had neither the time nor inclination to sort. Suspicion tainted the joy of reuniting with one of his people. Episte looked unlike any Renshai he’d ever known, and Rache needed explanations. ‘Rache,’ he said, stalling.

‘Kallmir’s son,’ Episte finished. ‘Yes, the resemblance is there. Though your defiance is more suited to your namesake. Brave warriors both, and your mother, too.’

Though intended as a compliment, the reference to his mother made Rache cringe. His resentment flowed out before he could measure his words. ‘You were supposed to warn us of attacks. Many Renshai died without glory.’

‘All but you, Rache.’ Episte’s arms fell to his sides.

Rache felt squeezed, chilled in every part. ‘What do you mean?’ he demanded. ‘They all died? Or they all died without glory?’ Simple semantics became the difference between honor and disgrace, a gap that spanned times and worlds, life and death.

Episte sat, his sagging skin and withered features looking monstrous on a wasted human figure. ‘Rache, I don’t want to bother you with politics. Only know that Northerners and their kings tend to be impulsive, enamored with war and the solutions it brings. Relations between Renshai and their neighbours have been rocky forever. I’m not certain exactly what thought or words inspired the king, but the attack was a sudden decision made without my knowledge. By the time I found out, it was too late.’ His eyes rolled toward the sky as if in prayer.

Rache waited, certain Episte had not yet finished.

Episte studied Rache as if to determine whether the child could handle the news.

‘I’m blooded,’ Rache reminded the elder.

Episte nodded. As a man, Rache had the right to know. ‘The king set a bounty, paid against Renshai right ears.’ He hesitated as the full effect of his disclosure sank in.

Grief ground in on Rache, suffocating in its intensity, but followed by confusion. He knew loss of a major body part would bar a warrior from Valhalla. ‘But is an ear a major body part?’

Rache did not realize he had spoken aloud, so Episte’s reply startled him. ‘I don’t know. Apparently the Northmen doubted, too, and their uncertainty kept them from mutilating their own dead. I counted. Two hundred thirteen ears came into the king’s court.’ Episte winced at the memory. ‘I love my people, Rache. Believe that. And I know every Renshai by name, age, and description. Eight missing, and I dared to hope. Then the other reports came in: four corpses charred beyond salvaging, mostly babies, three bodies lost in the Amirannak Sea. That left only one.’

Struck with too much sorrow at once, Rache went numb. He let the sword sag.

‘Probably a miscount, one dead lost in a blanket of bodies. Then you came to Nordmir …’

Unable to deal with his grief, Rache turned to anger. ‘And you tried to kill me, too, by telling the king to put me against his fighting slave.’

Episte opened his mouth. Suddenly all color drained from his face, and he clutched at his chest.

Rache froze, uncertain what he was seeing, but frightened by the ghastly mask forming over Episte’s features.

Episte coughed, the noise a wet rattle. He hesitated several seconds, then he continued as if nothing had happened. ‘On the contrary, Rache. I kept him from letting the guards kill you in the court. I talked him into the horse. And I freed you from the arena.’

Rache pressed. ‘That horse could just as easily have trampled me as the gladiator.’

‘No.’ Episte glanced at the grazing bay with a wry smile. ‘I picked Raven. As a filly, she got clawed by a bear. Since then, she’s had a sore spot on the right, and she always bucks to that side.’

An uncomfortable hush dragged into a long silence. Not wanting to be alone with his sadness, Rache questioned. ‘Are you ill?’

‘Yes.’ Episte sat, his voice soft. ‘I’m older than any Renshai before me, and I haven’t a lot of years left. Those I have, I give to you. Consider it a gift.’ He pointed to a spot beside him on the log, and Rache straddled it. ‘We’re going south, past the Granite Hills and beyond the Northern king’s realm. There are many villages in the Westlands you could serve with your sword; find one that recognizes the value of your skill, though not its source. Even there, be careful to whom you reveal your heritage. The enemies of the Renshai cover the continent, limitless, and most would see you dead. If you choose to marry, make certain the woman is faithful and close-mouthed. By our law, only full-blooded offspring are Renshai, but you’ll be the last of our people, so any child of yours is Renshai. If you have no heirs, you may teach the Renshai arts to anyone you trust, but by doing so you subject him to the wrath of our foes. Choose well, Rache.’

Rache absorbed Episte’s warning with the same superficial understanding as he had Colbey’s philosophies on war. Thoughts of the future and marriage seemed centuries distant and of no consequence. Right now, Rache had prayers to deliver and souls to mourn. He wanted to commune with gods, to have them answer as they never had before. He had to know, if not with his head then in his heart, whether missing ears and, in one case, cowardice had banned his people from heaven.

Over the next two months, Rache’s grief faded to a ragged, bitter hole in his memory. By day, Episte led them on a route characterized by diversionary loops and patterns, and, by night, he sword drilled Rache until the younger Renshai fell into sleeps as deep as the one he’d experienced in the king’s gladiator quarters. The constant travel wore on Rache, but Episte’s ruses proved effective. If the king’s guard pursued, Rache never knew it.

An aged man and a boy seemed easy prey for bandits on the wild streets of the Northern cities, but the rabble were unprepared for Renshai. Though age slowed his reactions, Episte’s skill more than compensated, and Rache improved by the day. Episte’s gold and the coinage they got for the horses kept them fed, clothed, and bought Rache a finer weapon; when that money ran out, the thieves they were forced to kill supplied them with more.

Episte made Rache a fine torke, more patient and understanding than Colbey, if less competent. With time, his movements became stiffer, slower, increasingly less coordinated. Frustration darkened his moist eyes, but he never took it out on Rache. He resorted less to spar and more to description. His chest-clutching episodes increased.

Then, one morning when they were halfway through the Granite Hills, Episte did not awaken. Rache pawed at his torke’s neck, finding no pulse, more horrified by a death in peaceful sleep than another man might be at the gruesome results of war. Though he knew Episte could never reach Valhalla, he set the body to pyre with all the dignity of the greatest war hero. Alone again, he cried without guilt; the manner of Episte’s death allowed it. Then, leaving one heritage behind, Rache headed south, seeking another.

By midday, Rache descended a pass through the Granite Hills and entered a different sort of forest. Broadleafed giants intermingled with the accustomed evergreens. There was no road, but deer trails wound through the brush, and Rache followed them into an area of younger trees that signaled an end to the woods. Soon the forest broke to a village. Cottages stood in neat rows, packed-earth roads between them. Men and women traversed the lanes, and children chased one another between the homes. The clang of a hammer rose over the shrill shrieks and giggles of the children.

At the farther edge of the town rose a hill capped with larger buildings of stone. Even from a distance, Rache could see that a wall surrounded the estate on the top, although the remainder of the village sported no obvious protections from attack. Boldly, Rache wandered into the town and trotted up the main street toward the raised citadel. Though travel-stained, his tunic and breeks were whole, and his sheath swung in a place of honor at his side.

Women watched Rache from the doorways of cottages or over churns and looms. A crowd of screaming children ran from his path then returned, peering at him from behind stones, fences, and cottages, exchanging whispers and laughter. A man leaned against the door frame of a shop, wiping his hands on a bloodstained apron.

Rache ignored them all, wanting to appear bold and in control though excitement quivered through him. No one stopped him from climbing the hill to the citadel. When he arrived at the top he found the gate standing open, a single, bored guard sitting in the grass of the entryway. The man rose as Rache approached, bulky with mail beneath a uniform of black and silver. A sword girded his waist, and a halberd rested against the stones of the wall. ‘What can I do for you, stranger?’ He smiled as he spoke, his intonation unnaturally wavering and high-pitched, like a poorly imitated mockery of the singsong Northern speech. The guard used the common trading tongue of the West.

Rache tried to look defiant. ‘I have business with your king.’

The guard loosed a snorting laugh. He smiled condescendingly, turning the darkest eyes Rache had ever seen toward him. ‘You do, do you now? Hmmm.’ He scratched at a brown beard. Rache had never seen hair that color, and he wondered if the man needed a bath. ‘That may be a problem, boy. We don’t have a king. Will our leader do?’

Rache nodded mutely. This was not going at all as he’d expected.

The guard hollered. ‘Halnor!’

‘What do you want?’ someone called back. As Rache watched, another man came into view, darker even than the first and dressed in a similar uniform.

‘This young whip wants to see Santagithi. What do you think?’

Halnor stared at Rache. Then he, too, snorted, and both guards broke into laughter. ‘Today? Just after the birth of his first child? I think Santagithi would see the Eastern king. Bring the child in.’

Rache balled his hands into fists, unaccustomed to this type of treatment. No one had ever talked to him before as if he were an imbecile, and the guards’ levity enraged him. Still, they were doing as he asked, so it seemed foolish to quibble.

‘Come on.’ Halnor led Rache into a well-tended grassy courtyard. He headed away from the series of buildings to the north, and the direction confused Rache. He expected to find the leader tending business in his citadel, but Halnor trotted around a garden and toward a cluster of two dozen men seated and sprawled in circles on the grass. The reek of alcohol hovered around them, and their celebratory laughter sounded as sharp as the children’s playing had. Halnor threaded through the group as all eyes turned towards him. He stopped before a tall, well-muscled blond in the center of the group.

Rache stared. These men wore no uniforms but shirts and britches and breeks in a variety of colors; their features mixed races. Some, like the blond, had skin nearly as light as-the Northmen while others looked as swarthy as Easterners. Hair colors ranged from black to sandy and, though the majority studied Rache with wood-colored eyes, more than one trained a pale gaze on the stranger. Most carried swords.

‘Santagithi.’ Halnor addressed the blond. ‘This child demands to see our king.’

Laughter broke out in the ranks. All other conversation ceased.

Santagithi smiled kindly, ignoring his followers’ mirth. He rose, extending a hand. ‘Hello, boy. What can I do for you?’

Rache scowled. ‘Man,’ he corrected.

Again laughter ruffled through the ranks, and, again, Santagithi did not join in. ‘Very well. “Man” you are until I know your name. I’m Santagithi.’ He examined Rache through mild, gray eyes.

The guards snickered, nudging one another, but Santagithi’s frown silenced them. They grew appropriately serious.

Rache took an instant liking to this down to earth leader and an equally instant hatred of his off-duty guards. ‘My name is Rache. I’m a soldier. I’d put myself in your service if you will have me.’ He fondled the hilt of his sword.

Laughter spread like fire in a dry field. Santagithi grinned but maintained his composure. He raised a hand to quiet the guards. ‘Let the man speak.’

The guards’ laughter angered Rache, and Santagithi’s easy-going manner inspired him to challenge. ‘I’ll take any man among you in spar.’

Now Santagithi did laugh. ‘I need spirited men, Rache. Do you have a home? A family?’

Rache shook his head, not explaining further.

‘I’ll find you a home in town. When you come of age and Nantel has taught you to fight, perhaps you will make a soldier. In the meantime …’

Patronized by the one man who seemed worthy of his time, Rache shook with rage. He considered leaving, but anger forced his tongue. ‘This Nantel can teach me nothing new. Maybe I can give him lessons.’

One of the younger guards beside Santagithi, a homely man with curly, dark hair and a mustache, flushed scarlet. He leapt to his feet, lips splayed open in sudden outrage. ‘Sir, I’d like permission to give this child his first lesson.’ Though respectful, his tone was razor-edged, and his hand kneaded his hilt as if to strangle it.

Santagithi frowned, considering all aspects of the challenge. His gaze turned from Nantel to Rache.

Eager to demonstrate his skills, Rache nodded his willingness. His first torke had told him the Renshai maneuvers combined and honed the highest techniques of warrior societies throughout the continent, and the Renshai’s emphasis on early training conveyed many advantages over outsiders. Though only ten years old, it never occurred to Rache that he might lose.

Santagithi looked back at Nantel. Then, apparently deeming a supervised spar more prudent than a lawless feud, he consented. ‘Very well.’

Nantel sprang toward Rache, impulsive as a child, while Rache waited with the patience of an elder.

Santagithi’s eyes narrowed in disapproval, and he finished carefully, obviously too familiar with Nantel’s temper. ‘See to it what you’re teaching is sword techniques.’

The guards passed whispered comments, and one laughed out loud. Several exchanged a bottle of wine, tipping it back in turns, while others watched the coming spar with bland curiosity. They had experienced too many contests to waste their off-duty revelry time watching a man train a child.

Nantel drew his sword. Though Rache started the movement later, his blade came free faster, but he did not press his advantage. Instead, he took a defensive posture, waiting for Nantel to make the first attack.

Nantel prodded a backhanded swing toward Rache’s chest with the gentle ease of a torke with a toddler. Rache could not recall anyone using a sword that slowly since he turned three. He blocked easily, noting as he did that Nantel had committed too far forward, and the tip of the sword sagged at the end of the strike. Surprised by Nantel’s sluggishness, Rache did not bother to return the attack. He wondered how much Santagithi’s celebration and free-flowing beer had affected Nantel’s reflexes.

Nantel swung again, and Rache blocked. On Nantel’s third attempt, Rache tired of the tedium. He caught Nantel’s blade with an outside block, snapped the sword away, and seized Nantel’s sword hand. As the sword spun harmlessly aside, Rache whipped his own blade back toward Nantel’s abdomen. Pulled, the cut caressed Nantel’s stomach without biting flesh.

Killing stroke. Rache smiled, not bothering to announce his obvious win. The guards snickered.

Nantel’s lips clenched to thin, white lines, and muscles bunched in his arms. Suddenly, he planted his palms squarely on Rache’s chest and shoved with a violence that sent Rache stumbling backward. ‘All right, you little worm!’ He plunged at Rache, sword circling high in a feint, then whisking for Rache’s knees.

Rache back-stepped and blocked low, meeting the wild force of a blow that could not have been pulled. In his rage, Nantel was fighting for real.

‘Nantel! Half speed.’ Santagithi’s reprimand fell on deaf ears. Nantel’s sword became a savage blur, and Rache relied on the instincts hours of daily practice had given him.

Rache counterslashed high. Nantel parried with an outside circle that drove down Rache’s sword, then upper cut toward the Renshai’s face. Rache sprang back. Reversing the movement the instant his foot touched ground, he thrust toward Nantel’s knee. Nantel scarcely batted the attack aside, then returned with an overhead strike aimed for Rache’s skull.

Forsvarir. The name of the maneuver came to Rache’s mind as fast as he performed it. He blocked high, then spun toward Nantel, steel scraping steel with a high-pitched screech. Reversing his grip, he slapped the flat of his blade across Nantel’s knuckles. Nantel’s grip gave, and Rache snagged the haft of Nantel’s sword as it fell. A sword in each hand, Rache slid back into a defensive position.

Nantel clasped his injured hand, counting digits like a new father with an infant. Accustomed to Renshai spars, where disarmings were routine and it was considered discourteous to let a sparring companion’s sword hit the ground, Rache could not know the usual methods of disarming would have severed two or three of Nantel’s fingers.

Now every stare fixed on the combatants.

Nantel loosed a rabid howl of anger. His face darkened to purple. ‘Give me a weapon!’

‘I would,’ one guard answered from the mass, ‘but he’s already got two. Where’s he going to hold the third one?’

Mercifully, no one laughed.

‘Nantel, calm down.’ Santagithi used the composed, firm tone of a man accustomed to instant obedience.

Nantel quivered, hands balling and loosening at his sides.

Santagithi glared, and, for the first time, Rache realized the leader was not yet thirty, younger than many of his guards though a decade older than Nantel. ‘Nantel, sit.’

Nantel hesitated, and several of the guards tensed to rise as if to force their commander’s decree. Grudgingly, Nantel complied.

Santagithi turned his attention to the Renshai. ‘Rache, it’s not my policy to send chil –’ He caught himself, ‘young men to war. But if your offer of service still stands, I’d be happy to give you a home among my guards.’

Rache beamed proudly.

Santagithi twisted toward the sulking Nantel. ‘Nantel, I want you to show Rache to his quarters.’ The crowd seemed to hold its breath as one, but Santagithi continued, oblivious. ‘You can put him in your room or with Quantar. Your choice.’

Rache noticed he, too, had stopped breathing. He sucked air through his teeth, trying to understand Santagithi’s intentions. If nothing else, it would force the issue.

Nantel’s features faded to their natural, bronze hue. He considered aloud. ‘Let me understand this. You’re giving me permission to share my room with a brazen child who embarrassed me in front of the entire guard force?’ Nantel’s annoyance emerged as sarcasm. ‘If I like, I can hand over half my quarters to a child who can’t be older than seven yet who just beat me in a spar, who could have beaten anyone else here even more easily?’ He grimaced, staring down his peers in turn, daring anyone to challenge his assertion.

No one did, though whether from deference to Nantel’s skill, his rage, or Santagithi’s warning gesture, Rache could not tell.

Nantel rose, rambling as he fumed. ‘A child who stole the sword from my hands. A child arrogant enough to march up here and challenge the entire guard force. A child who knows more about sword fighting than anyone here. A child who …’ Nantel broke off, suddenly aware of his own words. ‘… nothing,’ he finished softly. He rose, and a smile graced his oddly set features. ‘Come on, Rache. Let’s go to our room.’
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