S ek P+

THES JARSWORD |

5 \
RER L,A\-vrerh_é




The Starsword

© 2003 RR Lawrence. All rights reserved.
ISBN: 0-9742549-0-8

nightwares Books eBook ID: NWP-2004-0723

Published by nightwares LLC
http://books.nightwares.com/

This text may not be duplicated or distributed in whole or in part without
prior written permission of the publisher or author, except in the case of text
excerpts for the purposes of commentary or review.

This is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents and dialogues are prod-
ucts of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any re-
semblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coinciden-
tal.



One of the foreign horses in the castle courtyard whinnied nervously, drawing my eyes
downward. Instantly I regretted looking. Not that I was exactly afraid of heights —
princes raise their sons to admit fear of nothing save the Immortal Gods — but ground
and moat looked so far down!

Five times the height of a tall man separated me from the narrow strip of ivy-over-
grown earth between stone wall and moat. I closed my eyes against the sight and swal-
lowed the spinning vertigo that rose from belly to throat, pressing my body hard against
sun-warmed granite and vines. Our warriors and the other castle-folk waited inside
these walls. No one could see me out here on the moat side and halfway up the east wall
of the watchtower. Likely they would not even hear my cry if I fell.

I shook that thought from my mind. A dozen deliberately slow breaths later I tilted
my head back and opened my eyes skyward. The window I needed still lay thrice a man’s
height beyond my reach. The ancient ivy had borne my weight thus far. Surely its vines
would hold that last distance. Glossy leaves prickled my naked belly as I pulled myself
up, fingers and bare toes finding easy purchase on the rough stems or between granite
blocks where the mortar had weathered away. Should I fall now, 1 reasoned, I might be
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high enough to fling myself backwards into the moat rather than land on the bank.
Perhaps.

A slow, concentrated climb took not quite eternity. Carefully not thinking of the
distance to the ground, I moved one hand or foot at a time, careful of my purchase with
three secure grips before moving the fourth. Climbing this wall, 1 told myself firmly, is
just like climbing the mountainsides with our forester in pursuit of curly-horned
mountain sheep. He had taught me the importance of deliberate movement and security
of grip. Concentrating my mind purely on the mechanics of climbing, I felt a thrill of
surprise when I found myself nose to nose with a leering gargoyle. One hand patted its
deformed head for luck, carefully keeping clear of its terrible fanged mouth. That it was
merely carved stone, I knew; but why take more chances than I must? Arched batwings
of black basalt gave me the purchase I needed to lever myself up and onto the carving.
The earth lay no closer when I looked down, but with my damp buttocks perched safely
on the gargoyle’s stony back and my legs hanging down alongside its bony ribs, the
deadly pull lost its hold on me. I would not descend by that route.

After that sun-blasted outer wall, the paving stones of the archers’ passageway felt
wonderfully cool beneath my bare feet. Tall, slotted windows kept the sun’s heat at bay. I
still dripped from my brief swim across the moat to the tower wall, but these traces of
my passing held no importance. Even had we not been at peace, the prince had ordered
everyone out into the courtyard, guards and all. The tall gate-tower stood empty saving
himself and Arnath and the newcomer.

A horse whinnied again inside the castle, sounding even more distant now I had
entered the archers’ passageway. Everyone knows how sensitive horses are to magic and
all things supernatural. The old wise-woman who lived in the woods to the northeast of
our encircling mountains always made my own mount nervous. I reckoned that the ma-
gician who had ridden in just before noon, attended by one odd servant leading a string
of half a dozen pack animals, looked a good deal more supernatural than she.

Voices from the Great Hall floated up the stairs into the passage. My father spoke,
his voice blurred by stone and distance. Then a voice I didn’t know, a peculiar singsong
accent coloring the words even with walls between us. The magician, unless someone
else had entered while I climbed. Arnath obviously had nothing to say, not that it would
be worth hearing if he had. I strained my ears to make out their meaning. No luck.
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As I stood with the archer’s windows at my back, the wooden stairs descended to
my right. They wound along the outer wall, taking an eighth of the distance around the
tower to drop to the next floor of storage rooms, another eighth to the next floor down,
both identically laid out to this one except for their lack of exterior windows. Finally
wider and shallower stone steps took a full half-turn along the high-ceilinged Great Hall
on the ground floor where Father held audience. That route was easy, but anyone glanc-
ing up from the floor of the Great Hall would surely spot me before I could reach decent
earshot.

If I could find the secret way, though, the escape passages would bring me close
enough to hear without being seen.

The same master craftsmen who made my hideous impromptu seat had carved the
torch sconces in the tower and those throughout the villa across the courtyard. Each na-
ked cherub had been sculpted from creamy marble and painted real as life, about the
size of a three-summers child and comely as the basalt gargoyles outside were hideous.
Castle rumor had it that the master-sculptor had used my brother and me as his models.
In fact his work had graced these walls well over a century before our births. Their paint,
granted, had been renewed somewhat more recently. The one I sought played a harp,
the instrument braced on his crossed legs and his eyelids drooping and wings half-
folded about himself in sensuous enjoyment of his eternal, silent music.

I counted one two three four stones east of the naked little harpist and one two
away from the wall. That one. It looked no different from all the others in this narrow
passageway, of course. Gods grant that I remembered correctly. When I knelt to insert
the bronze blade of my dagger through the dust-filled crack along the south edge, a
shaggy red-gold curtain fell across my eyes. The fall of hair gave me absent reminder
that I must either have it cut short or start to braid it. Dangerous for a warrior, this
length. Too short to pad inside a helm, long enough unbound for an opponent to grab.

I swept the dripping fringe back and probed again. If my blade proved too short to
reach that hidden catch ... Ah! Heavy counterbalances swung the stone up with the
faintest creak. I descended narrow wooden stairs, very careful to pull the concealed trap-
door down over my head and latch it securely.

Now darkness enwrapped me, blacker than a moonless night. Thick dust on the
wood beneath my bare feet congealed into mud where my wet loincloth dripped down
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my legs. No servants ever came here to clean because only the prince, his heir, and his
captain of the guard knew the secrets of these passages. And me, of course, but I
counted for nought in the authority of this stronghold.

My teeth clicked hard enough to hurt when I took what I thought was the last step
down and found it level instead. Stone lay cold underfoot once more as I blindly contin-
ued down the close-walled passageway as rapidly as I dared. One shoulder brushed
metal sooner than I expected. I froze at the touch, recognizing the trip-bar that released
a massive bronze portcullis to seal the escape passage behind the dais and frustrate pur-
suit. They’d have heard that, all right! I inched past it carefully, my naked back scraping
damp and chilled against the granite of the opposite wall, and felt my way around the
last corner. I tugged at the inset handle in the wall of stone. It refused to move. Had I
made it this far, only to be frustrated by the last barrier?

Gripping it with both hands, I braced one foot against the wall and pulled, hard.
The entire section of wall pivoted slowly, its massive bronze hinges blessed and
magicked to silence by a priest of Orm perhaps a century or more gone. Gasping for
breath as quietly as I could, I slipped through the narrow opening into the recess behind
the throne. Dim streaks of light marked the edges and bottom of the tapestry that hung
across the hidden alcove.

Now the voices reached me clearly. The wizard, his singsong tones low and silky,
spoke in obvious reply. “...not discount the power of magic, O Prince of Haldélor.”

My father replied in his familiar world-weary voice: “I have told you, Ralvos, Bar-
ros is now Prince of Haldélor, not I. I have not been so for many years. You Initiates lose
track of this world. When last we met, my beard was black and my lands secure. Time
has changed all this.”

“Time,” the sorcerer intoned. It was a voice calculated to send shivers down spines,
especially mine, hidden and still in the cold dark of the passage. Stone walls and floor
sucked the warmth through my still-damp flesh from my very marrow. I shivered, right
enough. “Time eventually runs out for all men. Even for such as I, M’lord Trevigoth.
Many things have I seen during a span equal to generations of mortal men. Yet you ob-
serve that I, too, grow old. Soon I must renew myself or ... die. We counted ourselves al-
lies once, even friends. It is little enough I ask of you.”

I had never heard my father laugh like that before, nor would I care to hear that
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weary and cynical note again. “Aye, and it’s little enough that I can offer. Did you not
look around as you rode this way? Barros’ guards at the valley entrance to the south,
face to face with my own across the border. Farms and serfs, my vineyards, this castle.
No more than these remain to me.”

“You could regain...”

“No!” Father almost shouted. Then he lowered his voice with an obvious effort.
“No. We will not speak of that.”

My brother’s rumbling if still uncertain bass voice objected, “Father, you might at
least hear his proposal.”

I searched for an eye hole in the back side of the tapestry. The wretched thing was
easily two hundred years old; surely moths must have eaten holes. But the thick wool
frustrated me. Still, I could imagine Father’s lined and bearded face as he replied, “How
many times must I say no? Arnath, how could a child of four summers hope to under-
stand the events those fifteen years ago? We struggled hopelessly in a war that Barros
seemed foreordained to win. Despite my army, my spies, my mercenaries. Despite even
a master magician.”

“But not 1.”

The magician’s voice held no irony that I could detect, ears wide in my hiding
place.

“No man could say where you had gone, O Ralvos.” My father’s shrug was evident
from his voice alone. “Eventually, we knew the same thing, my enemy and myself. Even
could I somehow to snatch victory from defeat, Hald€élor lay a supine and easy prey for
any other ambitious neighbor. My land, my people were utterly spent. Drained by years
of war. But so was Barros, nearly. We made a truce through the priests of Karkos and
met face to face. Our magicians agreed to summon a third, Zaldunnthé, a famous Master
of your own Innermost Circle.”

“Zaldunnthé,” the magician said slowly. “Oh yes, I know Zaldunnthé.” Were I any
judge of voices, Ralvos and Zaldunnthé did not count themselves the best of friends.

But my father took little note of the wizard as he continued the oft-told tale of his
exile. “So the priests settled the matter. I surrendered to Barros all my lands, saving this
valley. I kept what little remained of my wealth, such as the war had not bled away. My
personal guards. To enforce this agreement, Zaldunnthé cast his spells. Not Barros nor
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any in his employ may enter this valley. On the other hand, I and mine may not leave it.
I do not think that even you, O Ralvos, would lightly attempt the unweaving of such
magic.”

“To be sure, Zaldunnthé is ... quite skillful. There would still be ways, for a strong
and willing man,” came the persuasive reply.

“I find I am neither after these many years.” Father’s tone left no doubt. It was of a
piece with his earlier laugh.

“As you will. I still pray your sanctuary.” The magician didn’t ask for much. Our
family had always been hospitable to travelers, as the Gods and custom demand of us
all. Father Talithos told us often enough how Lord Rholam disguises himself as a mortal
to walk among men. The God rewards those who showed proper manners and hospital-
ity, and woe betide those who do not. “The Immortal Gods witness I need a secure place
for a time. I must renew myself before I undertake to penetrate Karkos’ Sanctum,
wherein lies the Starsword.”

Arnath again. “The Starsword! That old Harper’s invention?”

“T assure you it is no myth. I — Hsst!” The magician’s warning dissolved into a
strange language, the words somehow peculiar and wrong, even perverse. If the stone
gargoyles along our walls came to hideous life, they would converse and blaspheme in
such a tongue. The odd phrase rolled from his lips for maybe five heartbeats. Then si-
lence.

Arnath, predictably, spoke first. “Master Ralvos, what...”

“Be silent. One listens to us. There.”

“The passage!” Arnath’s voice overlaid the sound of bronze hissing free of leather.

Rholam help me! They knew I hid behind the tapestry. But when I would whirl to
run, I discovered that my legs would not stir, nor my arms. Try as I might, I could not so
much as twitch a finger. Some implacable force bound me in place, a stone statue
trapped between stone walls. I could not even open my mouth to cry out my mounting
terror. Panic might have turned my bowels to water, but even they had frozen like
mountain ice.

The heavy tapestry jerked to one side along its hanging-pole. Sudden light blinded
me as I stood unable to lift a hand to shield my eyes. I discerned no more than the black
silhouettes of Arnath and the magician, one holding his sword and the other a staff.
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“Hulvan!” My brother’s tone turned my name into the usual insult. He sheathed his
blade contemptuously. Oddly, this familiar response killed my panic and freed my mind
of its helpless gyrations, even while my body remained imprisoned by its own chilled
flesh.

The sorcerer tapped the center of my chest with his staff. It hurt like being stabbed
with an icicle, but I could not pull back, must bear it helplessly. Then he set its end on
the stone and stepped closer, the fingers of his left hand twining into my damp hair to
tilt my head back without effort. I could no more resist than flee, yet strangely the touch
felt more like caress than capture. His dark eyes probed into my own so deeply they
might be examining my mind and soul beyond. “And who might this pretty little spy be?
Some serving wench’s naked brat?”

Arnath slapped his thigh with an uproarious laugh. Father, standing beside his
poor wooden throne, not so much as gilded, gave a sour look that I could see even
through the glare of light. “That is my younger son.”

Ralvos’ hand yanked away from my hair as though burned. He may have paled
slightly, but his singsong voice remained smooth as ever. “Your pardon, Prince Trevig-
oth. His mode of dress...”

“Is perhaps more suitable for his age and the day’s warmth than brocaded robes.
Hulvan?” A note of concern entered Father’s voice. “What ails you, boy?”

“It is nothing, the merest spell of binding I have set upon him,” said the magician
quickly. “He is unharmed. One moment.” He murmured a phrase under his breath and
laid that soft hand upon my head again. I nearly collapsed as the rigidity suddenly dis-
solved from my limbs. My thumping heart desired instant flight back through the dark
passage. But no, disgrace enough attended my discovery and capture. Besides, I did not
doubt the wizard could stop me with another word. I strode into the room with a show
of confidence I did not feel, bowed properly to my father, then turned to show equal re-
spect to the magician as he followed me. The barest quirk of a smile might have twitched
beneath the thin man’s droopy mustache when he nodded to acknowledge my bow.

Father motioned me closer. When I stood directly before him, he glared down at
me and demanded, “What in Orm’s name were you doing back there, boy?”

My eyes dropped beneath his forceful gaze. I studied the hairline crack between the
waxed marble paving stones beneath my feet. The passageway grime had turned my
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bare toes black where vine sap had made them sticky. “I wanted to know what was going
on.”

“Look at me when you speak!” he barked harshly.

“Yessir!” My eyes snapped up to meet his as our voices echoed back from the gran-
ite walls and fading tapestries of the audience hall. Oh, Gods. This would cost me dearly.
I had embarrassed him, and before a man of great standing.

“Better. And what did you hear?” He drummed his fingers on the arm of this
throne irritably.

“Only a little.” I paused. He waited, frowning, fingers tapping. With no other sound
in the hall, the silence pressed me into the marble paving. Finally I swallowed and went
on, “About the sorcerer — Master Ralvos wanting a place to stay. About the Starsword.”

Father stroked his beard, grown long over the winter and not yet trimmed
summer-short. “Look, boy, when I command everybody to leave the tower, don’t you
think I want privacy? Freedom from big ears with direct routes to still bigger mouths?”

“Yes, Father. But you didn’t forbid me to come back in afterwards,” I replied, quite
reasonably I thought.

He scowled at my logic. “That’s sophistry. Merest quibbling. I shall have harsh
words with the scribes and perhaps even Father Talithos. Clearly your tutoring leaves
something to be desired. Now, I watched Arnath bar the courtyard doors, and the exits
of the secret ways are always locked from the inside. How did you come to be in the es-
cape passage?”

I told my tale, though mentioning nothing of my, well, concern about falling from
the vine-clad wall. Father nodded slowly. “Clever,” he conceded. “And bold. Very bold
indeed. My grandfather’s architect did not command those archers’ windows set three
and four stories high just to make the tower look elegant. Still, you disobeyed me, Hul-
van, in the spirit if not the word of my instructions. What punishment shall I set for
you?”

I looked back at the floor, unable to meet his gaze any longer. “As you command,
Father.”

“Hmph.” His fingers drummed against the hardwood arm of his throne for another
dozen heartbeats. “Into your room for the rest of the day. No dinner. Consider that I
probably should exercise the flat of my sheathed sword against that half-bare backside
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of yours. Tomorrow promptly at sunrise — promptly, you hear me? — you show yourself
on the practice field with Elath. You've been lazy about your weapons work all winter. It
will do you good. Now get out of here.”

“Yessir.” Again I bowed formally to Father, respectfully to our new guest, and
turned toward the front doors. Arnath beat me to them, unbarred and swung them both
wide with a still wider grin as he mocked my bows with one almost to the floor. I snarled
silently at him with about as much effect as a boy’s wooden practice blade against
boiled-leather and bronze armor. Ralvos’ spell must have lingered on me still. I felt aw-
ful. Bad enough to be captured by that strange magic, caught helpless as a pigeon snared
in lime. But now my so-superior older brother would never let me forget it.

Crossing the sun-blasted courtyard to the villa felt like running a gauntlet. I fancied
every slave and servant’s eye turning my way, every child’s curiosity, every warrior’s
mouth already whispering sideways about my disgrace. And naturally the courtyard had
filled with them all, a visit by a magician not being a thing which occurred on a regular
basis in our secluded valley. The whispers following me certainly were not merely my
imagination.

With the door to my own chambers bolted top and bottom against anyone who
might gloat on my imprisonment, I perched on the wide window-seat. My bedroom
overlooked the lake, only one story up since there was no land below the villa walls from
which to mount an attack. The lake itself stretched far away to the north, overshadowed
by and reflecting back our encircling mountains. Its waters lapped the windowless lower
walls of the castle and fed the deep moat which surrounded us on the other three sides.
Now I wrapped dust-gray knees with vine-prickled arms, staring sightlessly at the dis-
tant shore.

The session with Elath counted for nothing. The captain would work me hard, sure,
but he always did. An hour in the baths and some time on the massage table under the
skillful hands of a eunuch would cure my purely physical aches. Elath could inflict noth-
ing like the humiliation I felt now. Every scullery-maid would gossip about it, and Ar-
nath only too glad to tell the tale to any who asked.

How), all You Gods, how had the magician known I was behind that tapestry?
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Captain Elath was not pleased with my performance, not pleased at all. He told me so.
Worse, he demonstrated his displeasure by thrashing me without mercy. Time and again
his weighted wooden blade smashed through my feeble guard and into ribs, arms,
shoulders, legs. My practice armor did little to protect me. I attempted to turn the battle
back at him with notable lack of success.

Finally the captain held up his hand for a rest, and just in time, too. My chest
heaved beneath my leather breastplate like a wind-broken horse, my dry throat tasted of
hot bronze, and the edges of my vision had gone all black. “Hulvan,” our chief warrior
said heavily, “everything I taught you over the fall and winter has gone. Every single
thing. Your style — well, let’s pray to Orm that He Shield you, because you aren’t shield-
ing yourself.”

I collapsed onto the trampled grass. The strength had fled my legs, and I hurt all
over. I could not even care that half a dozen little boys, by some mysterious castle proc-
ess awake and about before their classes began in the chapel of Rholam, had gathered to
watch my humiliation. My helmet hit the ground with a dull clank when I unstrapped it.
Sullen even to my own ears, my voice demanded, “What’s so wrong with my style?”

“Not a thing, if your name is Arnath and you are twice as large as Hulvan.” The
captain sat as well, laying his lead-weighted wooden sword to one side carefully so that
the point did not stab the earth. “He possesses the reach and strength of a giant from
some Harper’s ballad. You have not. He’s big and strong and direct, and not many men
carry enough bronze to cross his sword. You, my Lord Hulvan, are not that large.”

This hardly made a Harper’s news-song. I'd heard it all my life, mostly from Ar-
nath. As my breathing eased and my vision cleared, I pulled my dagger out and toyed
with it unthinkingly. Flip, catch by the flat of the blade; flip-flop, blade again; flip and a
half to the hilt and twist and thrust back into the sheath at my side without so much as
looking down. I could do anything with a dagger. A heavy broadsword, though...“So
what’s the point of all this practice if I can never be as good as my brother? Why don’t
you just train him?”

“And did I say you would not make a good swordsman? I said not as big as your
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brother. Hardly the same thing.” He hesitated. Obviously he decided to trust the ancient
feud the world knew existed between his prince’s sons. He pitched his next words to
reach only my ears. “Lord Arnath is already strong as a bear and will grow even
stronger. You have only to look at him to know that. But his swordplay possesses neither
subtlety nor wit. A man might argue that he doesn’t need it. Give him a good two-
handed blade and watch him shear through shield, blade, armor, flesh, it doesn’t matter.
The Gods know I would not stand foot to foot against him, and I carved his first toy dag-
ger while I was a junior decurion in the palace guard at City Haldé.”

The captain smiled at a memory, his gaze somewhere past my shoulder. “Rholam
witness that was one gorgeous little boy, all toothy grin and blond hair. One could see
even then that he had the makings of a big man.” He shook the memory away and pulled
a linen square from somewhere inside his boiled-leather practice armor to wipe his face.
“You aren’t exactly without your own strengths, Hulvan. They are just different. Like
speed.” His hand flashed toward me.

I intercepted with the dagger which materialized in my hand again, at the same
time rolling back and sideways in a clang of hard boiled leather and bronze. Before I had
time for thought I stood with feet spread shoulder-wide, perfectly balanced, blade
ready — and his handkerchief impaled on my dagger.

Elath chuckled. The watching children also laughed, somewhat nervously and from
a suddenly greater distance. I relaxed and pulled the cloth free, returned it with an exag-
gerated courtier’s bow and flourish to the captain, then turned to make a deeply mock-
ing bow toward the little boys. Not half a dozen, more like ten now. I knew them all by
sight if not by name, children of servants or slaves for the most part.

Enorath looked to be the oldest, certainly the tallest. He couldn’t have stood more
than two or three finger-widths shorter than me even though he was a couple of sum-
mers younger. Castle rumor claimed that Elath had fathered him on Telarra, one of the
chambermaids. She had born two more since Enorath, a girl and another boy still at the
breast, by an assistant cook who had Named them both in the Temple before Dalonna
and Orm and Karkos. The younger two looked nothing like their eldest brother save per-
haps about the slightly canted hazel eyes and freckled snub nose they all shared. Cer-
tainly that one had the captain’s squared-off look about him. Elath, I knew, generally
preferred the heartier embrace of another warrior — but nor had he ever actually denied
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the rumors about Enorath.

Hidarros, our chief cook’s oldest boy, stood half a hand shorter than Enorath but
cast a somewhat wider shadow if one were merely polite about it. Like Enorath he would
count twelve summers this coming ShieldDay. No, a summer older; he had been appren-
ticed to his father’s kitchen for a year now. That made him the oldest boy in the crowd.
Cook’s younger boy Syarin must be rising eleven summers, then, a solid enough lad but
a veritable reed against his brother. Two more about nine or ten summers each whose
names I could not recall in my present state, children from nearby villages sent to study
at Talithos’ chapel school. Another five between four and eight summers.

Kolldoi’s Chariot had yet to burn the dew off the grass, and this spring morning
had felt cool before Elath started on me; but only Hidarros wore more than a thong
about his hips to support the usual charm of Rholam. He sported a bright red knit
pouch, clearly new. The tie-strings looped over his hip-thong and then back under and
three times criss-crossed around his dagger in the “look, I'm a boy!” style, separating it
from his shields and holding it upright or as near upright as his very round belly al-
lowed. In my present state of mind boyhood fashions held no interest. All I needed was
every kid in the castle seeing my newest humiliation. Where was that stupid priest, any-
way? Talithos had never let me get away with skipping lessons before my twelfth sum-
mer.

“You see?” Elath asked when I sat down again. He had even less interest in clothing
style than I. “Had I thrown a knife at your face, you would be unmarked. Speed, Hulvan.
Speed and wit. Don’t always compete with your brother.”

“Easy to say.” I picked up my helmet. Hinges creaked as I swung one cheek-plate
back and forth. It needed oiling. My job. Any warrior who plans to live long enough to
make himself a name looks after his own weapons and armor and horse. “If Arnath half-
kills himself trying to stay on a war-horse he can barely ride, people call it youthful high
spirits, a young warrior showing his mettle. I fall off Sidarra going full gallop and hands-
free around your practice marks yet land unharmed. Everyone chides me for foolhardi-
ness. I throw my javelins halfway the length of the field and hit the target every time.
Orm knows, they peg square in the heart-mark four times out of five. Be certain that
someone will remind me Arnath could already hurl a grown man’s weapon when he was

my age and that half again as far. Never mind that he can’t actually hit the courtyard
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wall from inside the castle. I don’t try to compete with my brother, M’lord Captain. It
just happens to be that way.”

Elath sighed at the truth of my words. “I know. I know. But if you were a bit less ...
abrasive? You really must try to get along with your brother, Hulvan. He may need you
some day.”

“Him need me? Hah! He’s the elder, Father’s Heir.” I waved a hand vaguely at the
castle, across to the barley sprouting green and new in the southern fields. “You think
this little valley can support two masters?” I knew all the traditional fates of younger
brothers quite well by now. Arnath had made quite certain of that.

The captain made a noncommittal sound in his throat and rose in a clamor of
leather and metal. “Enough idle talk. Helm on. Fasten that chin-strap, too, Hulvan, you
know better. Take a glancing blow on the battlefield and it will save your life. Lose your
helmet and the next blow will kill you sure. Back on your feet. All right, guard up. Think
speed. If you let my blade within a span of you, it’s because you aren’t trying.” He
stabbed upward in a disemboweling attack, with no warning and a bloodcurdling scream
that sent little boys scrabbling backwards in delighted terror: “Yaaah!”

Three-quarters of an hour later I had to ask one of the eunuchs to help unstrap my
armor. My own arms would barely lift away from my sides, and not just from pain. The
morning’s session had ripped the strength from me. Elath whistled low and pushed the
fellow back. He unstrapped my greaves and arm-guards himself while two slaves gently
worked the bracers off my forearms. Next they unbuckled my kilt of bronze-studded
leather strips and untied the boiled-leather jerkin closures down my ribs beneath my
armpits. Then the captain peeled my padded linen undertunic over my head as gently as
his callused fingers allowed. The eunuchs even helped me raise my arms high enough
when it was obvious I could not manage that much without aid.

Elath’s hard fingertips probed painfully along my ribs as he felt for breaks. “Orm’s
Spear! I didn’t mean to hit you quite so hard, M’lord. You, standing there like a goose,
yes, you boy. Run to the guards’ quarters and tell whoever you find there that I require
the strong salve from my locker. The blue one. Hop it!”

The youngest of our eunuchs, Asev scampered up the stairs for the guards’ quarters
without waiting to tie on a breechclout. The Gods knew if he’d get back anytime today.

When Elath untied my loincloth to peel it and the padded bronze cup away from
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my dagger and shields, the flesh at my groin protested at even this gentle handling. I
looked down at myself and wished it were someone else. The bronze cup had protected
me from far worse than the oval bruise that discolored my upper thighs and belly. The
alternative didn’t bear thinking about. My arms and body bore red and blue and yellow
streaks that would presently make black and purple bruises. Father’s threatened sword-
flat across my naked backside would have been far less painful. On balance, I told my-
self firmly, I prefer these honorable wounds.

At least when our priest of Rholam had come to collect his charges for their morn-
ing lessons he’d seen the latter part of my session when I did not so disgrace myself.
That didn’t make my bruised flesh hurt less as the bath-servants scrubbed sweat and
grime from my skin with their pumice-blocks and coarse soap. After they doused each of
us with a couple of buckets of clear water to wash away the soap, Elath helped them ma-
neuver me into the hot pool.

I hissed in renewed pain as the water rose up my tender skin. “Karkos!” I swore at
the eunuchs. “Who’s the stoker today? Won'’t the kitchen poach eggs for you?”

They giggled in reply, knowing full well I would have accused them of carrying ice
down from the mountains had it been a single degree cooler. I settled cautiously onto
the bench set for my height, leaning back against the polished marble side. The intense
heat slowly drew some of the stiffness from my belabored body. Water tapped my chin
as the captain lowered his bulk into the pool beside me. Eyes still closed, I said, “You
hardly touched me, that second round.”

“Just as well,” Elath replied dryly. “Prince Trevigoth ordered a heavy workout and
beating as punishment, not grind you into sausage-meat.”

I shrugged under the water with manly indifference while thinking the sausage-
grinder sounded little worse. Still, honor forbade saying so. “It’s not so bad. Nothing
broken.”

“I trust the lesson took. No use trying to be your brother. You should always favor a
lighter, faster blade. When an enemy hacks at you, don’t stop his sword directly with
your own. Deflect it, redirect his force to put him off his balance. Keep him that way un-
til you can finish him. Dodge and weave and fence properly, for Orm’s sake! You'll rarely
meet anyone as fast as yourself, let alone faster. Unless you fight Elves, of course, and
then you’ll have the strength advantage. Let your opponent’s own strength and effort
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wear him down. I have taught you since you could lift a wooden batten. Your skills are
already better than merely adequate — when you bother to remember them.”

Praise from Elath was rarer than ice in summer and always tempered with advice
and warnings. I nodded silent thanks, thinking he would at least speak well of me to Fa-
ther. Presently I drowsed in the warmth.

After a long soak, the captain roused me with a gentle hand on one sore shoulder.
We climbed from the hot pool looking not unlike two boiled crayfish. The bath servants
lathered us with finer olive soap and rinsed us clean with buckets of tepid water. I ex-
pected the usual plunge in the cold pool, but Elath motioned for towels instead. When
we both were dry he tied one about his waist and boosted me onto the rubdown table. I
protested that this was the masseur’s task.

Off to the side, Reldon nodded vigorous agreement. He said nothing, of course. He
never did. Someone had taken his tongue along with other bits of his anatomy, namely
his shields. The Easterners grant their slaves no rights at all. Likely as not, some previ-
ous owner had simply decided that he didn’t want his bath slaves repeating gossip. I
have no idea why they cut their slaves so barbarously instead of simply giving them the
Draught to prevent the manhood change.

Elath tossed his head back in disagreement. “With due respect for all his skills, he’s
not up to this. I, on the other hand, will certainly cause you more immediate pain, but
trust me, it will relieve your injuries. Don’t argue with me, Hulvan. Just lie down on
your belly. Reldon, save your strength for me. I'll want your hardest massage after-
wards.”

I obeyed, twisting slightly sideways and propping my cheek on one hand to watch.
Elath mixed thick blue-purple paste from the blue ceramic jar that Asev had finally
fetched with about three times as much olive oil in a brass bowl. It smelled perfectly
foul. The captain saw my nose wrinkle and grinned a gap-toothed grin. “I know. Awful,
isn’t it? But it will keep you from going too stiff to move. Mother Pilia down in Muln
makes it for us.”

Pilia? My witch had a low opinion of Pilia, but I refrained from saying so. No one
else here knew Granny. She didn’t live in the valley.

Asev took the bowl from Elath’s hand and stood to one side holding it for the cap-
tain. He gave me a good-natured grimace and mouthed “ouch” silently. The boy had two
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summers more than myself, though of course as a eunuch he was fated to worship in the
Chapel of Rholam all his life. The castle factor had purchased him only last summer
from a traveling slave-dealer who had in turn brought him north from Danesse.

The captain dribbled a handful of smelly mixture from the bowl across my shoul-
ders and down my back as I untwisted and put my chin on both my hands. I felt his
spread hands take the measure of my shoulders. “Hmm. Perhaps I've not looked closely
enough this past season. You grew underneath that heavy winter garb, perhaps while
you hibernated like a bear. Not just these.” His thumbs poked the winter-thickened love-
handles under my ribs. “After you make your final sacrifice to Lord Rholam in a year or
two, you may turn out bigger than I've said.”

“But not as big as Arnath.” Final sacrifice. What a note of life ending and yet begun
anew. He meant, of course, the ceremony in which I would shear off my hair at Lord
Rholam’s altar in repayment for His protection through all the years of my boyhood. Not
until I began to grow body hair could I make that offering, and only Rholam Himself
knew when that might occur. Bad manners to pray for it.

The captain worked his mixture into my shoulders and neck as he said, “We’ve
been through that. The size of man’s heart is his true measure, not the strength of his
arm. Else bronzesmiths would be kings.”

“Elath.” I twisted halfway around to look up at him again, stopping short when my
bruises pained me. “What’s so special about the Starsword?”

Hands paused on my oiled skin. “Don’t you know the tale at all?”

“Uh-uh. Oh, we guested a Harper several years ago, when I was still little. He sang
some ballad about it, I guess. But I don’t remember much of it.”

He gently turned me flat to the couch again. Fingers resumed kneading my tender
flesh. They didn’t need his attention for that; Elath had been a soldier for more than
thirty of his forty-eight years. “It’s not the favorite that it was in my youth. And we don’t
get many of the better Harpers through this valley. I suppose the commonest tale, and
the best, is of its making. Velanna knows I'm no Harper, lad.”

“And this isn’t the Great Hall at the midwinter Karkoseid, or Midsummer, or the
equinox festivals of Dalonna or Dyrannthos. Ow! That’s sore.” I jerked involuntarily as
he slid over a particularly nasty bruise on my shoulder.

“Sorry.” Despite the word, he continued working his salve into me, bruises and all.
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I laughed wryly. “It’s sore everywhere. I swear you bruised the soles of my feet.
Doesn’t matter. Tell me the story? Please?” Asev nodded his own request as he held out
the bowl of salve. Unlike Reldon, his tongue was perfectly all right. The slave trainers in
Danesse had taught him never to speak unless it was demanded of him. Our older
eunuchs would eventually cure him of silence, I reckoned. Bath-eunuchs enjoyed more
latitude than most other slaves, reasonable enough given the intimacy of their work.
Modesty of any kind rated very little with that crew.

Elath dipped fingers into the quickly-proffered bowl. More thickened oil pattered
into the small of my back. “Well. Velanna gave it to the warrior-sorcerer Vandarros. Not
that She sent it in the form of the actual sword, you understand. The Goddess cast down
one of Her stars; they say it flamed across the heavens like Karkos’ Ebon Chariot when
He claims the soul of a great prince. The taking of the star is a legend unto itself. Van-
darros sought Velanna’s gift in the gigantic hole it made for itself in its fall, fully three
miles across, where the very earth had flowed like water. An army died in the winning to
it and carrying it away. The ignorant folk whose land it blessed had not heard the
prophecies concerning Vandarros, that he was predestined to rule a mighty empire.
They ambushed and fought his men all along the way — but that is not the tale you
want.”

I tossed my head back in a silent “no,” then lowered it to my crossed hands. Elath
worked that foul-smelling oil down my hip and the back of my right leg now, and al-
ready it had numbed the bruises along my shoulders and ribs. Too bad it stank like rot-
ten fruit. The captain continued: “The dead star was black and pitted, with odd shiny
streaks. Vandarros summoned the greatest smiths from near and far, promising gold
and riches and fame. But when they tried to work the Goddess’ metal, it defeated them.
He studied and mastered their arts and made his own attempts He failed even as they.
Finally he took ill with frustration and fury. His chirugeons tied him onto his bed in a
terrible delirium. During his mad dreams, the Goddess sent him a vision. She melted his
body in the very heart of Her sister Kolldoi’s Sun-Chariot. Next Velanna poured him, in
this vision, into a bar-mold. When She broke it open, there waited Her star-metal, re-
fined to perfection and black as Lord Karkos’ own shields. She heated it again and again,
beating and folding it as it glowed white-hot, until Vandarros saw himself hammered
into the sword’s shape. When the raging fever broke and his strength returned, he went
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back to his forge.”

My back finished, Elath clapped his palm loudly across my right buttock, probably
the only unbruised flesh I possessed above my ankles. I swung my legs over the edge,
sitting up while the elderly master of the baths poured white wine into pewter goblets.
Although a eunuch himself and a slave, he wore a short tunic of fine linen where the oth-
ers were naked as myself in the humid warmth. The chain about his ankle was heavy sil-
ver, a mark of my father’s favor. Minthos had been in our service for longer than anyone
could even remember. He had long refused any offer of his freedom. One goblet he
handed to Elath. He added a measure of cold spring water to the second and gave it to
me, then retreated silently to join the others. All eight bath slaves had gathered to listen
attentively to the captain’s tale now, not just Asev and Reldon. My skin felt tingly-numb
where Elath had rubbed in his salve. “What happened then?”

The guard captain swallowed twice and wiped his mustache with the back of one
hand. At forty-eight summers the warrior’s muscles above the towel about his hips still
rolled like liquid bronze beneath his hairless skin. Father, by contrast, had grown portly
as a priest of Dyrannthos. “He armored himself with many potent spells, sacrificing and
praying to the Goddess that She had sent a true vision. He sought out the finest, hottest-
burning charcoal. Over the protests of his smiths, he raised the heat of his fire far, far
beyond the proper temperature for working bronze. At last he succeeded in melting the
star into white, glowing liquid. The ultimate result, as his dream foretold, was the Star-
sword. On your back now. This will likely hurt worse, your bruises are mostly on the
front.”

The salve looked bad and smelled worse, but it worked. I swallowed the last of my
wine and obeyed, lying my head back on the flat pillow. “So he made the Starsword. And
then?”

“Then he led his armies to carve out an empire of the sort that had never been seen
before nor since.” One hand held my left arm out straight while the other encircled my
biceps, slowly pulling a film of oil and salve from shoulder to wrist. The bruises pro-
tested but quickly grew numb.

“And his heirs?”

He shook his head while his hands kneaded my arm thoroughly. “Ah. He had none.
Many tales were told as to why not. Some say the Goddess was jealous of Her favorite
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and allowed him no children by any mortal woman. Others claim that no man who sur-
vived the quest for the star, who dug it from the great pit that glowed in the night, ever
had heir again. Vandarros established his empire and took four queens and many lovers,
but had neither son nor daughter to succeed him. Am I hurting you?” He switched to my
right arm, which had taken even more blows than the left. Elath possessed a truly lethal
backhand swing.

A head-toss gave my silent answer. His touch held just the right combination of
firmness and gentleness to work that foul concoction into my bruises. He hurt me, of
course, but not enough to mention. Wine and fatigue weighted my eyelids. “What hap-
pened to him?” Yawn.

“As such men do, he grew arrogant in his power. One day he proclaimed that he
feared no man while he held the Starsword. Some toady agreed, saying the only thing for
the Great Emperor to fear was Karkos Himself. Vandarros foolishly replied that he
feared not even the God. As anyone who reveres the Holy Three might expect, on that
selfsame night a great cry arose from the people of his city. The northern sky flamed
with Aurora’s Tapestries as far south as Noomam, and not one but many flaming stars
were seen to fall across the heavens.” The captain had denied comparisons to a Harper,
but his words made me see that long-ago sight.

Even the eunuchs appeared not to breathe, waiting to hear what happened next.
“By midnight both Velanna and Rholam had fled the sky, and our Dark Lord’s Chariot
appeared above the palace of the Emperor. Those four black Horses, Nightmare, Terror,
Panic, and Flight, may they gallop far from us, kicked his palace to rubble and trampled
the entire city into the ground. Not one stone was left squarely upon another. Days later,
when the people found courage to return, they discovered the Imperial Palace utterly
destroyed and every building collapsed in ruins. Of Vandarros and his Starsword, indeed
of his entire court, they found no trace.”

“And what —” A bigger yawn threatened to dislocate my jaw. “Faugh! Your pardon.
What about his empire?” I shifted my legs so Elath’s fingers could spread the salve
around my bruised thigh and groin muscles. Had he been Reldon or any other bath-
eunuch, the rubdown oil would certainly spread to give my dagger and shields their at-
tention. Naturally that independent flesh stirred at the thought. What might this blue-
purple concoction do there? I wondered sleepily. Numbed and pleasured at the same
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time? And how would those callused warrior’s hands feel on me, rubbing it in like that?
Elath, as the world knew, preferred grown warriors for his bed, though he accepted the
eunuchs’ healthy pleasures in the baths. The backs of his fingers might brush me in
passing, but he took no notice even if I did.

“Oh, the Vandarri Empire lasted many years more by sheer weight, plus the
strength of the armies he had built. His nephew and adopted heir, Hildrath called the
Good, tried to unite it permanently. He built cities and canals and roads. Many of the
stone-surfaced roads we use to this day were laid by his engineers, straight and level and
likely to last forever. But afterwards, Hildrathsson Vandarros was not the man his father
had been, let alone the great-uncle he was named for. Vandarros II began to lose the
fringes of the empire, and by the time of his great-grandchildren the Vandarrii ruled a
mere principality no larger than any other today. So it has been ever since, a scattering
of states such as your father once ruled in City Haldé, each man’s hand against his
neighbors...”

No doubt Elath had more to tell me, the distillate of a soldier’s lifetime, rich in ex-

perience and wisdom. I didn’t hear it. I had fallen asleep on the marble slab.
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The bath servants had lifted me from the hard marble of the massage table onto a couch
while I slept. Rholam knew how they managed it without waking me — or perhaps the
Boy-God’s uncle Lord Karkos, since Elath nearly beat me to death that morning. I kicked
down the big towel someone had draped across me as a coverlet. My arms and ribs and
thighs looked raw and had already turned purple in irregular patches. The captain had
spoken truly about his salve, though; I moved far less stiffly than I had any right to ex-
pect.

Asev and Dorneth, the two youngest of our eunuchs, washed me again with coarse
soap and pumice to remove the oily residue of that foul-smelling stuff. They joked about
my silent grimaces and unwilling flinches under their soft hands but clearly did their
best to inflict as little pain as they could. After they rinsed away the soap and oil and
salve, I ducked into the hot pool before sitting stoically through a further cleaning with
finer soap and flannels. A splash through the cold pool woke me thoroughly.

Some household servant had laid out fresh clothes while I slept, tunic and sandals
and loincloth in place of my leather practice armor and sword. Lady Jelarris or one of
her maids had chosen my garb, judging by the fancy green embroidery on the hems and
breast of the fawn tunic and the carefully matched loincloth of emerald silk gauze. From
the light coming through the windows onto the courtyard the day had gone a couple of
hours past noon. My extremely empty stomach concurred with a growl. No dinner the
night before and no breakfast either. After the morning’s heavy exercise my gut had de-
cided to wind itself around my backbone.

First I clipped my silver chain around my hips, with the sacred amulet of Rholam
that no boy past his third summer could be long without. Then I twisted the middle of
the hand-wide strip of green into a narrow cord and tied the feather-soft silk low around
my middle, just below the chain. Leaving the short end dangling from the knot at my
tailbone, I spread the longer end flat and pulled it between my legs to hold my dagger
and shields, then up and over the twisted cloth cord well below my navel, dropping it to
dangle in front. A quick tug on the edges and a pull at the center beneath the front flap
cupped my parts as comfortably as my bruises allowed.
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When I slipped my sheathed dagger between the tight-twisted strip of silk and my
left hip, I felt adequately attired for the sunny warmth of a spring afternoon. The tunic
could wait until evening’s cool and dinner in the formal dining room with my father and
brother and Lady Jelarris, whose guest suite adjoined Father’s quarters discreetly as
custom demanded. As for those stupid sandals, the soles of my feet were tough as any
rawhide. With the ice and snow of our brief fierce winter no longer on the ground, the
Gods knew what reason might exist for them.

My nose dragged me salivating to the kitchen. Hidarros spotted me and waved a
hand. “Want something to eat?” he called across two tables of assistants doing various
things to lamb and pastry. I nodded and slapped my stomach, regretted it instantly
when my body reminded me of the morning’s abuse. The younger boy scrounged a loaf
of bread and threw it onto a wooden trencher, added some cheese and cold spiced lamb
and pickles and other vegetables. We sat at an unused table to eat and watch the bus-
tling men and women. The kitchen always looked chaotic to me. Somehow the entire
castle ate, and ate very well indeed, but I was lost to Grosha if I could understand how. I
said as much to Hidarros.

He shrugged and sliced more bread for his third sandwich. One assumed he had
not missed breakfast and lunch. His hand described a vague circle that took in the
kitchen and all who labored in it. “Pa knows what’s going on. So do I, really. He appren-
ticed me last ShieldDay when I reached twelve summers. Formally, I mean. Been help-
ing since I was little. It’s pretty simple.”

“To you, maybe.” I made a second sandwich with the last of the bread and a double
portion of lamb, spread some spicy mustard and horseradish and topped it with slices of
sharp cheese and tomato and onion. “I mean, look at them all. Over there, what are
those two doing?”

“Shredding cabbage for slaw,” he explained around a mouthful of sandwich.
“Except that woman next to them, she’s making pickles.”

“You have to make pickles? They don’t grow, like carrots? Never mind, I don’t
think I want to know.”

“You eating again?” Syarin appeared at our table and dropped one bare hip onto
the bench half a span away from my own. “We can serve you up at the Karkoseid feast
with an apple in your mouth, Hidarros, and a nice honey-glaze to crisp your skin.”
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“Oh, ha ha. Very funny.” Hidarros glowered around me at his brother but cut an-
other wedge of cheese from the wheel. “At least I don’t spend all my time in the chapel.”

The younger boy shrugged the fraternal counterattack off casually. He could afford
to. Where his brother really did wobble, Syarin could at worst be described as cute. His
belly looked no bigger than my own just now, after too much rich food and too little ex-
ercise all winter. The old leather thong supporting his worn wooden charm circled low
around his hips, stylized dagger hanging to one side of his own where it joined his body.
Seated, his older brother’s belly overhung his thighs so the pouch he wore today became
both invisible and irrelevant.

Syarin said as much to me as to Hidarros, “I like talking with Talithos. He’s seen a
lot more than you think. D’you know he was a circuit priest in the western mountains
before he became the castle priest? Over against the borders where the Ogres roam?” He
turned without continuing the familiar brotherly feud, nose suddenly in the air sniffing
like a hunting-hound. “What’s that?”

We both followed his lead. Despite the two heavy sandwiches I had just wolfed
down my mouth watered anew at the splendid smell. We three managed to skulk within
a couple of spans of the goodies before Cook’s massive shape materialized out of no-
where to scold me and both his sons away from that tray of wonderful-looking apple
turnovers just coming hot and bubbling from a brick oven. No good giving sad puppy-
dog eyes to Cook, I knew from past efforts. That tactic had finally gasped and died some
time during my ninth summer. With a heavy sigh, Hidarros returned to clear away the
scraps of our sandwiches. I gave up and left the kitchen for cooler air, Syarin in trail.

Outside, the courtyard buzzed like a dropped hornet’s nest. Off-duty warriors, Tal-
ithos and Waneela from the temple, two of Lady Jelarris’ maids, more children both free
and slave-born than I could bother to count, all found some reason to idle in what little
shade the walls offered from the afternoon sun while they eyed the tall tower to the left
of the gate. I looked upward and thought, What in Orm’s Holy Name are they doing in
that top room? Fitting shutters? The room atop the tower was the highest point in the
castle by far, another three stories above the archers’ window I had climbed through
yesterday afternoon and at least eight spans above the stubby astrologers’ spire that rose
from the top floor of the villa itself. If memory served, that room was no more than a

vast, empty space the full width of the tower. A couple of big trapdoors led up to the
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crenellated rooftop. Great (or great-great, maybe even great-great-great — I wasn’t sure)
grandfather built it for storing pitch and oil for sieges, but of course we had never been
besieged nor were ever likely to be. It had been unused since Father took up permanent
residence, excepting the birds.

Aha, I thought. Obvious, Hulvan. Ralvos is staying. In all the tales I've ever heard
of wizards, they live in caverns deep below the earth or high in towers. The Gods know
why. Maybe their guild insists, so they can look down on us ordinary mortals. It must
be terribly tiring, though, all those stairs to go up and down every day. Or down and
up.

Periodically pairs of castle servants walked empty-handed out of the tower, across
the sun-bright cobblestones of the courtyard to the stables, returning laden with trunks
and bags and boxes. The magician had arrived with half a dozen oversized packhorses.
No sign of the man himself, though. I wandered over to the main gate.

To my surprise Lazirra stood the afternoon duty. She counted thirty-five summers
give or take; she herself wasn’t exactly sure. We celebrated her name-day on Dalonna’s
SpringDay, in common with other castle women who didn’t know the exact dates of
their births. Six years before she had ridden into the valley on a second-rate pony and
bluntly asked for work. The remains of her accent and the close-cropped curly dark hair
named her Easterling, but she preferred to fight with short-sword and dagger in the
two-handed style of the Menvyi gladiators. She bore their gladiator slave-brand on her
left shoulder, too, with a green Sword of Orm tattooed through it in proof of her manu-
mission. No one here knew anything more about her, nothing at all of her past beyond
the simple fact of her gladiatorial servitude in that land.

She’d earned her place in the guard by outmatching three of Elath’s best men in
simulated combat with weighted wooden practice blades, all at the same time. Two of
them had departed our service shortly afterwards, unable to bear the shame. The third
followed her around like a love-sick puppy for weeks afterward, awkwardly mimicking
her style on the practice field until she took rough pity and began to coach him properly.
Even then I could see he wanted more than mere swordplay but very much doubt he got
it. Like many female warriors, Lazirra competed with the men for the charms of the cas-
tle or village girls. For her own unstated reasons she had taken a liking to Prince Trevig-

oth’s then eight-summers son from our first meeting. Even when her notorious moods
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caused all the other guards to give her a wide berth, I could usually get a smile.

“Hail, Prince Hulvan.” She drew up to rigid attention as I approached, rapping her
javelin against her shield in salute. Like any guard on duty she wore a bronze helm, hers
bearing the spike-plume of a decurion, plus bronze chest and back-plates over padded
linen undertunic and bronze arm-guards. A kilt of studded leather strips hung down her
thighs, and greaves protected her shins and knees. All her metal glittered like gold under
the afternoon light of Kolldoi’s Chariot. She relaxed without being told, something she’d
not have done if Father or Elath had been about. “And a good day to you, too, young
Cooksson. Watched you out with Cap’n this morning, from up on the wall. Marked you a
bit, did he not?”

Maybe I should have worn that tunic. No, my arms and legs would still have be-
trayed me. The weather had already gone too warm for long sleeves and leg-wraps. “I
reckon there’s not a man in the valley he couldn’t mark if he put his mind to it.”

“As you say.” Lazirra let this feeble excuse pass. Abruptly she barked: “To your left!
The beam!”

My dagger hit oak with a satisfying thunk! as I spun, drew, and threw in a single
motion. Lazirra had appointed herself my unofficial coach in dagger. I grinned up at her.

The black horsehair spike-plume atop her helmet rippled as she gave a brief nod.
“Not too bad. Now do it right-handed.”

“T’ll get it!” Syarin called, already running for the beam. He extracted my dagger
with a yank from the heavy beam that double-barred the gates on the rare occasions we
closed them. Quick running steps brought him back to us, the dagger held safely point-
down. He offered the hilt to me. I nodded thanks and slipped it back into the sheath at
my left side. Right-handed was a problem. “Show me,” Lazirra commanded. She set her
javelin and shield down, moved my sheath from left hip to right. “Throw.”

I threw. It hit at a clumsy angle and stuck, just. The hilt drooped accusingly. I
scowled at the wretched thing. I scowled at the beam. I scowled at Syarin, who looked
innocently out through the gateway at the empty practice field.

“Ought to carry it there all the time,” Lazirra scolded. “You’ll be swinging a sword
in your left, you being cack-handed, and Orm knows you can’t throw that.” She pulled
her own short-sword free in a rasp of metal against hard leather. “See, you draw a sword

cross-body with your right hand, well, your left, M’lord, unless you're a-horseback and
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carrying it over your shoulder cavalry style. Then if your dagger’s where it ought to be,
also on your right —” Her free hand blurred. A heavy leaf-bladed dagger struck the beam
heart-high to a man, arrow-straight and a triple finger-width into the hard wood.

Syarin dashed forward to retrieve our weapons. He hung his full weight from the
hilt of Lazirra’s dagger with both hands, half chinning himself to prise it free. I spent the
next half-hour practicing right-handed under her critical eye. We quickly acquired a
small audience of castle children, lessons in the chapels being mornings only, but nei-
ther of us paid any attention to them. Syarin saw off two younger boys who tried to join
him helping fetch our thrown daggers. In turn I twice warned him to stand farther from
the beam in case I should make a truly bad throw. Not that I believed it likely, but good
manners and Lord Rholam demand that one take care of younger boys who have no
thought for their own safety.

A considerable number of bags and boxes exited the stables and vanished into the
tower during that time. High above our heads, the village carpenter and his two sons
hung the penultimate shutter.

I sheathed my blade again and paused to gesture toward the latest pair of servants
carrying a box between them. “Lazirra, I thought the wizard would be riding on today,
but that’s his gear they’re carrying into the tower, isn’t it?” I hooked a thumb over my
shoulder toward the servants as they struggled with a box the size of an Ogre’s coffin.
Odd thought. Do Ogres cremate their dead like civilized folk? 1 wondered. Do they bury
them under the ground like the northerners? Or do they perhaps leave them in the
open air on high, hidden towers in the woods as Elves are said to do?

She spat onto the packed earth between the open gates and the moat-bridge.
“Where have you been hiding yourself, Lord Hulvan? His horses have been groomed
and put to pasture, their tack cleaned and oiled. His many trunks, just like that one, got
stacked yesterday and now carried up to that very tower-top. See you the shutters? He
ordered the carpenter fetched this morning, like he was lord here instead of the prince
your father may-the-Chariot-be-far-from-him. Prince Arnath hung about like his very
shadow, saying he’s to be obeyed in whatever he commands.”

“It looks like he intends to guest with us for a while, then.” With, I added mentally,
my brother interested in his welfare. Now why should that be? A wizard and a war-

rior?
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We went back to dagger practice. Presently I bade her farewell, rubbed my sore
shoulder ruefully, and wandered over to the stable door. Four servants picked up the
last two boxes. I followed them back towards the gate and casually into the tower en-
trance, Syarin still dogging my heels like a friendly puppy.

But he paused at the doors with his amulet of Rholam between forefinger and
thumb, pressed nervously against his own bare dagger as his remaining three fingers en-
cased his flesh protectively. “Uh, Lord Hulvan? Us kids really aren’t supposed to go in
there.” He turned faintly pink under his tan while his free hand gestured toward the
dais. “I mean, with Prince Trevigoth’s throne and all.”

I almost told him not to be silly but had second thoughts. Likely I might not want a
witness, either. “Well, I'll ask my father if he cares about you coming in. I'm sure it’'ll be
all right as long as you’re with me. But I better ask first. Next time, okay?”

He looked relieved. I wished the other castle boys would stop being so shy of me
but could not work out how to achieve that given the differences in our births. “Sure. See
you later.” With a nod that was half a bow he turned and trotted away, not toward the
kitchen but the Temple of Three and the attendant chapels of the Younger Gods.

The Great Hall occupied the ground floor, of course. We used it little enough, and it
stood echoing and empty again today, my father’s wooden throne on its low dais before
that ancient tapestry of my great-however-many-great-grandfather slaying the dragon
Aklostag, all teeth and flaming breath and crimson scales. Aklostag’s fearsome appear-
ance hadn’t saved him then, and the stupid beast had done a piss-poor job of hiding me
yesterday, too. Painted cherubs held unlit torches along the walls. The wide stairs ran in
a slow half-spiral from the northwest, up the north wall and back around to the east, cut
stone with elaborately-carved wooden banisters. Once above this high-ceilinged hall, the
steps were also wooden. Windows overlooked the courtyard on all floors, even the hall.
The outer walls had only blank stone until the third floor I had climbed to yesterday,
where narrow archers’ windows breached the thick stone. Doors led into long-unused
storerooms on the first two floors above the Great Hall, or unused warriors’ dormitories
on the next three. Of Arnath or the wizard I saw no sign, nor of anyone else come to that.

Not until I climbed the penultimate flight of stairs, that is. Then box-carriers on
their way down stood courteously aside to let me pass, fingertips touching their lowered
foreheads in respect. These were local villagers, not slaves, clad in loincloths or short tu-
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nics of homespun. I'd seen their rough sandals waiting at the outer doorway. Now I
reached the level below the uppermost room and stood silently, listening. The carpenter
exhorted one of his sons to be careful, did the young fool think that bronze hinge-pins
were cheap as kindling? Eventually they, too, traipsed down the stairs carrying their
tools, the father still grumbling at no fewer than four damaged pins that must be re-
paired or even melted down by the smith if he could not beat them straight himself.
They did not see the silent watcher in the shadowed archers’ passageway beyond. When
the carpenter’s voice faded down the stairs below, I climbed up to the top landing. The
door stood half-open. Taking a breath, not deep enough to hurt my bruised ribs, I called
out softly, “Master Ralvos?”

No reply. I pushed the door fully open. The room looked nothing like I had imag-
ined. When had I last seen it? Three summers since I had bothered to climb all the way
up to stand on the roof and declare myself emperor of the world? Four? Memory
dredged up cobwebs at the ceiling beams and piles of dried bird shit crunching under-
foot. Now servants had scrubbed the stone walls and wooden floor and ceiling spotlessly
clean. More boxes and bags than I remembered seeing on the horses had been neatly
stacked along the curved outer wall to the south. An oak trestle table and half a dozen
ladder-back chairs had been carried in, four lounges with matching low tables for eating
and drinking at leisure, an overlong bed-frame and a feather mattress with a clearly new
cover. Unless I started to open boxes — and I most certainly was not going to do that! —
there remained nothing to see. I turned back toward the doorway.

My nose rammed a wall of black cloth. Uh-oh. Fingers gripped my already-bruised
shoulder hard enough to hurt and pushed me back a pace. The wizard, clad in a long
ink-dark robe with some complicated symbol embroidered in silver on his left breast,
smiled down at his uninvited guest.

Orm Shield us, 1 thought frantically, he’s even taller than my brother. The graying
hair on his narrow skull looked like it might brush the ceiling. His lips quirked in a smile
that went no further up his face. “Good afternoon to you, young Prince.”

“Ah ... Orm Shield you, Master Ralvos.” I felt my shields shrink up into my belly at
the thought of what Father would do to me for this latest trespass. Twice now I had met
this man, twice he had trapped me where I had no business in being.

The hand turned me firmly back into the room. “In my land, we have a saying. It
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goes, ‘Boys and Cats.

“My Lord?”

“It means that boys are curious as cats and get themselves into the same sort of
scrapes as a result.” His laughter sounded low and silky and somehow mocking, just like
his speech. He felt me tense even more beneath his hand. “Don’t worry, my young
princeling, I'll cause you none of yesterday’s indignity. Then I thought you a spy. Sit, sit,
my man has gone to fetch wine and cakes for my afternoon tea. Your father allows you
wine?” He pushed me gently enough but irresistibly towards a couch. It caught the back
of my knees, and I sat.

“This ShieldDay coming will mark my fourteenth summer. Yes, Master Ralvos, wa-
tered or with meals.” Why was I so defensive? Folk in this valley deferred to me, my fa-
ther ruled here. How should I respond to this man? “My Lord...”

29

“Boys and Cats.”” He released my shoulder and held up his hand, palm toward me.
“No more explanations, please. Curiosity sets us apart from the beasts, but we must
learn to control and direct it, to use it with profit. Else it leads us astray. The priests get
that much right. Put it here, Gafoth.”

I jumped. The man made no more noise than his master, who walked quietly as the
thistledown. The servant was stout and short where Ralvos was skeletally tall. Vast,
scarred hands carried a fine silver tray. A livid canyon ran down his face from above the
hairline to the jaw on the left side, narrowly missing his eye, and he walked with a limp
that favored his right side though I could see no obviously disabling scar on that leg. A
threadbare kilt reached mid-thigh, tied at one hip beneath an open vest of undyed cot-
ton. A heavy bronze slave-chain clinked around one ankle, above cheap-looking
rawhide-soled sandals, well-worn. His eyes, though, his strange eyes drew my own. They
looked dull as a mud puddle and did not leap from point to point as would a normal
man’s. Instead, he stared straight ahead like a gargoyle carved of stone. He set the tray
on the table between our two lounges.

“Half water?” The sorcerer’s voice drew me back. I grew uncomfortably aware that
I had been staring most rudely. Ralvos extended a goblet to me with a smile that
touched only his mouth. The man he dismissed with a wave. Before the fellow had even
left the room, he asked conversationally, “Perhaps you find Gafoth repulsive?”

I dodged the question, taking the wine from his outstretched hand and setting it
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beside me on the table. “What ails him?”

“He was a murderer and a cutpurse, and one day he thought to work his arts upon
me. Naturally I did not permit it. No, I did him no harm,” he added, seeing my look.
“The limp and the various colorful scars about his person are mementos of his earlier
days. But I was obliged to, let us say, to limit him. He does little without my express
command, but that he obeys to the letter.”

I thought I could see Ralvos’ eyes measure me carefully, I could not tell for what.
My bruised skin shivered despite the warm spring air as I remembered how he had fro-
zen me in place the day before. “You exert great power over people, Master Ralvos.”
Cook had refused me an apple turnover. Now I knew why. To break my frightened line
of thought I took one still warm from the tray and bit into it. The pastry crunched deli-
ciously between my teeth. I quickly caught a dribble of hot juice with my right hand be-
fore it landed in my lap.

“When you have lived as long as I, young Prince, you will realize just how easy it is
to control people. They say they want to be free, but what they really want is security, to
be directed. For someone else take the responsibility for their petty lives. A good ruler
controls by force of his personality, a centurion by the strength of his right arm. Of
course, people like to be told that they are free.” He sipped at his wine and paused to sa-
vor it properly. “Your father’s vintage is superb. It is the real treasure of this valley, not
so?”

I nodded agreement and licked my palm clean of hot apple-juice, washed it down
with the wine from my own goblet. Some craftsman had worked his silver in the form of
a fat fish. A round, open mouth formed the rim, a flared tail the circular foot. I had
rarely seen such artistry, and found it altogether beautiful. “We sell most of it to mer-
chants from the south. The lake, the river that drains it, farms, a few villages. These
make up my father’s holdings now.”

“Yet Trevigoth has not been entirely unhappy in this exile?” Ralvos half-asked,
half-commented.

“I think he stopped caring whether he was prince or not when the Chariot came for
Mother, twelve years ago.” I knew her only from the painting that hung in our formal
dining room. Everyone told me how much I looked like her, but my mirror said mostly
color of hair and eyes made for the resemblance. I had not even the vaguest memory of
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her, otherwise. Even my nurse had left our service when I had six summers, departing
the valley to live with a distant daughter before I had thought to ask her about the
mother I didn’t know. Sometimes Father stood before the painting saying nothing for
long minutes, though only if he thought himself unobserved. “Lady Ylanna left here, um,
three years gone. That’s right, because I had ten summers then. Lady Jelarris has
guested here since autumn a year ago, but I don’t think he’s going to marry her. I wish
they would link the chains before Dalonna, though. I like her a lot even if she does sort
of bother me about wearing dressy clothes and stuff even when it’s summer. She makes
him smile sometimes. But my brother will never forgive Father for losing the war and
Haldélor, for not fighting to the last man.”

“You don’t get along with your brother.” Statement, not question.

“No.” I intended to leave it at that, but the silence grew and grew. Before I realized
I had broken it I heard myself say, “He’ll have nineteen summers this ShieldDay, Orm’s
Midsummer Festival. Five more than me. Nobody ever shouts at him. He’s big and
strong and will no doubt become the famous warrior he dreams of being, should he ever
leave the valley. May Orm put it into his head to leave soon.”

Ralvos observed quietly, “A sapling in the shadow of a great tree cannot always
grow its own way. Perhaps you will seek your fortune along other paths?”

“Oh, beyond doubt.” I knew the fate of younger sons. Trust Arnath to make certain
of that. “Father will betroth me to the ugly daughter of some minor baron in the hinter-
lands the day my voice breaks and I can sire children.”

“You might choose to tread other roads.” Ralvos tapped the silver of his goblet with
a glossy fingernail to make it ring. He looked straight into my eyes. No, higher than my
eyes. “You might even consider apprenticeship to a sorcerer such as myself.”

Cold wine splashed down my bare belly. “What? You mean — become a magician?”

“There are certain advantages,” he pointed out most reasonably. He lifted his chin
toward me. “One does not get quite so bruised.”

“T am training as a warrior.” I mopped at white wine with the free end of my loin-
cloth. The gauzy green silk did little but spread it around so that the air dried my skin
quickly.

He inclined his head slightly, noncommittally. “Men have been both, ere now.”

“The last warrior who was also sorcerer found himself carried off in Karkos’ Char-
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iot before his day was due.” I wondered at Ralvos’ purpose in this conversation. To ap-
prentice me? Naturally I would have no say if Father agreed to such a thing, though I
thought it unlikely he would. A prince’s son as a prentice? I had never heard of such a
thing. Indeed, other than Vandarros himself, sorcerer before he became Emperor, I had
never heard of any higher noble undertaking the study of magic. Nobles studied war and
defense and the management of men and lands, little else. Though sometimes younger
sons with no inheritance went into the clergy, that could hardly be accounted the same.
And the other thing... “My Lord, what became of the Starsword when the Dark Lord car-
ried off Vandarros to the UnderEarth?”

That earned me another humorless smile. “I think I shall not tell you that as yet.
Later, perhaps. For now, let us say that others would also like to know.”

“Others like Arnath,” I said without pause for thought. “That’s why you got this
tower instead of the guest suite in the villa.”

Half the smile vanished as he rose. “You are — perceptive — for one so young. Now
the hour is already gone late afternoon, and I have much to do. However, my young
friend, you must consider yourself always welcome here. Gafoth! Come close the shut-
ters! You will excuse us? Much of what we do will be unsuitable for your innocent young
eyes. Still, it is but spring, and I plan to guest here for some little time. Please come back
freely as it suits you. Good day.”

I found myself standing outside, looking at the bronze-bound door from the land-
ing. I shook my head to clear it of that last flood of words. One thought stood out from
all the others. My brother Arnath certainly believed in that old Harpers’ legend, the

Starsword.
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The strange horses slowly mingling with our own in the west pasture belonged to Ral-
vos. They were clearly foreign: stolid, heavy beasts, at least two hands taller and vastly
weightier than our warriors’ nimble mounts. How could one fight from such a horse?
Some years later I recalled this self-assured boyhood judgment when I found myself up
against heavy armored cavalry for the first time, a meeting destined to revise somewhat
my opinions on what makes a good war-horse.

In those springtime days of my life though, only one horse mattered. I stuck two
fingers in my mouth and whistled shrilly. A black shadow split off from the herd and gal-
loped toward me. My face split open in a huge smile at the sight, my run-in with the ma-
gician forgotten. Any objective judge would proclaim Sidarra the finest horse in the val-
ley, maybe even in all Haldélor. Arnath had grumbled mightily when Father negotiated
to purchase her from the trader’s string for my eleventh name-day present.

“That’s no horse for a little boy,” he had protested. “She’ll make a proper warrior’s
mount. He'll kill himself inside a week on the likes of her.”

“Just because you ride like a sack of cured hams, Arnath —”

Father had broken it up before Arnath could cuff me against the wall or I could kick
my big brother in the shields. His voice had become uncertain of late, and my target of
choice shifted accordingly. That one time our father sided with me instead of his elder
son. Well, any fool could see the slaves might as well build my funeral pyre if the horse-
trader departed with that black filly still in his string. “He needs a good horse, Arnath.
He won’t be a child forever, and the captain tells me your brother already rides as well as
any man in the valley. You can’t expect him to be on a pony all his life.”

Clearly Arnath expected precisely that, but gold coins (not just silver!) changed
hands, and the frisky night-black filly with white forehead star remained. Now she
flashed past close enough that I felt the breeze of her passing on my bare right shoulder,
stopped and reversed in the abrupt manner that Elath had taught horse and rider, then
trotted up behind. I didn’t turn around, that would have ruined her game. Hot breath
and a velvet nose tickled the small of my back as she delicately pulled her carrot from
next to the dagger sheath on my right hip.
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Sometimes I still had to remind myself that she was truly mine. She’d been un-
trained, a baby not two years old when Father bought her for me, barely accustomed to
saddle and bridle but boasting famous bloodlines on her dam’s side and claiming Alyeini
Midnight as the sire’s. The trader swore that the breeding had been deliberate. Arnath
always claimed some barbarian’s mongrel mount had had his way with a half-decent
mare. Whatever the truth — and I believed the trader and his documents with their tes-
timonials and seals — she made my heart sing from that first day I laid eyes on her.
Elath taught us as a team, and while he would never say so in my hearing, our captain
reckoned cavalry skills as one part of my military education to count as an unqualified
success.

She took the bit easily when I bridled her, following me to the rock I used to mount.
Not small (unless compared to Ralvos’ giants), Sidarra measured over sixteen hands.
She was everything a warrior’s horse should be, with a short back and long legs, wide-
spaced eyes and high ears and flared nostrils to drink in the wind. No one could see her
and doubt that claim of Alyeini Midnight blood. If I asked it of her, she would run with
me on her back all the way to the great western ocean, where Kolldoi stables Her horses
and the Sun-Chariot each evening.

I vaulted up and on and we cantered toward the closed gate. The serf who looked
after the pasture moved aside with a conspiratorial grin. If he mentioned this to the sta-
blemaster I'd hear about it for days: Mustn’t show the other horses that the fence won’t
hold them. Use the gate, Lord Hulvan. The open gate, if you please, or must I disturb
your noble father’s peace? I didn’t let it slow me down in the least. We soared over the
gate with a span to spare, turned east toward the bridge. This time of year, as the snow
melted from atop the mountains, water covered the fords too deeply and currents flowed
too strongly to chance them. Hard bronze horseshoes banged clackety clackety on stone
and then we were off the hard road and on the northeast trail toward the high meadows.
A few hours in that direction would take me to Granny’s, but I would need those self-
same hours back as well. I had nothing for her, nor for the shepherd boys I would doubt-
less see along that route. Tomorrow, I promised silently. I rode amidst the vineyards for
a while, careful not to damage vines as we alternately cantered and trotted. I greeted the
peasants and serfs by name if we passed by close enough or with a broad wave if they
were distant, working among the young grapes. Eventually we cut down to the lake side

The Starsword 34 ¢ RR Lawrence



and along the water’s edge back toward the castle.

Kolldoi’s Chariot still stood above the western rim of mountains as we walked the
last mile to cool Sidarra down. I dismounted near my favorite diving place, a great out-
cropping of flat-topped stone thrust like a giant’s finger into and over the lake. It lay just
far enough from the castle to be an inconvenient hike for anyone not on horseback, so
usually I had it to myself even though it was by far the best place to swim. The bank
shelved quite slowly until the water came up to my chin, then dropped off sheer into the
depths beneath my rock. Occasionally our younger warriors rode here or paused on their
cross-country training runs for a more private swim than the lake afforded close by the
castle, but today I saw no one else. Too bad. I enjoyed watching their horseplay, even
joining in now I had grown big enough that even the newest guards no longer thought
me fragile. Not that anything ever came of it. The differences in our births kept such
play considerably more innocent than I might have desired.

Shrugging these fruitless thoughts away, I rubbed Sidarra down with handfuls of
coarse dead winter-grass while she nibbled at the tender spring growth poking through.
Elath’s salve, the sun’s warmth, and the exercise of riding had loosened the worst knots
from my body. My horse seen to, I dropped loincloth and sheathed dagger onto the rock
and ran the full length of the giant’s finger to leap naked into crystalline water.

“Whoo! Haaa! Cold!” 1 came up shrieking. As spring turned to summer, the lake
would warm. Right now it was pure melted snow, and felt it. My dagger shrank down to
a wrinkled acorn and my shields tightened to mere buttons high between my legs. Half a
walnut-shell could have served for my groin-guard. I swam hard to warm up. Kolldoi
drove Her Chariot behind the western rim of mountains, the sky still azure with the val-
ley’s extended twilight. Eventually I climbed out and sprawled across my rock, totally
exhausted for the second time in a single day. The flat granite held the heat of the sun,
would still be warm halfway through the night.

Daylight gradually faded and the stars began to peek through curtains of high, thin
cloud as I lay in that half-world between sleep and waking, daydreaming of nothing and
everything. W