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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            IN WHICH DAMIAN FIGHTS HIS FIRST DUEL

          

        

      

    

    
      It was quiet in Ixsaa, in the hours before dawn. In the room he shared with his twin brother, Damian lay for a few moments in his bed, listening to his own heart beating. Alezian was breathing softly, and it was a windless morning at the tail end of summer. He could smell the herbs that scented their sheets, and a waft of less pleasant odour from outside the window. In the distance the baker’s rooster crowed; it was always the first awake.

      Damian knew the crows of every cockerel and rooster in the Greenmarket. He knew which houses had night-wandering cats, and whose dogs or geese could be counted on to stir. He knew the night tracks of rats, and the occasional secret visits of the wild foxes, the soft-winged owls, the night-flying geese.

      He was training to be a swordsman, and he practiced early in the morning, before the city was awake.

      People watched him if he started too late, which he found discomforting. As he was not willing to abandon the more extravagant elements—the hand-over-hand swing along the underside of the harbour chain, the climb across the face of the aqueduct, the circuit of the three walls of Ixsaa in their varying states of decrepitude—but he was not inclined towards display, either, he had moved his start time earlier and earlier, until he was able to do the whole circuit safely in the dark.

      His twin brother thought him mad, but that was all right. Damian could not fathom Alezian’s own interests in trade, for all Ixsaa was a city of merchants, not warriors. Alezian could follow the merchants, the ways of the city their mother had adopted; Damian could follow the narrow path of their quietly whispered family legends.

      This particular morning he stretched and dressed, and glanced once at his brother in the bed beside his, who, as always, slept deeply.

      Alezian had to be chivvied to exercise when he was on land, claiming—with some truth, Damian admitted—that the most successful merchants were always the fattest. The only thing that kept him from true corpulence was his love of sailing.

      For the whole last year Alezian had been going back and forth between the Ixsaan navy, where he might start as an officer, or the merchant fleet, where he would have to begin as an ordinary seaman. Either way he needed to be able to climb the ropes and manage a cutlass. This morning he was legally able to decide; he would, Damian was sure, choose the merchants.

      This morning Damian was legally able to duel.

      He dressed in his practice gear, leather breeches supple with age and use, linen shirt with the sleeves bound at his wrist, leather jerkin. He pulled on the half-boots he always wore.

      He was mocked for that habit, half-boots being entirely unfashionable, but Damian reasoned that any real fight would come either when he was expecting it, when he could dress as he wished, or when he was not, in which case he should be prepared to fight in his ordinary clothes.

      Both Alezian and their mother sighed at this logic and tried to convince him he should wear something other than leather and old, worn linen for his ordinary clothes.

      Damian snorted softly. Let his brother yearn after silk and velvet and rare furs and all the trappings and trinkets of wealth. That was not his concern.

      He slipped out of the room as silently as he could, practicing stealth as a matter of habit as well as courtesy.

      He, Damian Raskae, might have chosen the way of the sword from the earliest possible age, but he had chosen it for its beauty and its challenge, not its violence or its power. He did not want to be a boorish fighter, the sort his mother had always dismissed in her stories.

      His mother was in the kitchen. Damian was startled to see her, for though she was an early riser, an hour before dawn rarely saw her out of bed. He had intended to do no more than pass through on his way to the locked shed where they kept their weapons, but she gestured to the seat next to her.

      “Good morning,” he said reluctantly.

      “Good morning, Damian,” she replied, not in Calandran but in their own language, Tanteyr.

      They rarely spoke it nowadays, though it had been the language of his childhood. Most of the other Tantey in the city had moved on, seeking a place they could form their own community.

      Damian hesitated, his curiosity pricked, though he responded in Calandran to show that he was a man now, not bound by her rules. Alezian had been very firm about that. He was always much clearer about the way things were done than Damian was. “What is it, Ema?”

      “It is your sixteenth birthday today, Damian,” she said, still in Tanteyr.

      “Yes, Ema. Can we talk about it later? I want to get to the grounds before dawn.”

      She regarded him steadily. He met her gaze, refusing to back down. This was not the mountains, not the old country of her stories, where she had been a queen. This was the city, and in the city a man was expected to be strong and resolute.

      He was just turned sixteen. In the city he was a man now, able to join the navy or run for office or own a business or fight a duel. He was by some minutes the elder over Alezian, and under Ixsaan law was now technically the head of the household. He did not need to submit to his mother any longer.

      He opened his mouth to say that, and caught himself.

      Every story she had told him of the old country, the one high up in the mountains, had ingrained that youth should bow before age, child before parent, prince before queen—and that women were the equal of men.

      Did he not pride himself he was not a boor, not only a fighter, but also (if secretly) a prince of the Realm, one to whom courtesy ought come as easily as skill at arms? Was he not proud that his mother had been a warrior, was a better archer than most, was one of the best riders in the city?

      She was still watching him, her expression faintly sad. Did she think he had forgotten all their own language? He thought Alezian might have, or pretended to.

      Alezian wanted to be accepted, to become a merchant prince, to live in one of the big houses on the Crescent and look out on his ships coming and going up from the Delta. Alezian was embarrassed by their mother’s refusal to do a proper feminine job, that she had hung out her shingle as a public notary, and that she trained the horses she bred up in one of the feeder valleys herself.

      Damian bowed to his mother and then sat down. “My apologies, Ema,” he said in Tanteyr, fumbling a bit with the words. “It is yet early, and I was not anticipating this audience.”

      The more formal language and pacing made him feel grander than the small kitchen seemed to warrant. He straightened his shoulders, trying to feel like a prince of the old country.

      “What is it your desire to speak of?”

      She paused, watching him. He bore her scrutiny as patiently as he could, imagining her a queen, crowned with silver as she had once been.

      Then she shook her head. “No, go on, Dami. I don’t think this is a good time, after all. I don’t think you’re ready to hear what I wanted to tell you.”

      He knew well enough not to press after such a flat statement, and so he took his leave, kissing the hand she held out in the Ixsaan custom.

      He puzzled over her words as he went around the fountain in their tiny courtyard to the shed on the far side, wondering if he’d misunderstood something.

      Possibly he had spoken incorrectly. He really did not speak Tanteyr often. As Alezian said, there was no need to. Their mother had left because of a civil war in the old country, and almost all of those who had initially stayed with her had gone off to found their own colony somewhere far away from Ixsaa.

      It was not as if Damian or Alezian were ever going to become king. He had paid enough attention to know that was not how succession worked up there in the mountains. And anyone who came this far to trade would have learned Calandran as a matter of course.

      His heart beat faster, as it always did, as he undid the locks on the shed.

      He did not need to see to know what was inside: his mother’s bows and quivers on the left, her swords and spears. On the right, his brother’s sword and cutlass.

      And in the middle, the swords and daggers and other weapons Damian had scrounged, bought, and been given over the years.

      He reached for the sword in the middle, hand closing on the tooled leather of its scabbard, and smiled in simple joy to have the rapier in his hand.

      As he belted it on his hip all thought of his mother’s apparent quibbles left his thoughts.

      She was a warrior queen; he was almost a warrior prince. Surely that was more than enough.

      She was probably a little emotional that her two boys were becoming men today, and she did not like showing emotion, his mother. Another way she was not like the women of the city.

      He relocked the shed, excitement surging as it always did when he had his sword at his side and the morning before him. He did not bother with unlatching the gate but instead leaped up and swung himself over the top of the wall and off lightly into the still-sleeping city.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the house Kasiar Ounlalin sat in her kitchen, the sword she had intended to give her elder son laid on the table before her, and missed her late husband terribly.
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        * * *

      

      Damian was running easily by the time he left the last houses of the city behind, though his heart was beating much harder than was usual.

      He could not see anyone as he approached the duelling grounds, but it was still very early; the sky behind the mountains was barely tinted with red.

      The air was fresh, smelling good with some sort of herbal or flowery scent. He noted the direction of the wind and the small likelihood of clouds, and did not distract himself with questions of what the wind smelled like.

      He also did not look too often at the pale falcon riding high above him. That was a secret he was unwilling to share with anyone outside of his family.

      It occurred to him that perhaps it was some piece of knowledge to do with that portion of their heritage that his mother had wanted to tell him. He glanced up at the falcon.

      It was too early for him to chase its shadow, the falcon’s usual challenge.

      Perhaps it, too, was acknowledging that this day was a special one.

      He slowed to a walk when he turned off the main road north to the lane leading to the duelling grounds. He did not want to seem too eager. That was considered a fault by both his mother and the fraternity of swordsmen he was finally about to join.

      The crumbling stone walls of some ancient edifice from the long-vanished Calandran Empire provided a sheltered and private place for the duels, which were sacred to the god of war and only to be seen by men.

      As a boy he had been permitted to watch from the inner fence marking out the circular grounds, never to cross the threshold and set his sword against a man’s.

      That would change this morning—if one of the swordsmen were willing to meet him. It would be humiliating to find no one there.

      He was not worried about humiliating himself on the grounds. He was here to learn.

      Torches burned either side of the door, indicating someone, at least, had come.

      He took a breath, settling himself, looking up at a flicker, but a soft cooing told him it was a pigeon moving in the niche over the door, not some uncanny movement of the blurred carving of the ancient god contained within.

      He raised his right hand to part the heavy curtains, leather dyed red, that blocked the door, and ducked through.

      His heart was beating steadily now, his breath easy. He was ready to meet what the fates had in store for him.

      There were five men there. They stood around another torch, this one thrust into the ground by the gate of the inner enclosure, speaking quietly among themselves. When Damian walked up they stopped and ranged themselves to look at him.

      He regarded them in the uncertain light, taking in their silhouettes and their stances.

      Two he knew from watching at the staging grounds where the caravans gathered, though he did not know their names: a red-haired man from the Delta, tall, barrel-chested, with arms whose muscles were like clusters of river rocks, and a black-haired and black-bearded Calandran, as tall as the red-haired man but lean and quick as the narrow bastard sword he was known for.

      A little apart from them were two young blades from the Crescent, severn or eight years older than Damian himself.

      They had nothing in common with the first two but the respect given to those who bore a certain degree of mastery; the young blades between them had won all the prizes for fencing in the war-games held each summer for the past five years. They had the usual proud surnames of the Crescent’s wealthy families, but went by Erios and Faros when out and about in the half-masks that marked them as members of the Fraternity of the Crescent Blade.

      The fifth was a stranger. He stood easily, the silhouette of his clothes slightly foreign: his breeches did not cling close but billowed out slightly before being bound into his tall boots, and he wore a half-cloak in some dark colour, as if the cool air was winter-cold. It moved restlessly in the light wind, swirling over the sword belted and chained at his hip.

      Damian had watched the duellers for the past several years. He knew the ritual. Once he came to the waist-high stone between door and fence he stopped and bowed.

      “Who approaches the duelling ground?” asked the black-bearded Calandran.

      “One seeking to prove himself,” Damian replied—at last, at last! His heart was beating too fast again, as if it wanted to match the guttering of the torch in the breeze. The stranger’s cloak moved in the wind, like a restless shadow.

      “Only men may stand upon this ground, which is sacred to Arkhos, the god of war.”

      “I am of age this day, and I willingly bring my blood and my blade as an offering to Arkhos,” Damian said truthfully, though he had to suppress a pang that he so easily denied the teachings of his mother.

      It was not as if making an offering to one of the Calandran gods meant he no longer believed in his own, he told himself.

      It was not exactly forbidden, anyway.

      And no one really believed in the hundred gods of Calandra.

      “Come, then, and test your blade and your blood in the cold hour before dawn,” said the black-bearded Calandran. “I am called Horchus.”

      Horchus! Damian bowed again in acknowledgement and followed him into the duelling grounds. Horchus was famous for his cool head and the length of his reach and for his luck. It was said any caravan he refused to join went to the soothsayers to beg charms against disaster, for he had an almost uncanny knowledge of what would be a good job and which end in landslide or bandit attack.

      They paced out the distance. Horchus took the side nearest the gate, as was traditional, and drew his sword.

      Damian hastily followed suit, nearly catching his blade in the scabbard in his haste. He was glad it was still the dim blue pre-dawn. He knew his pale skin showed every least flush; Alezian had teased him about it enough.

      Once he had the hilt in his hand he steadied, emotions leaching away from the surface as they always did.

      “First blood only,” the Delta man said.

      Damian saluted with his blade. Ixsaan law was very clear on the constraints required for a duel to be legal. And he was not violent by nature—not bloodthirsty. He did not want to hurt other people.

      It was just that he wanted to be the best, and to do that he had to fight against those who were better than he until he could learn no more from them.

      “Begin,” said the Delta man.

      Damian was not much of a reader. He found it tiresome to decode the squiggles and smudges of letters, and was bored by the texts themselves.

      In school he had hunted out the stories of battles and tactics, and there were few of those in the heavy histories of Ixsaa, a trading city to its core.

      He was even slower with the Tanteyr lettering, frustrated by his inability and never sure of the meaning of the words so laboriously deciphered.

      Half the time he got to the end of a passage that seemed to be about war only to find it was some stupid metaphor about philosophy.

      He did not, therefore, know all the names of the moves he was performing, and he didn’t care. He knew them, knew at a level below conscious thought what he should do to meet each of Horchus’ movements. He had not trained for hours every day, with and without a sword in hand, if not for this.

      Each parry and thrust came without thought or effort.

      He was surprised at how quickly the duel was over.

      Horchus made what Damian was sure was a feint, but the accompanying thrust never came, and Damian’s own sword slid through the circular parry as if through his own shadow.

      He had worked hard on precision, and he touched the sharp point to the Calandran’s shoulder exactly as hard, and no harder, as was required to draw forth one drop of blood.

      The light was paler now, if still more blue than gold. It was bright enough to show the surprised respect in Horchus’ bearing as he backed off to make the final salute. “First blood to you.”

      Damian saluted, tucking away the feel of the movements, the variants Horchus had used, the rhythm of this duel over all the ones he had ever witnessed before.

      Later he would take the memory out and work through the duel again, playing both sides against his shadow, until he had absorbed all that he could learn from it.

      His mother had taught him everything she could, and he had cadged the odd lesson from whoever would give him one, but there had never been any money for a tutor such as the Crescent blades would have, so he had learned to make do with his shadow and his memory.

      The Delta man came next. “I’m Ghanau mir Aviroth,” he said briefly. “Ready?”

      Damian saluted. He knew nothing by repute of Ghanau mir Aviroth, but he had watched many of his practice fights at the staging grounds. He knew the Delta man was preternaturally strong, nearly as fast as Horchus, and had travelled far and learned many unusual styles. The rest, he supposed, would come in the fight.

      Two minutes later he lowered his sword, moved nearly to tears by the beauty of the Delta man’s skill, by the delicate control that focused each of those heavy-handed blows, and the sheer strength required to shift from move to move so quickly when so much force lay behind the strikes. Not actually to tears, of course: he was a man now, and men of Ixsaa did not weep for beauty, or for anything else.

      Ghanau looked at the line of blood on his forearm, which he wore bared in the Delta fashion. Blue lines of tattoos ran back from his knuckles to disappear into his sleeves.

      He turned to display his cut to Horchus, who shrugged slightly.

      Ghanau clenched his fist so that the fine line of blood beaded and ran down the channel of his knuckles to drip onto the hard-packed ground. “Blood to the mother of blood.”

      “I’m next,” said Faros, leaping down from where he sat on the fence.

      As he stalked forward, sword already drawn, his mask seemed appropriate. It was made of leather, with a beak like a bird of prey, the face sewn all over with green and black sequins that glittered faintly.

      Alezian had gone on, one day, about how the fashion for sequins for the Fraternity’s masks had made some tin-merchant rich.

      Faros’s dark eyes were emphasized by the shaping of the eye-holes, his mouth shadowed by the beak. Damian had always thought the Fraternity of the Crescent Blade’s masks looked ridiculous, but that was before he had ever faced one across the duelling grounds.

      No, he decided, even in the flickering torchlight and the solemn atmosphere it still looked ridiculous.

      Faros did not wait. He tossed off a salute that became an attack as soon as his sword left the vertical.

      Damian had studied the war-games with all the interest he did not give his books or his mother tongue. He had watched Erios and Faros as they came up out of the gangs of young noblemen, watched them as they distinguished themselves in fencing and riding, watched as black-and-green and red-and-blue became the banners that decorated the plazas each year.

      He had a memory for such things: he could go home and review what he had watched intently, almost as if he stood there before it once again. He had translated those memories into practice routines, learning the ways of the fencers he saw by repeating their own moves over and over again until they became his own.

      Horchus and Ghanau had both fenced in the style of the caravan guards, which had developed out of the old Calandran army’s infantry training. Even though the swords used now were longer and heavier than the ancient Calandrans’, their motions, however quick, were those of a foot soldier who would have a shield in his other hand and many others fighting at his shoulders.

      The Fraternity of the Crescent Blade used the noble style, which had been developed from the cavalry officers who had ultimately proven the downfall of the Calandran Empire, back in the days when their gods were still seriously worshipped.

      Damian had managed to gather that much out of his schooling, at least.

      Their name came from their neighbourhood rather than their straight sabres, and they used them to slash more than thrust.

      Faros was not expecting Damian to be able to switch so easily to the noble style.

      He was disarmed within three moves, and Damian had to think where to prick him to win the point.

      Finally he flicked his sword in the difficult maneuver he named to himself the Fly-Bite, snapping the blade so that the tip curved over his opponent’s neck and pricked him on his shoulder blade.

      Faros stepped back, clasping his shoulder, his whole body slack with surprise before being tensed again with chagrin. Damian knew that Alezian would say that he had made an enemy: but what was he supposed to do, pretend to a lack in the one skill he had?

      “Point,” said Erios, grinning maliciously at his friend and striding over to take his place before Damian. He saluted with exaggerated precision.

      Erios had not won the prize last summer, but the rumours had it—and Damian saw no reason to doubt them—that this was because he had been spurned by the girl he was courting just before the war-games began. She had been touched with the evidence of his love and he was now happily engaged to be married and, apparently, back in his finest form.

      Erios had been paying more attention, and this bout lasted a full five minutes. The light was gold and glittering fiercely on the red and gold sequins of his mask when Damian found his opening and executed a perfect thrust to the heart. He stopped, of course, when his blade touched skin.

      It took a moment for Erios to gather himself to make the final salute, which he did with an air of malicious enjoyment the mask did nothing to disguise. Damian was a little puzzled, but did not worry about it, for he was never very good at understanding other people’s emotions and he had much to store away in his mind to go over later from these four duels.

      And then—there was still the last man to consider.

      He turned to the stranger.

      The sunlight was breaking through the passes now: the sky above them was streaked with pink clouds, and far off to the west odd clumps of trees on the plains west of the river were illuminated as if dipped in rose pigment.

      In the fresh breeze the half-cloak was shown now to be a deep red. The breeches were fawn cloth, as was his shirt; he wore a wide green sash around his waist. He had curly dark hair and a close-trimmed beard, like most Ixsaans, and he was much older than Damian, perhaps as old as thirty.

      His sword hung from a silver-chased belt. He wore an earring with a jewelled drop in his left ear: the gem caught the sun in a blaze of red fire as he pushed his tall black boot from the fence and sauntered over.

      Damian lowered his sword to a less aggressive position. “Good morning, sir,” he said, assessing not the details—Alezian would be calculating the cost of each item of clothing—but the shape and tenor of the stranger’s body. Every motion indicated strength, and skill, and confidence.

      This was someone Damian very much wanted to know. “Would you care to meet my blade?”

      The stranger hooked his thumbs into his belt and rocked back on his heels. “Not this morning, I think.”

      Damian nodded in acknowledgement, though he also acknowledged to himself a sharp pang of disappointment. He looked around briefly, to make sure there wasn’t anyone else waiting to fence, and saw that Erios and Faros had taken themselves off, as had Ghanau mir Aviroth, leaving Horchus leaning against the fence.

      “In that case, then,” Damian said, sheathing his sword, “I thank you, Horchus, for the gift of your time and skill today.”

      “We’re not the only ones who’ve been waiting for you to come of age,” Horchus grunted, “but not everyone wanted to meet you this morning. This is Rean, by the way.”

      Damian nearly stumbled at this casual introduction of the most famous swordsman on the length of the river from Escarpment to Delta. Rean laughed. “Don’t worry, young man. I’ll meet you another day.”

      “I’ll hold you to that, sir,” Damian said quietly.

      Rean laughed again. He had the kind of laugh a person could come to like, Damian thought, robust and rolling. “I expect you will at that. Come, walk with us back to the city.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            IN WHICH DAMIAN CONSIDERS ENDS IN THEMSELVES

          

        

      

    

    
      Rean invited him out that evening. Damian was uncertain, but Alezian was going out with his friends, and it was so good to be invited himself that he met the older man at the appointed time and place. It was just the Rose and Phoenix Inn, in the Greenmarket, which was owned by his mother’s great friend. Damian had helped Pelan Cadia any number of times when she needed help moving crates and the like, though he’d never visited as a patron before.

      Damian did not like the taste of wine, it turned out. He drank what people bought for him (“The lad’s just turned a man!” Rean had cried to all his friends. “Treat him royally, boys!”), and managed, he thought, not to embarrass himself. He didn’t say much of anything, but Rean didn’t seem to expect him to. That, too, was something of a gift.

      The evening ended with Damian returning home, slightly dizzy from the wine and disliking how it made him feel, but well pleased at having been able to speak of fighting with someone who understood. All in all, he thought, it had been a very successful birthday.

      The next morning he returned to his usual routine. After tending his mother’s horses, he returned briefly home, to find Alezian on his way out to ready himself for his maiden voyage—he had, indeed, chosen a short run around the Middle Sea with a merchant ship—and decided therefore to spend the afternoon in his secret practice place in the reed plains, going over what he had learned from the duels the day before.

      He ran home lightly through the gathering dusk along the narrow game-trails. He was familiar with their twists and turns, the places where the herons waited, the places where the marsh foxes marked their territories, the places where he had to run silently as a shadow so as not to disturb the singing frogs.

      It had taken him years of concentrated practice before he could pass through the game-trails without disturbing the wild animals; now it was habit. Their deep silences did not mock him; their knowledge was unwritten, their thoughts unspoken, their ways economical, gracious, beautiful. In the hidden meadows of the reed plains where the tiny anxo deer grazed, Damian felt enveloped by the world, not apart from it.

      He came home and listened to Alezian describing all the trinkets he had acquired to sell along his voyage. Damian sat a little away from the table where his brother had spread out his wares, where he could watch his mother and brother in the pool of golden candlelight.

      Their faces were richly coloured in the light, wavering with brighter highlights cast up from the glittering trinkets. He listened to their voices, the eager anticipation in Alezian’s, the warm approval in their mother’s.

      He felt as privileged to watch them as when he had crouched, unmoving, for the hours it took a clutch of swan eggs to hatch into grey puffs of cygnets.

      “What do you think, Dami?” his brother asked, turning to hold up some silvery ornament whose gemstones glittered like dewdrops in the candlelight. “Will I do well over the water with these?”

      He knew his brother understood such things; and their mother’s enjoyment of the wares suggested they were pretty. “Yes.”

      “A benediction indeed!” cried Alezian, laughing, and turned back to the table.

      Damian let his mind dwell on the shape of Ghanau’s movements as they had duelled, drawing in the beauty he had found there.

      The rippling conversation of his mother and his brother ran on, like the voices of the rivers, neither demanding nor rejecting his attention, but part of the shape and beauty of the world, a mystery to which his only answer was to shape his own motions as echo and reflection.
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        * * *

      

      Damian knew he was not a swift thinker. He plodded along far behind everyone else, having to disregard all the glittering surface they loved so much in order to find any least solid idea to hold onto. At the guild school the difference between him and his twin was marked, for Alezian gravitated naturally to the successful and the popular, as adept with people as he was with money or words. The boys he liked best were the ones (he confidently predicted) who would go on to the university and the inns of court and become lawyers, merchants, bankers, and judges.

      They spent every minute of every day, it seemed to Damian, arguing about the most ridiculous things: what this accent or that did to the meaning of a word, the word for a sentence, the sentence for a paragraph, the paragraph for an entire school of philosophy. Alezian kept them from outright mockery, but Damian knew well enough what they were thinking as he toiled away whole volumes behind them.

      Excellence, he read in one of his schoolbooks, is its own prize: to be good at something worth doing is an end in itself.

      By the time he had worked his way to that part of the text the others had long since moved on from their debates about whether something could truly be good in its own right or only for what it could do for something—which always seemed to mean someone—else.

      He had not attended much to the arguments, needing to concentrate ferociously to make the squiggles and streaks on the page turn into words, and the arguments had been dizzyingly complex, fearsomely witty, and liberally powdered with quotations drawn from books Damian had not even heard of. But he did remember that Alezian had won the day, as he usually did, with his argument that goods were always relative to their usefulness, not to themselves.

      Excellence is an end in itself, he read, and having spent so monstrous an effort to decode the words, he thought about them.

      He did not have all the arguments Alezian and his friends did.  He could not array quotations or authorities or witty puns or any of the rest either in support of his thoughts or against them. He had only his own experience and his own ideas to go on.

      He watched the caravan guards and took his mental pictures of their work off to private places where he could separate out all the parts of their moves and make them his own. He swam in the many streams to the north of the city, learning the currents and ways of each in turn, from the placid Little Pink to the robust Goldtree. This summer he had begun to turn his thoughts towards how he could master the width and strength of the Greenwater and Redwine Arms themselves.

      He ran and climbed and dashed and ran again, until he could run at full speed the whole long length of the Stair of Ten Thousand Steps, from the Temple of the Sea Goddess at the lower tip of the Crescent all the way up to the Temple of the Sky God at the very top of Mount Zahar.

      Over time his mind settled solidly on the truth that he loved it all for its own sake: that he might have begun in order to keep himself from envying his brother, but that he continued because he thought it was good to do.

      Not good for anything.

      He could conceive no reason why it was more useful to be able to run up the Stair two stairs at a time (his newer challenge, and did he feel it) than it was to be able to run it at all. The fact that no one else either could or bothered to do it made it clear enough that it was not useful in the least. It was just … good.

      It made Damian feel good to feel his body responding to his demands of it. It made him feel pleased to realize he had mastered something, then spend the hours or days it might take him to devise a new, more difficult challenge, and then the weeks or months or even years it took to master that.

      He did not mind his dull wit or clumsy understanding or inarticulate tongue when he ran through the floodplains keeping pace with his falcon’s shadow.

      He was not sure he learned anything else so solidly from all the years at the guild school as that simple statement that no one else thought was true, but although Damian could not present any arguments that his brother could not easily have demolished, he held it all the more tightly to himself.

      Excellence is an end in itself.

      He did not need anything, he said to himself, but that truth to strive for.

      He had chosen his art (though he knew Alezian, lover of all things beautiful, would laugh at him to hear him call it so), and with all the devoted attention Damian could bring to bear he strove to master it.

      He would never be the warrior-poet prince of his mother’s stories, never have the sworn companion whose friendship was valued as an end in itself, because each believed the other an end in himself, never have the glorious adventures facing gods or monsters or seemingly insurmountable odds.

      But he could strive to be the best swordsman in the world.
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        * * *

      

      The next day Alezian boarded his ship. Damian saw him off, carrying his trunk of wares down to the quays for him. Alezian had already made friends with one of the other new sailors, a young man whose carriage proclaimed him from the Crescent.

      Damian watched his brother greet this friend, glad (if also, as always, a little envious) that Alezian had found his place so easily, and made his way back up to the Greenmarket and out of the city to the staging grounds where the caravan guards camped between tours.

      Horchus nodded at him when he took up his usual position along the fence that separated the horse pickets from the open area where the guards sparred. Damian nodded back.

      That was the difference the duels made; he was no longer the anonymous boy, but a known man, here to observe.

      Most of the caravans had already gone for the spring trading season, so there were only a dozen or so men practicing, and no other observers.

      He reflected that there rarely were observers from outside the community of guards. They had tolerated his presence, because he had always taken great care not to get in the way, nor to interrupt them with questions or comments. He did not see that there was any need to change; had he not learned from them all these years all the same?

      He was considerably surprised when Rean—whom he’d watched carefully instructing another guard how to respond to movements in the noble style—finished his training and came over to him. “Damian,” he said, saluting with a slightly mocking fillip to his motion.

      Damian nodded politely. “Rean.”

      Rean sheathed his sword and hooked his thumbs over his belt. He regarded Damian for a few moments, rocking slightly on his feet, his shirt and breeches moving in the breeze where they were loose, accentuating his silhouette where they were bound tight about his wrists, the tops of his boots, his sashed waist.

      Damian bore his regard patiently, unable to guess what Rean was interested in. He matched Rean’s clothing up with what he had seen other men wearing the day before, and decided that the guard was at the forefront of a new fashion amongst the guards and perhaps some of the more daring of the younger men in the city.

      Finally Rean laughed. “You are a quiet one, aren’t you? A dark horse?”

      Damian had not heard that phrase, but he recognized it as an allusion, or perhaps a joke; he was fair of skin and hair, impossible to mistake for a native Ixsaan. He shrugged.

      Rean laughed again. “Or perhaps a lamb. I think I like you, my lamb. Why don’t you come inside and show us what you can do with that sword of yours outside of the duelling grounds?”

      That, at least, was something he understood. The training exercises were never as solemn as the duels, did not require the offerings to the god of war or the secrecy of who met whom. In practice the guards laughed and joked and swapped stories along with their moves.

      Their humour was one of the things that Damian did not quite understand. He was aware that there were currents of unspoken communication passing between these men, who were a close-knit community that was slow to let outsiders into their midst.

      Damian had been coming to observe them for years, but he had never been invited within the precinct of the fence, never acknowledged by so much as a nod until today. But now he was a man, and had fought four duels, and Horchus had nodded to him, and Rean had spoken with him.

      Damian decided that on this momentous occasion he would match himself to those he faced. The point here was to improve, to learn, not to win.

      He focused.

      The afternoon flew by. Apart from practice with his mother (and, very occasionally, his brother) and the duels he had never actually crossed swords with anyone. He had to keep an intense degree of focus on not turning the friendly sparring into serious fights.

      He knew the men he faced by the shape of their movements, knew before they moved their habitual choices of feint or parry or thrust, their favoured stances. He had fenced them in his mind’s eye over and over again, closing his eyes to visualize them before him, growing strong enough and precise enough to stop his sword where he imagined it touching their blades.

      It was odd in the extreme to open his eyes to see the real men there, their motions like parodies of themselves, always slower and more obvious than Damian had made them in his memory.

      They seemed to be moving through honey, and he sighed inwardly at this evidence that he was, as he sometimes forgot, not all that smart. He should have been able to hold their true speed in his mind; but like the letters that did not stay there, this, too, had fallen out.

      The control required to cut his usual speed by a third or more was a good lesson to learn, he told himself. He was dripping with sweat from the afternoon heat when he stopped to drink from a waterskin Rean came up to offer him.

      He also had a thunderous headache from all the concentration required. Another sign of his general lack of acumen, he realized glumly, when Rean said enough was enough already.

      Fencing with his shadow was all very well and good but it was nothing like practicing with real people. He did not end up with ferocious headaches after two hours with his shadow.

      “Come along with us tonight,” Rean said casually as they washed themselves at the horse-trough. Damian had just dunked his head; when he looked at the older man the sunlight glared brilliantly in his eyes. He blinked, hoping he did not look too stupid. Rean went on, “We’ll be at the Greenmarket Inn to start with. Sunset.”

      Damian pondered the possible reasons for this invitation. At length he nodded. Rean clapped him on the shoulder, a wet slap. “Good lamb. We’ll see you later, then.”

      That was a dismissal. Damian nodded again, making them all laugh as water sprayed from his hair, and put on his damp shirt, his worn belt, his sword. He blinked against the dazzle still in his eyes and walked off, not caring that the laughter quieted and then rose again as he exited the grounds. He had much to think about from the sparring matches.
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        * * *

      

      Damian did not like the wine any better the second time. He told himself Alezian would be proud that he was making an effort to meet people who might be important to his future career; certainly his mother was. When he had told he was going out with Rean again she had told him to take care.

      She had always told him to take care, to be careful, before trying any other new thing. Take care was the fundamental lesson she had taught her sons: to pay attention, to work hard, to not shirk the effort required.

      He nodded, a little impatient at the repeated advice, a little nervous that he would ruin this opportunity. Alezian would have known exactly what to say to make himself belong. Damian could only pay attention to what everyone else said and did and do his poor best to conform and be unobtrusive.

      When they spilled out of the Inn after a few drinks and Rean took him by the arm, therefore, Damian neither freed himself nor stated how little he liked being touched by strangers, but instead went along. When Rean and the other guards started to sing, Damian listened and joined in on the chorus and hoped he was not blushing too fiercely at the ruder words.

      By the time he realized they were going to the greyhounds he could not think of a way to withdraw without giving offence. He had almost determined to leave anyway when Rean suddenly said, “Have you been to the races before?”

      “No,” Damian admitted, which made all the others roar with laughter.

      “A lamb indeed,” Rean said. “You stick close with me and I’ll make sure you’re right.”

      “Thank you,” Damian said politely.

      This was part of the men’s world, he told himself. He’d heard the older boys talk among themselves about the greyhound races and the fighting pits.

      Alezian had gone with a party of friends whose older brothers had taken them, had come back full of enthusiasm for the crowds, the speed of the dogs, the atmosphere of electric excitement, the enthralling sense of being part of a crowd all cheering on the same thing. Perhaps being at Rean’s side would give Damian the entry into that world, too.

      The races were held at an abandoned ochre working in the northeast of the floodplain, left dry by some change in the Greenwater Arm’s course. The entry went down a steep slope, through a narrow defile between cliffs worn smooth by the water and the passing of many men.

      Even in the midst of the small crowd from the Inn Damian could taste the faint acrid tang in the back of his mouth that said this was redearth ochre, the most common type. Half the city’s houses had stucco whose plaster was coloured with it.

      Rean tugged him along, his eager laughter muffled by the crowd’s noises. Damian followed, concentrating on not losing him, hearing the sounds of a large crowd of men and the more distant snarls and yaps of the dogs.

      The whole was much louder than he’d expected, voices raised with drink and enthusiasm and to be heard over the steady rumble of the Greenwater on the far side of the racecourse.

      “First we need to wet our throats,” Rean bawled in Damian’s ear. “Then the bets.”

      Damian had no time to say he wasn’t thirsty. Rean had his arm around his shoulders, and was introducing him to people Damian could not easily distinguish in the dark: the torches set around the perimeter of the course cast more shadows than light this far back.

      He did not know whether to be offended that Rean’s introduction was usually along the lines of: “My new lamb, with a fine touch. You’ll know him one day.”

      The men they met seemed to think this a good enough introduction, laughing and buffeting Rean on the shoulder and answering with obscure comments as incomprehensible to Damian’s ear as the guild scholars’ debates.

      He bought one of the skins of wine Rean collected from a man who stood with them piled all around him, as that seemed expected and he had to repay Rean for his invitation some way or another. Rean gossiped with the wine-seller for a few minutes as other men came up for their skins.

      Damian stood to the side, watching the dark figures moving in and out of the light, wishing Rean did not keep pointing at him. How was he ever going to learn the ways of these men if he was not left in peace to observe them? They were worse than the huge flocks of migrating birds in the winter when an eagle or a fox disturbed them.

      He had learned how to pass through the midst of the birds, he told himself with gritted teeth. Not even the nervy wood ducks flushed up when he came among them now. He could learn to be a man.

      The wine-seller went back to his skins. Rean led Damian along the edges of the crowd to where another man sat on a stool of some form, torches placed on either side. He was huge, taller than Rean and fatter than Alezian’s dreams. His long merchant’s gown rippled as he moved, the waves of reflected light suggesting that the fabric was fine silk.

      The man spoke with heavy pauses between his words, as if it were an effort to get the air out, but Damian, hearing no sound of broken wind or other true affliction, thought it might be an affectation.

      Their mother’s stories were full of people who feigned to be less than they were to reach their ends, like a killdeer pretending to a broken wing to draw predators from her nest.

      The fat merchant was talking about names and numbers, odds and bargains. Damian watched as men formed a short line before him, waiting their turns to speak. The merchant responded, sometimes lifting his hands for emphasis so that jewelled rings flashed. Before each petitioner left someone from behind the torchlight would step forward and exchange money for a mark on a slate.

      “Want to make your bets?” Rean asked.

      Damian shook his head silently. He knew nothing of the dogs, or of the ways of betting on them. He had also spent enough time with his brother to know that the fat man held all the power, and that if it were possible to be a merchant of information, this man was; and that he was very successful at it.

      “I’ll tell you what to put your money on. Come on, it will be fun.”

      Damian shook his head again. He planted his feet against Rean’s gentle tugging. After a few more cajoling words the older man laughed and shrugged and went to speak to the fat man. Damian held the wineskins and watched as the coins exchanged hands, the mark on the slate was made, and Rean came back rubbing his hands gleefully with the expectation of reward to come.

      Damian handed him back his wine and decided not to ask why Rean bothered, when it was so obvious that the fat man would win. He would not be so fat or so well-dressed if he did not know how to turn those petitioners’ coins into his own profit.

      Rean drank a long slug from the first wineskin. He handed it to Damian, who stoppered it for him and slung it back over his shoulder with the others. “Now for a spot to watch. Come!”

      Damian went, concentrating first on not losing Rean—easy enough, as the man was hailing everyone he met with loud and excited whoops about the dogs he had just bet on—and on not bumping into other men.

      Some stood with lurking menace, their stances stable, their hands free, their senses alert. He marked them as predators, and passed them by.

      No one seemed to mind Rean pushing through, nor Damian in his wake. They ended up right at the front, alongside the fence, next to a cluster of men Rean obviously knew well. They traded stories and wineskins, names and ideas flying through the air, laughter and curses cutting out any sense Damian might have made of it.

      He tried to keep his attention as alert for trouble as the predators he had passed, his stance as stable, his hands as free. This last was difficult, for Rean kept pressing the wineskin into his hands and trying to draw him into the conversations. Damian passed the skin back to whoever’s hand was closest and wondered why they found so much pleasure in the rough acidic taste and the rougher stories of conquest.

      After an interminable period he felt Rean’s hand heavy on his shoulder, his breath hot in his ear. “The first race is about start, my quiet lamb,” he said. “Eyes front on the dapple-grey dog.”

      Everything was dappled grey in the torchlight, but he turned obedient to the pressure to see the two greyhounds straining against their handlers in the distance. A man walked out with a covered basket. The dogs leaned against their leashes, their whole attention forward. They knew what was in the basket, Damian thought, and were eager for it.

      Someone blew a whistle. The man with the basket opened it and dumped out a hare, which landed awkwardly, froze, saw the now silent hounds, and then streaked off the opposite direction, directly towards the stands. The whistle blew again and the handlers unleashed the greyhounds.

      They should have been beautiful: their speed, the hare’s agility, the dogs’ ability to turn at high speed after the hare’s zigzagging course, the sudden final leap by which one caught the hare.

      Around him men were screaming and cheering, shouting and jeering, drinking and talking over the form of hare and hound. Damian stood there, stunned by the savagery he heard in their voices, the slaking of lusts he did not understand.

      He thought back to Alezian’s excited account of the coursing. He had not mentioned the urging on of the dog lapping the blood of the hare. His brother had been fully immersed in the crowd, part of it, not crushed against the fence wondering what he was missing.

      Alezian never stood apart from the crowd, wondering what he was missing.

      Damian concentrated harder.

      The next race was a repeat of the first, except that the men around him were growing drunker with every passing minute.

      Damian wondered dolefully if he should be drinking, but he had not liked the heaviness of the morning after the evening at the Greenmarket Inn, the feeling that his mind was slower than ever.

      He pressed up against the fence, watching the handlers whip the winning dog away from the dismembered hare, Rean leaning heavily against his back but talking to his friends beside him.

      Damian had no arguments to put forward against it. He was not even sure what it was he disliked so much. The dogs were obeying their instincts; the hare its. He had seen worse violence done by predators hunting in the marshes, had himself (to his regret) inflicted worse in the early days of his own hunting. He regretted that clumsiness that had not resulted in clean deaths.

      He did not think the dogs were wrong in running after the hare, nor in killing it once they had caught it. As much as say the falcon should not stoop, the heron not strike.

      “You’re a hard one to please,” Rean said in his ear after the third race, draping his arm over Damian’s shoulder again. He was half-way drunk: Damian could smell it on his breath, hear it in the slurred edge to his words. “You should be betting—that would spice it up for you. No better spice than that.”

      Was that what he was missing?

      But one thing he had learned at the guild school was that money very definitely was not an end in itself, but a tool to be used.

      A wave of noise swept through the crowd, loud as the approaching front of a storm. Rean clutched at his shoulder. “Here comes the Tyssan bitch,” he said, breath hot and stinking. “She’s the one to put your money on … say, I should double my bet on this race. And my skin’s empty. Come then.”

      Damian followed him willingly, past the silent menace of the predators, back to where the fat man watched the crowd like a heron its pool and the wine-seller had a much-diminished pile of skins.

      “I’m off to the bushes,” he said vaguely to Rean, who waved at him as another friend loomed out of the darkness to exclaim about some cockfight he’d seen upriver. “See you later.”

      “You’ll miss the race,” Rean said, but his attention was all for his friend, and Damian was sure there was no further need for his own presence.

      He slipped quietly behind the line of torches marking the betting merchant and the wine-seller, ignored the rank bushes where other men had relieved themselves, and followed the dim line of the ochre-working’s walls to the entrance.

      His ears rang from the noise. He walked down the lane, feet scuffing against the packed surface. He felt disturbed in a way he could not articulate.

      As he always did when his feelings overwhelmed his ability to think about them, Damian sought relief in physical exertion.

      Up here the wind was from the west, blowing away the noise of the Greenwater Arm and the crowds jeering at the hounds alike. Instead of the stench of too many men and too much wine it brought the muddy tang of the reed plains and beyond it something else, something thin and spicy and alluring.

      Damian felt his heart lift and his feet start to move faster of their own accord. He ran into the wind, following the cool pressure on his face, that scent of far places and the unknown.
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