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‘Twas the evening before Christmas in the mountains of MoiRai, two apprentices were sparring and one with a blackened eye... 

The air was still for the barest of seconds as the two surveyed each other, preparing to fight. With the practice swords made of polypropylene instead of metal, they couldn’t cut each other. But they could still beat the hell out of each other. Lord knew they wanted to. 

Max struck first, the dull thunk of the plastic sounding as the two blades met. His opponent swung with equal ferocity, looking to regain his reputation after his previous humiliating defeat. 

As the two of them circled, ten other apprentices cheered them on from the sides of the room, having shown up for the rematch. The brightly lit training room was aglow with their anticipation, the energy infectious. 

I watched from the side of the mats, monitoring them closely. With the other boy’s master absent, it was up to me to referee. While Max’s opponent Choi was two years older, he wasn’t nearly as quick on his feet. Or as strong. All indicators pointed to an easy victory for my apprentice. 

Master Shenyari stood next to me, her hawk-like gaze trained on the progressing fight. Maintaining her position as the village sword master and blade maker, she monitored the practice round with impenetrable focus. The grizzled older woman stood impressively tall next to me, her katana and wakizashi sheathed and slung over her back. Her silk robes were a silvery grey to reflect her rank, mirroring the color of her hair. 

A reluctant grunt of approval escaped her, watching Max as he rolled to avoid a vicious blow from his opponent. “He is progressing well,” she muttered grudgingly out of the corner of her mouth. Her voice was low, barely audible over the continued jeering and catcalling of the spectating apprentices. “He wants to impress his adopted mother, wherever she might be; eh, Dantenn?”

A flare of pride swelled through me, hearing that Max had impressed her. Her sharp blue eyes flickered up to me. “Any word?”

Not one. Sierr had vanished. Nobody had heard a word from her. Other than the continued cyberattacks on Nacin, no one knew what she was up to. All I had to go on was a vague idea of where she was hiding, knowing what was at stake. Her anonymity was exactly how she wanted it, protecting the one thing that mattered to her. 

With my noncommittal shrug, Shenyari disappointedly returned her attention to the match. Considering she was the closest thing to a mother that Sierr ever had, having been her mentor, she was equally unhappy with Sierr’s self-imposed exodus. “Choi, you’re leaving your guard vulnerable! Stop being lazy and move your ass!”

I was more than glad that Choi wasn’t my apprentice. The kid was a known bully to the rest of the students and had already accrued himself a brutal reputation at age ten. It was to his personal benefit that he was built like a tank. He spat on the ground in response to her critique, keeping his beady, dark eyes dead set with enmity on Max. 

Personally I wished that Max would knock the kid on his rear again like he had the day before. Choi’s black eye had come due to his own incompetence, getting socked with the blunt end of the practice sword. 

“Not much love lost between these two,” Shenyari muttered dryly to me, watching as Max dodged a vicious blow toward his head. Whatever Choi hissed in his direction had Max’s eyes narrowing into slits. “Especially since yours keeps kicking Choi’s – whoa.”

Surprising the both of us, Max threw his sword down and threw himself fists first at Choi with a ferocious screech. And as everyone knew, Max usually had the control of a saint over his temper. The rest of the kids cheered, forming a ring around the two of them. 

I darted forward as the two boys rolled around the mats, fists flying. Despite Choi’s superior size, he was on the losing end of the brawl, particularly as Max punched him in the eye and then attempted to stuff his fist in his mouth to knock out Choi’s teeth. It was especially in his best interest that I nabbed Max by the shirt, hauling him off. 

“Break it up!” I barked, grabbing him by the arms. The rest of the apprentices formed a ring around us, watching with wide eyes as he struggled to break out of my grip.

“You take that back!” Max roared as he unsuccessfully continued to try and seize Choi despite my best efforts. 

“I don’t have to do nuthin’!” Choi snapped back, never the sharpest knife in the drawer, continuing to antagonize his rival. 

I set Max on his feet and shoved him toward the door. “You – walk it off,” I ordered. “And you – shut up!”

Choi paused with his mouth open, looking to start round two of the fight. While Max ducked his head respectfully to me, his eyes remained fixed hatefully on Choi. I prodded him off the mat with little effort, pointing toward the door. 

His only response was to skulk off as directed, hands fisted in his pockets. I shifted my glare to Choi, seeing a second rapidly blooming shiner on his good eye. “Well? What did you say to provoke that?”

Despite his bravado, he still gulped under my glare and said nothing. Shenyari leaned over behind me, armed crossed. “I’d ‘fess up if I were you,” she enforced, her tone echoing my low growl. 

“I have full authority to put you on toilet duty,” I dangled, relishing the idea in my mind. “To clean every lavatory in the entire village for Christmas.”

Considering I was second in line to be Master of our nation, he knew I had full right to enforce that threat. He grumbled, “Said that his mom doesn’t want him.”

Ouch. Now I knew exactly why Max had reacted so violently. It hit on every one of his nerves about Sierr since she’d been in exile. Max had tried to stop her at the time, though she’d explained she was leaving him behind for his safety and for the rest of the village as well. 

“This is why I hate children,” Shenyari said disgustedly, her eyes lingering over Choi. The other kids fell completely silent, eyes wide at her comment like a bunch of fledgling hoot owls. 

“You hate everybody,” I replied tersely to her, having gotten used to her prickly attitude over the years. Hauling Choi up and setting him on his feet, he cringed under my eyes, and shrunk as I towered over him. “Go home. Tell your master how you got the new shiner. His laughter will be enough punishment.”

With him attempting to saunter off before I was done with him, I seized the back of his shirt. Leaning in to drive my point home, I hissed in his ear, “Don’t do this again. Knowing Max, he’ll flatten your nose and then your face will permanently match your personality.”

“I’m gonna tell my mom you said that!” he squawked. 

“Go ahead,” I dared and looked the lil’ bastard dead in the eye, knowing his bluff was pure bluster. I wanted to belt him myself, knowing that he’d already cornered Max a number of times outside of school and knocked him around. 

Choi deflated under my wrath-filled eyes, flitting for the door to get away from me. Turning to Shenyari, I muttered, “I’ll deal with Max...”

Leaving her to dismiss the rest of the apprentices, I strode out of the training area. Unlike where I’d expected to find Max out in the hall, I spotted him sitting outside in the courtyard alone. His back to the building, he sat staring out over the village. Steam rose from his breath, warning me just how cold it’d gotten since the sun had begun to set. 

Taking his coat from the wall, I headed out to him. The ground crackled under my feet, the grass having begun to develop frost. He didn’t turn though he heard me coming, not responding as I dropped his coat over his shoulders. 

There and then it struck me just how grown up he’d gotten in the time I’d known him, becoming more of a young man than a boy. The baby fat had melted from his face, leaving his cheek bones and piercing eyes prominent. His dark hair blew in the chill of the wind, prompting him to shiver as I sat down. Though he’d grown, he was still a shrimp in comparison to me, barely more than seventy pounds in comparison to my nearly three hundred. 

Allowing him to speak first, I remained silent. I kept my eyes on the vista before us, watching as
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