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Zorey arrived into Stoneybridge town tired, wet, and hungry, and not much inclined to dealing with his fool nephew’s most recent passion—whatever it was. He couldn’t remember what his sister had said the lad was up to this time. Falconry, maybe. 

It was something she thought Zorey might be a good influence on, anyway; though perhaps it was just that she’d run through all her other friends and relatives and was left with him. She’d begged him to take the time for a visit, to make sure Colin was learning something, making good connections, anything, at the second-most expensive university in the world.

It was with some surprise that after a bath and a meal Zorey found his messenger returned from the university with his nephew in tow. The merchants he’d been guarding through the battlefields of Tezhar and East Willonby had paid him extra for night duty, so they could arrive in time for the opening of the Luchar Market.

Zorey didn’t care about the merchants or the Luchar Market or anything but the fact that he’d been on the road for two weeks, it was ten of the clock on a Saturday, and the bar wouldn’t open for another two hours. He was, however, surprised that his nephew was out of bed: not something he usually expected of students.

Colin was dressed in what Zorey presumed was the fashion at the Circle Schools – or at least among the richer set at Stoneybridge and Birckhall across the water. Everyone else was still in breeches, waistcoats, frock coats. Colin wore a short doublet of green with red dagging, with balloon sleeves, hose, and codpiece of contrasting white and black. To top it all off he wore a green velvet hat so large and pouffy that its feather kept knocking into things, even when Colin had taken it off so he could bow to his uncle. 

Zorey grunted and shovelled more bread into his stomach. A dozen or so years after the Empire left Alinor and the old courtesies were coming back under strange new fashions. He was an old soldier from Imperial days: he saluted when he met a noble, called his superiors ‘lord’ and ‘lady’ (or ‘sir’ and ‘madam’, if they weren’t quite of the Quality), and left fashion to the young and foolish.

“Uncle Zorey!” Colin cried, in his barony’s accents; well, he couldn’t help that. “I was so glad to get your message. How long are you in town for?”

Zorey yawned. “Just till tomorrow. I’ve a job to take a Scholar home. Won’t be back east for a month, it’s halfway into Pfaschen.”

Colin’s face fell. Despite himself Zorey felt a little flattered that his nephew wanted to spend time with him. Then he recollected that no doubt Colin would want some money or the like to tide him over to the next quarter-day. 

(Although his sister had mentioned that Colin seemed to be going through less money than normal, and was afraid he’d fallen into bad company, by which she meant poor people up on scholarships.)

Not that Zorey had much money to spare, being a battered old soldier reduced to guarding nervous travellers across the mostly peaceful lands of northwest Alinor. Mostly peaceful, except when some local baron took offense at another local baron, and declared a raid or a siege or a war.

“Uncle, I don’t suppose—” Ah, here it came, he thought, gulping down his coffee balefully and wishing for ale. “I don’t suppose – there was something I wanted to show you— but I’d hoped you were here for a few days. I’m not quite ready—I thought you’d be—”

“Out with it, lad,”

“I’ve been ...” Colin flushed, twiddled the feather’s absurd curls, danced his feet in their black and red slippers across the floor. “I’ve been taking lessons in swordswork, you see, and there’s practice this morning, if you’ll come watch.”

Zorey stifled another yawn. The implication of the request sunk in slowly. Colin, studying swordswork? Wanting to show him he’d been practising? Could the lad actually be thinking of taking up the sword as a profession? He was a baron’s son; he’d inherit his father’s feuds, though as the second son not the barony that went with them.

It was still two hours until he could drink away the dust of the road and think about restocking for the next day’s travels. If he stayed here he’d just fall asleep. And his sister had beseeched him so pleadingly to report on the lad’s activities ... 

“Sure,” he said brusquely. “Show me.”

***
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FIRST SURPRISE: COLIN had not chosen the most fashionable salon in town for his lessons, but one where serious fencers went. Zorey could tell this before they went in the door, from the plain entrance and lack of a sign. The barebones look of the place inside confirmed it, like a hundred barracks he’d called home at one time or another. There was a portrait of Emperor Artorin above the entrance desk; he was pretty sure if he asked around he’d find an old soldier like himself somewhere in the back.

Second surprise: he had to fight off envy. It was not the first time he’d thought about settling down, in fact that was quite a regular thought, at night or on early travels like today’s, when he cursed himself for a fool when he could have been living softly somewhere, at his own brother’s keep for instance, as a guard captain or something. 

But he didn’t like his sister-in-law (nor, to be fair, his brother all that much), and he didn’t want to sit there twiddling his thumbs, either. The third Baron Zander had few occasions for feuding, and though he’d offered the captaincy to his brother as one duty bound, his best friend held the post now and Zorey was too restless for settling down in such cosy and useless circumstances.

And besides, there always seemed to be one more job he should take, a bit more money to sock away in his seed fund, even if he wasn’t quite sure what it was a seed fund for. A salle like this had been in his mind for years, though he’d never found himself ready to settle down anywhere. 

But now, as he walked through the halls, heard snatches of conversation from the people there—a mix of students, university Scholars, townsfolk, and road warriors like himself, setting aside differences and distinctions in pursuit of the moving target that was the art of the sword—he thought perhaps he needed to look a little farther for the right place. Hell, even the smell of leather, beeswax, sweat, was right. This was home; just not quite his. He didn’t like the climate in Stoneybridge.

Colin set him down on a bench where he could watch the others in the practice salle, and there was his third surprise: they were good. He’d known they were serious before he entered the salle, but now he could see they were excellent. Someone clearly knew what he was doing.

Zorey nodded at a few people when Colin took himself and his hat off to change. No one showed much curiosity about him; there were a couple of other observers on the benches, dressed in street clothes rather nicer than Zorey’s practical doublet and breeches (no frippery codpiece for him, that was certain), but not by so much he felt ill-at-ease. 

They’d arrived after the session had started, but fortunately Colin seemed to have arranged a partner for his display bout. She was about Zorey’s age, maybe late forties. Strong featured, black hair with a few silver streaks pulled back in a tight thick plait, though it hung down to her waist. She was short, if too muscular to be petite, dressed in loose clothing of a soft cream that set off her warm colouring to perfection. 

She didn’t look Alinorel, not even from the Lesser Arcady. If they’d been back in Imperial days when the borders between worlds were passible he’d’ve said Ysthar or Zunidh or even far outside-the-Empire Kaphyrn. He’d met two Kaphyrni women once, sisters. The famous ones.

Colin was studying the short sword. His own practice wear was brown and green linen, and made him look younger than his fancy colours. The short sword was a good choice  for him, as he wasn’t all that tall either. He came over to the benches while the woman started to warm up, looking nervous.

“Domina Black has agreed to fence with me. She’s, uh, really good. I haven’t fenced with her before, though, so, uh.”

“Just do your best, Colin. You’ll be fine.”

Colin
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