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THE LEFT-HANDED WARRIOR


GLADIUS
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The caravan of colored wagons meandered like a snake across the bare plain. Curled up at the back of their father's open cart, Kurt and Blondsun felt excited by this particular trip. It wasn't the first time they left the Capital, where they had been living for the past seven years, but the occasion was brand new. The Emperor had decided to hold some games at Gladius, where it never rained, to celebrate fifteen years of a peaceful reign. 

"Do you think I could participate in the Games?" Kurt asked Blondsun, his almost-twin. 

A dark-haired teenage Human in a cart full of Genn, Kurt was the odd one among the six occupants. The rest were all ethereal beings with long blond hair and pointed ears, who belonged to one of the four Magical Races of the world. 

"You're not a warrior yet." Blondsun flashed his dazzling Genn smile at him. "You're good, but not good enough. You could win the archery contest, but the rest?"

Kurt frowned. He was fifteen, not much for a Genn, but a lot for a Human like him. People  became emperors and inherited lands and titles at sixteen in the Human world! He was better than Silverstar, Blondsun's older brother, and his own sword teacher was very proud of him, saying he could take advantage of being left-handed. He was somewhat slim and didn't have a horse for jousting, but still...

"You're envious because I might actually make it," he grumbled.

"Envious?" Blondsun stared at him in wonder. "And tell me, Kurt, what is there about your training that I could envy?"

Kurt smiled against his will. Blondsun was right. He was still a grown-up child, but he wasn't stupid. Besides, everybody knew Genn were superior to Humans, and not only because they belonged to a Magical Race.

When they had met, both boys were still children. At the time Kurt considered his blond adoptive brother a celestial creature. Now he still considered Blondsun a celestial being for his looks, but often rolled his eyes at his childish arguments. His adoptive parents had explained to him that Humans grew faster than Genn, but sometimes he forgot. 

"All right, you're not envious," Kurt said. "But really, can't you see me fighting in the arena?"

"No," Blondsun answered. "I don't see Silverstar either." 

He glanced at his brother, who sat next to his father on the front seat. The younger sister, Goldenleaf, had dozed off against her mother and nobody was listening to the two teens.

"He's not a warrior either," Kurt said, disgusted.

"But he will be, eventually, and he wants to participate," Blondsun frowned in worry.

"Is he crazy?" Kurt protested, keeping his voice low. "And what does he want to prove, that he's better than Humans?"

Blondsun shrugged. 

Kurt snorted at the thought of the firstborn who felt so superior, while Goldenleaf often said that she wanted to marry Kurt. The young Human smiled at that and didn't comment. But he felt very loved by his new family, and maybe Goldenleaf would be a wonderful wife. Except he might be way past marrying age when she became old enough to marry. And she would outlive him by many years as well.

Blondsun's father, Sunriver, was a magic user at the Imperial Court and his wife, Coolbreeze, was a well-known healer. Both had been invited to follow the Imperial train to Gladius – Sunriver's magic protected the Emperor, and Coolbreeze being available in case of "accidents" strengthened his untouchable status.

"Any idea of what Gladius looks like?" Kurt asked.

Blondsun shook his head. "No, but I know it was the first friendly city when we were evicted from Mount Flora some three hundred years ago. At the time it was called Argantael and was the capital of the Kingdom of Rajendra."

"Who changed the town's name?"

"Guido, the first Varian Emperor. Rajendra was no more, and the old name sounded too foreign."

"Tsk, Humans!" Kurt affected a Silverstar tone and look.

Both giggled and glanced at the firstborn who didn't notice them.

Gladius was the last town before the desert that blocked the access by land to the Southern Province. A walled city with some three-story palaces and many lower and more modest houses, with narrow windows on the outside and inner courtyards and gardens, it had changed a little through the centuries as the lush jungle vanished, leaving it exposed to weather and Human greed. It was late spring and the perfect time for open-air games.

The Emperor put tents outside the walls and ordered his people to prepare a wide, square arena for the games. He slept in town, at the Governor's palace, but most of his train camped outside the walls or crowded the inns of the town.

In a few days Gladius doubled its population as minstrels, traders, jesters and fire-eaters joined the celebration. Outside the sand-colored walls, colorful tents sprang up like mushrooms, leaving only the arena space free.

Silverstar signed up for the games then told his brother he needed a squire. Blondsun nodded, knowing it was useless to object. 

Kurt thought one day he'd challenge and beat the firstborn. Blondsun noticed his frown and smiled shyly, shrugging.

"One day..." Kurt threatened, his voice deeper than he intended.

"He's my brother," Blondsun replied with his boyish voice.

"When I think that two years ago I wanted so much to be his friend!" Kurt grumbled.

"He rejected you. You'll have to bear with me."

"You're better than him."

"Why, because I do whatever you want?"

"Because you're a gifted magic user and one day you'll be more powerful than him."

"But we might need warriors as well to defend ourselves."

"Well, I'll be there for you when you need me..."
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On the first day of the games, trumpets announced the Imperial train as the curious crowd gathered around the improvised arena. Goldenleaf was with her parents among the courtiers, but Kurt had slipped in the enclosure reserved for the participants on Blondsun's heels. Except Silverstar didn't like having him around when they weren't training, so he joined other squires and servants in the first row to watch the flag-wavers that preceded the Imperial train, throwing their colorful flags in the air following the rhythm of drums.

The Emperor and his wife, a princess of the neighboring Sannish Kingdom, sat at the center of the Imperial grandstand, surrounded by Genn and Humans alike. The prince heir and his two sisters were also present. 

Vario X was a handsome man, conscious of his charm and his power. He was blond and clean-shaven with Human features but obvious Genn ancestry. His nose was slightly big, but his blue eyes were Genn. He was ruler of the widest Human empire that had ever been built.

The Magical Races were slowly leaving room for Humans and Vario X, heedless of his origins, was abolishing many Genn privileges. He didn't like to feel inferior to anyone – he was the Varian Emperor, the most powerful man of the world, and couldn't stand to be surpassed by any Genn teen with minimal powers. His veiled hatred was reaching his subjects who felt more and more awkward and ignorant next to the Genn.

The Genn had real magic. The Genn didn't age and lived much longer. The Genn were ethereal and beautiful and gifted and good. They were all tall, slender and kept their hair long even in old age as they never went bald. 

The Humans were beginning to resent that. The Genn were a minority in the whole Empire but they still were the most well known of the elusive Magical Races, at least for commoners. But the awe was gone, and the envy was growing deep roots.

The Emperor rose. "I declare open the First Edition of the Gladius Games," he announced. "Three challenges with points. The winner will take home this purse of gold."

He shook a velvet purse, and cheers drowned out the jingle of the coins inside. The Emperor smiled and requested silence again. 

"Here are the challenges," he said. "Archery, joust and sword-fight. Each gives points. Who gets more points, wins."

More cheers and applause.

The Emperor clapped his hands twice. "The Games begin!" 

Very theatrical, Kurt thought with a scoff. He knew the Emperor by now, having lived very close to the Imperial Palace for eight years. Vario X looked nice and innocent, but he was subtler than a dragon. Humans loved him, but the Genn feared him more and more.

Trumpets, drums, one last throw of colorful flags and then the archers entered the arena. Blondsun joined Kurt by the fence of the participants' area.

"I'm better than him," Kurt said, staring at Silverstar with a frown.

Blondsun smiled. "But he's better than most Humans, even if he's not an accomplished warrior yet."

"Then a Genn will win," Kurt said. "The Emperor should have forbidden your lot to participate."

"Too late..."

Kurt stared at the Emperor, his rich clothes, his golden crown shining in the sun. Vario might not have considered it, but it would certainly be the rule of the second edition, if there was going to be one. Or maybe he had done it on purpose, to discredit the Genn.

Sometimes Kurt couldn't believe that a man who appeared so pleasant and nice on the outside could actually be tricky and sneaky. Vario X had been nice to him, the orphan adopted by a Genn family. Although Kurt often wondered why the Emperor had been so upset when he had heard of his parents' death. Was it for the murder of a merchant from a distant town or because a Human child had been adopted by a Genn family? Still, he hadn't done anything to keep Kurt away from his new family.

Kurt began to think that Vario X had two faces, one for Humans and one for Genn. The Emperor had probably forgotten even Kurt's name, although he most certainly remembered the Human adopted by Genn. But if Kurt ever needed anything from him, how would he be treated, as a Human or as a Genn?

Some Human archers were coming back from the contest, grumbling in defeat. Kurt's eyes left the Emperor to observe the participants and fell on a bulky, bearded man who wore commoner's clothes and didn't look happy with himself.

Kurt's heart skipped a beat as he shivered under the sun. A dream, or better, a recurring nightmare had materialized in front of his eyes.

"What is it, Kurt?" Blondsun immediately noticed his ragged breath. Kurt couldn't take his eyes off of the bearded man.

"Kurt!" Blondsun shook him, worried.

"That man..." Kurt whispered. "Murderer!" he screamed.

Quickly Blondsun covered Kurt's mouth and threw him to the ground, wrestling against him to pin him down. 

The bearded man turned, saw two boys fighting, smirked and ignored them.

"Let me go!" Kurt had tears in his eyes as he struggled against Blondsun. "He's one of the murderers of my family! Let me go, I want to kill him!"

"Are you crazy?" Blondsun replied, managing to pin him down half with his own strength and half with a light blocking spell. "He's much stronger than you, stop it now or I'll call Dad."

"He's the bandits' leader, Blondie, let me go!"

"Boys, stop making fools of yourselves," Silverstar cut in, both bored and annoyed. He must have finished too.

Kurt clenched his teeth, but calmed down. Silverstar used to say Humans were hysterical babies, and he didn't want to prove him right. Blondsun released him and they both got back on their feet, dusty and disheveled from the brief rolling on the ground.

"Point him to the Emperor, but don't try anything on your own," Blondsun said, worried.

"The Emperor would never listen to me," Kurt grumbled. "And why do you think I want to be a warrior? So I can find them and kill them all, those bastards!"

"Fine, but you're not ready yet," Blondsun replied. "Don't force me to leave you with Dad tomorrow."

No, Kurt thought. I'll solve this today.

He lowered his eyes to prevent Blondsun from guessing his plans and nodded. He pretended to watch the archery contest, where there were five people left (four Genn and one Human), then when he was sure Blondsun was too taken by the show, he slipped away through the participants' tents.

He was determined to find the bearded man and kill him, even if he had only a modest dagger. Sunriver hadn't allowed him to bring his sword – although there were plenty of weapons lying around, waiting to be used.

He found the bearded man drinking in front of a tent with another archer. The sound of the Games was muffled by the many tents and pavilions between them and the arena. The bandit's tent was in the outskirts of the camp and Kurt quickly looked around for more witnesses. He stared at the bandit leader again with pure hatred.

The other archer gave back his goblet and left, and the bearded man noticed Kurt's stare. "What are you looking at, boy?"

Kurt moved closer, his hand on his dagger hilt. "I know you," he whispered. "You're an outlaw."

The man scoffed. "You're dreaming, boy."

"You're Redbeard," he insisted, fearless, with the naivety of a young man thirsty for revenge. "Eight years ago you assaulted a caravan of traders near Ennismore and killed them all to rob their merchandise."

"What do you know about that?" The man frowned, putting a hand on the hilt of his own sword.

Kurt wasn't deterred. "You ordered all killed. But I survived. A Genn family came by and saved me."

"Genn!" The bandit spat on the ground with contempt. "You were healed by their devilish magic, Kurt Allistairson?"

"See, you know who I am!" Kurt said triumphantly. "You're quite far from your forest and your men, and I...."

"You what, boy? Let's see if your Genn friends can save you again!"

Redbeard unsheathed his sword, stabbing Kurt's belly and tearing up until the blade was stopped by the breastbone. Kurt collapsed, his ripped torso opening up to welcome death.
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"Kurt, I think it's over..." 

Blondsun turned around to discover his adoptive brother had disappeared. "Kurt!" he called. When no reply came, Blondsun's heart started beating faster. Where had Kurt gone? Not looking for the bandit, was he? Blondsun started wandering through the camp, looking for his almost-twin.

The young Genn had "fallen in love" with his Human little brother the day he had found him, small and dark haired and bloodied in the remnants of his family's wagon. He had been the one who had brought his mother the healer on the scene, but Kurt's parents were already dead. Again he had been the one who had begged his father to adopt the little lost Human. 

And now it looked as if that bloody day was back. Blondsun gasped seeing the bulky, bearded man unsheathe his sword and hit Kurt without a second thought.

"Kurt!" he screamed as his adoptive brother rattled and wheezed on the dusty ground. 

"Damned Genn!" Redbeard grumbled, quickly walking away, glancing with hatred at Blondsun who rushed to his fallen adoptive brother, aghast by the quantity of blood and internal organs pouring out of Kurt's shivering body. This was much worse than the first time!

Mother, help! He sent his thought through the air and an instant-transfer spell brought Coolbreeeze on the scene. She knelt without questions and put her healing hands over the messy gash. A golden healing powder blocked the bleeding. The ethereal stardust pushed organs back in, slowly bringing the skin back together.

Kurt panted, dazed, in Blondsun's arms and the healing powder entered his body and closed the nasty, mortal wound, much like it had done eight years before.

"Mother... leave... the scar..." Kurt begged.

"In memory of stupidity?" she asked, moving only her lips, her eyes never wavering from the healing.

"Revenge," Kurt whispered, closing his eyes, exhausted.

"When Humans forget that word it will never be too late," she sighed.

The golden powder vanished, leaving only a long scar, as she wiggled her fingers back to life.

"Thank you, Mother!" Blondsun hugged Kurt and started to sob. "You're so stupid! Stupid!"

Kurt didn't reply. He had lost consciousness while the healing continued at Human speed.
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Kurt slept for two days under Blondsun's worried eyes and woke up weak. The scar on his belly itched a little and he touched it, thoughtful.

"It's awful," Blondsun said. "You should ask Mum to remove it."

"No," he replied stubbornly. "I want to keep it and show it to Redbeard when I'll kill him."

"And then you'll have it removed?" Blondsun asked, hopeful.

"I don't know." Kurt lowered his eyes. "Is that man still around?"

"No, he's gone," Blondsun answered. "Retired from the Games. Wanted by the Imperial Guard. I guess he ran away."

Kurt was both disappointed and relieved. "Who is winning?"

"Genn warriors," Blondsun smiled. "The audience is growing mad at them and the Emperor thinks they're cheating."

"And are they cheating?"

"Of course not. Warrior training doesn't include any magic. Just like Humans – we're naturally better. Except Humans have no way of telling our magic skills, so they have no idea."

"They think you all have the same level of magic in your blood," Kurt sighed. He had to live with a Genn family for eight years to understand it wasn't so. Genn had personal talents like Humans, and not all of them were well versed in magic. Silverstar wasn't as good as Blondsun, for example, hence he was following the warrior education instead of being trained as a magic user like his younger brother. "Sometimes I wish I could be a pure-blooded Genn."

"Why, I so love your black eyes and raven hair!"

"Blondsun, you're my brother, and don't quote Goldenleaf!" Kurt protested, blushing. He had always envied the perfect ethereal beauty of his new family and had always considered himself the ugly duckling, but maybe Blondsun was right, he wasn't ugly for Human standards.

"Rest some more," Blondsun smiled. "You have a nasty wound, let it heal."

Still upset, Kurt closed his eyes. Blondsun whispered a spell, and Kurt fell peacefully asleep.
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Nineteen-year-old Silverstar was more aggressive than Blondsun and less gifted with magic, hence his warrior training, side by side with Kurt for the past two years. Same but different, as each had different skills and learning needs. Silverstar's training was also spiritual, although he struggled with Ether's precepts, Kurt's was mostly physical.

The Magical Races were non-violent by nature, except some individuals who were specifically trained for the defense of the others, especially among the Genn, who shared the land with Humans. And the true sword-masters of the Magical Races were the Fajrulo, who could have Human form (or any other, for that matter, as they were natural shape-shifters) and often very Human passions.

One of them, who called himself Owen Firestarter, trained both Kurt and Silverstar. He looked like a thirty-something Human and could easily handle two swords, so he could fight both his students at the same time. He hadn't attended the Gladius Games, and waited for his students at the Capital, where Silverstar made sure to tell him his meager accomplishments, which were still much better that Kurt's disemboweling.

Owen scoffed at the tale and didn't comment, starting the homecoming training session without further ado.

"Who's better?" Silverstar asked at the end the session that left Kurt sweaty and panting while he looked fresh and cool as if he hadn't spent two hours fighting under the sun. The scar had made itself known as Kurt resumed his training, and he felt like his very first day, two years earlier. He'd have to work on getting back his strength after the wound that had weakened him.

"There was a queen, once, who wanted to be the most beautiful of the world..." Owen started in a sing song voice.

"I'm not asking Mirror Mirror," Silverstar snapped.

"You should know better than asking that question," Owen replied teasingly. He had this annoying habit of not answering direct questions except with some fairy tale or other story that might or might not be the appropriate answer. Kurt knew it was a Fajrulo trait, but Silverstar obviously forgot in his eagerness to be told he was better than his Human adoptive brother.

"But you must have an opinion!" Silverstar insisted.

"My opinion is nobody can be as good as a Fajrulo," Owen answered – which of course wasn't what Silverstar was looking for, and both knew it.

Kurt smiled. "Sorry I'm only Human," he said, amused by the exchange.

"No problem," Owen grinned at him. "Not your fault."

"But I'm Genn, am I not better than Kurt?" Silverstar sounded frustrated.

"Ah, let's see..." Owen sat more comfortably on the carpet and pretended to think. "You move with more grace, of course. Your execution is flawless. But Kurt will go much further, because he compensates his lack of natural gifts with Human stubbornness. It has been a few centuries since I had such a promising pupil."

Silvestar snorted, but Kurt brightened. He had no idea how old Owen actually was, but he knew he wasn't Human. And if a centuries-old being said he was promising – what better compliment could he expect?

***
[image: ]


Then, after a few more months, Owen went to talk with Sunriver.

"I taught them everything I could. They must find new teachers."

He even had a list of suggested sword-masters and Sunriver carefully studied it. They were all spread throughout the Empire, so he called both Silverstar and Kurt to discuss their future.

"It's time you two split and start having different classes. Firestarter gave me a few suggestions, but now it's up to you. How much do you want to commit yourselves and how far are you ready to go?"

"I want to be the best!" Kurt declared. "And I'd go to the end of the world and back if necessary."

"There's no end to the world." Sunriver smiled. "But tell me more about your motivation. You want to be the best warrior for what?"

"To protect you all now and forever," Kurt answered promptly.

"That's what I'm for!" Silverstar protested.

"Then you can stay here and take care of them while I finish my training!"

"I want to learn from Lakeshore, who lives in Jinxie!"

"We will all go to Jinxie, eventually," Sunriver cut in before they started screaming at each other. "There are a couple more Genn sword-masters at the Capital you should meet first," he told Silverstar.

"I'm sixteen!" Kurt said as Silverstar grunted. "I'm and adult! I will go to the best teachers!"

"You're not an adult!" Silverstar protested.

"Yes, I am! I'm Human!"

Silverstar snorted and shrugged. Sunriver smiled.

***
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Because Kurt declared to be adult, he was allowed to leave home to continue his warrior training with the best Human teachers. 

"Stay out of trouble," Blondsun pleaded, hugging him. "Don't go anywhere near the Triangle cities! Promise!"

"Come on, Blondie, you know your father has already written to the various teachers who are expecting me," Kurt replied. "And I know he will keep an eye on me to make sure I don't stray." He glared at Sunriver, but smiled at him immediately after. "I'll be good," he promised the whole family. "I'll make you all proud."

"I know you will," Coolbreeze said, kissing his forehead.

Silverstar scoffed, but Kurt ignored him as he quickly kissed Goldenleaf's teary cheek and left.

The first night on his own was tough even though he had his journey fully programmed, with rooms booked and prepaid. Still, it was weird sleeping on his own for the first time and not hearing Blondsun or Silverstar breathing by his side.

As the journey proceeded and he reached his first destination, he became bolder, cheerfully making new and temporary friends wherever he went. His second sword teacher had lost one arm, cut off at the elbow, and used a fake hand. He used the sword with his real hand, but he could add a shorter blade to the maimed wrist, so he taught Kurt how to defend himself from both sides.

Kurt enjoyed his lessons while he built his muscles and adjusted to the weight of his weapons. In his free time, he still practiced archery and his arrows always flew straight on target.

He learned to ride and fight from horseback from his third teacher, a white-haired veteran and retired mercenary. Too busy mastering his warrior skills, he didn't have much time to think about girls, albeit he often thought about them and noticed every pretty face or body that passed by...
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His blade hadn't tasted blood yet when he reached Newcastle, where the last sword-master lived. Spring surrounded the old fortress and town, but Master Frederick had a manor outside the walls.  Kurt knocked at his door, ready for his final lessons before training on the field with the first mercenary commander who would hire him.

Master Frederick welcomed him into his household like the others. His family consisted of a wife, a daughter and a few servants very faithful to the household. The manor had some land and the sword-master was moderately rich, albeit not of noble birth.

Mathilde was the second wife of the sword-master. She was twenty-eight, blonde and petite. Her husband was in his forties but still good looking. She said she had married for love and called herself lucky many times a day.

Mathilde's garden had a profusion of blooming flowers. A little pavilion reachable through a narrow footbridge had been built on piles over the pond of the property. Inside, the pavilion was barely a round room, it's floor covered with carpets and cushions freshly brought from the manor to turn it into the perfect alcove for a secret passion.

Kurt was eighteen and he didn't resist very long to Mathilde's subtle seductive manners. When she invited him to join her in the pavilion, making sure he wasn't followed, he had to go. His years among Humans and his awakened sexuality had made Kurt forget his Genn upbringing. He was young, bold and in love – and eager to explore a woman's body.

"I can't believe you married him! He's old!" 

"He's the lord of this manor and you're nothing. He saw me first, and I couldn't refuse him."

"Because you hadn't met me!"

They rolled together on their strange bed and made love again.

***
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At the end of that bright spring, Master Frederick discovered them.

"How dare you touch my wife after I fed you for all these months?" The sword-master was rightfully furious, but he wouldn't kill an unarmed man. "Get your sword and meet me in the courtyard! I shall give you your final lesson!"

Kurt obeyed. He caressed his sword-hilt before wearing his belt, knowing he had two advantages – being left-handed and his blade. It was Sunriver's farewell present when he had left the Capital, a Genn-made weapon practically indestructible compared to Human-made swords. After two years it still looked brand new and not only because it had never drank any blood. Sunriver had told him the sword was magic – it would never break and never hurt him. It was time to really test it now that the training would come to an end.

Master Frederick waited for him with his sword ready. And he was skilled, therefore Kurt soon found himself on the defense. It wasn't a mock fight anymore, but a real duel. Master Frederick was used to double sword fights, so the left-handed opponent wasn't really taking him by surprise.

Panting, Kurt stared at the cold rage of his teacher as he tried to figure out a way to break his guard. This was the real deal, not a lesson. He'd have to kill or be killed. And he didn't hate Master Frederick as he hated Redbeard. 

Then Isolde begged them to stop. She was the daughter of Master Frederick's first wife, twenty-one and still unmarried. Her father loved her too much to force her to an arranged marriage, so she shared lady's duties with her stepmother.

Master Frederick glared at her while Kurt used the break to catch his breath. He noticed Mathilde was nowhere to be seen, and all the servants seemed to be very busy inside the mansion. Only Isolde had dared interrupting her father's lesson.

"Father, Kurt didn't know what he was doing," Isolde begged. "He's young and curious. Mathilde was the first woman smiling at him, how could he not fall for her?"

"Are you saying my wife seduced my pupil?" Anger shook Frederick's voice. "That she started it?"

"He wouldn't have dared," Isolde answered. "But that witch forced him. She bewitched you, Kurt and other men before you two. Her reputation wasn't immaculate when she first came here."

"Shut up!" he snapped. "How can you listen to gossip?"

Kurt had caught his breath. His only chance to win was to cheat a little. If Master Frederick wouldn't listen to his daughter, he'd have to move very fast.

"Kurt is your best pupil to date, you said so yourself. Do you really want him dead?" Isolde insisted. "He's been bewitched, Father, next thing she'll ask him to kill you!"

Master Frederick turned to look Kurt in the eyes. "Has Mathilde ever asked you for my life?" he asked coldly.

"No, but she did marry you for your property," Kurt answered reluctantly.

Master Frederick screamed in anger and frustration. "Liar!"

Kurt lounged forward and thrust his sword. Then the duel became a blur of blood and sweat, and he found himself gasping for breath over his teacher's corpse.

Isolde screamed. Mathilde laughed and applauded. Kurt fainted.

***
[image: ]


He woke up locked in a cell. He shivered in the cold and looked for his weapons. Gone. He tried to listen for noises in the next room, but everything was quiet. And dark.

And in the darkness, he could still see – the pavilion, Mathilde. The duel, Master Frederick. Isolde interfering. The blood. The same blood he had seen in his nightmares since the slaughter of his family. The blood Redbeard had spilled from him. Except he had killed his sword teacher, not the hated bandit.

What now? He was a true warrior. He had beaten a sword-master. He was ready. Blood didn't affect him after all. It wasn't too bad. He could do it. He could be the best. Could he? Well, he had to! He had survived his first duel, he must be a sword-master now!

Then guards came and took him to the town's judge. There, he watched Mathilde and Isolde fight over the fact he had killed Master Frederick – Mathilde accused him, Isolde actually defended him, saying her stepmother had bewitched him to get rid of her father. 

It was all a matter of inheritance, then. Kurt felt used and confused. 

The judge turned to him, silencing the two women. "What do you have to say in the matter?" he asked sternly.

"I... don't know." Kurt lowered his eyes. He felt betrayed by the lovely woman – not bewitched, but betrayed. "I thought she loved me."

"Why did you kill Master Frederick?"

"He was trying to kill me. He was my sword teacher. I don't know how I could best him."

The whole town of Newcastle knew how skilled Master Frederick was. Everyone had been surprised by his death at the hand of one of his students.

"Mathilde bewitched him," Isolde repeated, determined. "Kurt would have never raised his sword against my father."

"I came here to learn his tricks," Kurt confirmed. "I wasn't expecting to meet Mathilde. And I really thought she loved me."

"Were you aware she was married?" the judge asked with a half smile. He seemed ready to forgive him on account of his youth – yes, he was an adult, but still inexperienced in the ways of the world, and it showed.

"Uh... yes... I'm sorry, I'm not an expert of women's ways." Kurt bowed his head in submission. 

He found himself discharged, having killed in self-defense. Isolde nodded her good-bye, serious, but Mathilde never looked at him, brooding. Kurt couldn't believe she'd be so cold after all the passionate moments she had given him.

He couldn't leave Newcastle yet – not until he talked to Mathilde in private. But she was avoiding him as she fought to keep her late husband's estate – Isolde was determined to have her evicted from her father's property – so he went back to the pavilion.

The cushions were gone as the summer swept by. And then one day they were back. Kurt hid in the proximity and saw Mathilde bring another young man to the alcove. Someone she was trying to convince to help her to get rid of righteous Isolde.

Kurt tightened his lips as his eyes finally opened. Mathilde was as evil as Vario. She was manipulative and sneaky. Anger rose inside him at the realization of how stupid he had been. He waited for the night to come. Mathilde would not be allowed to bewitch another innocent.
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Year 170 of the Varian Empire. After the first, historic edition, the Gladius Games had become a yearly event repeated for five years. With only one variation: the Genn weren't admitted to play anymore. Vario X had obtained what he wanted. He had shown Humans the Genn superiority, their powers and how they could use them. Even the most incredulous or traditional had seen too many prodigies during the games.

Since men had seen Genn superiority, things were changing. Racial hatred was filling Human hearts. The Emperor had issued an edict limiting Genn movement – they were dangerous pagan demons who were working against Humans faithful to the Supreme Being.

More and more often accidents occurred as people started giving the Genn's pointed ears a meaning of evil, saying those strange shapes made the Genn look horned like demons. The main words for Genn were now "wicked demon", as if they were much different from the winged Sila, who were still considered divine beings.

Kurt couldn't believe the stupidity of most common men, fed by Vario's hatred. Genn and Sila were both Magical Races and their powers were good. Of course they were considered pagans, since they still followed their ancient religion and never bothered with the Human-made cult of the Supreme Being that had become the official religion of the Varian Empire. Still, this didn't make them evil – only because they followed the old ways of the world.

Kurt was formally an atheist, as the Supreme Being hadn't saved his parents and he had never really felt the power of the Immortals worshiped by the Genn. He had his own faith and trusted nobody.

Coming back to the Capital, an accomplished warrior ready to earn his own glory, he found most Human servants had left his adopted parents' service and the family was ready to move away.

"Jinxie has a Genn Governor, the only one," Blondsun explained, worried, after hugging his adoptive brother with enthusiasm. "Jinxie is the only Genn town left."

"Your ghetto," Kurt grumbled. "That's what the Emperor wants. Lock yourselves up in Jinxie, so he can keep an eye on you all."

"Well, at least he doesn't know we used to live underground for a few centuries... imagine how he could use that against us!"

"Demons live underground... or at least that's what Humans think."

"Well, they don't know that those demons evicted us from one of those towns, do they? And Humans used it to spread evil in the south..."

"Humans have short memory, apparently. They like to twist history to fit their needs. And now they force you to live all in one place, so they can control you."

"We have no choice," Blondsun sighed. "Will you come with us?"

"Of course, I'm a member of the family," Kurt said. He was tall and dark-haired, but he felt one of them in spite of his Human blood, his lack of magic and the fact that at twenty he was considered an adult while Blondsun was still mentally a teen.

Kurt took a bath after the journey and happily immersed himself in the warm water. His chest wasn't too hairy, but he had to shave his face every morning now. His black hair reached his shoulders and his body had developed the right muscles at the right places. He stared at his belly scar, thoughtful, remembering the man who had almost killed him. He pursed his lips, grabbing the soap.

"Next time you're dead, Redbeard," he grumbled. He had a very good reason to go to Jinxie too: it was very close to Ennismore and Havenstock, and the place where his original family had been ambushed. Maybe he could find the culprit and get revenge.

In the past five years he had often thought about his encounter with the bandit, reliving it, hearing the exchanged words and sometimes doubting his own memories. At Gladius Redbeard had called him by his native name. A bandit who knew the names of his victims? Kurt must find Redbeard and interrogate him before killing him.

And then what? He hadn't thought about it. Maybe he could look for a bride. Or go back to Xendaria, his actual hometown. But Xendaria was in the east, where the Genn had never been loved and never really settled. Besides, he didn't remember much of Xendaria. Maybe he could join the army, but he didn't like the Emperor much, so maybe a mercenary captain would be better to follow. He was a trained warrior now, he doubted he could be a merchant like his father had been.

He sighed, relaxing in the water.

"Did you drown?" Goldenleaf's voice startled him. The Genn girl came forward with a smile, blonde and more beautiful than he remembered. But she was still a child – in spite of the tiny bumps on her chest and increased height – and her childish crush for him still shone in her emerald eyes.

"Goldenleaf, you've grown up," he had to admit.

She beamed. "Would you like me to help you with washing your back and your hair?"

"Thank you." He turned his back on her, glad his lower half was hidden by the soapy water.

He didn't mind if Blondsun examined his scar, but Goldenleaf was something else. She saw it anyway when he got out of the wooden tub – he wasn't quick enough to hide it with the towel.

She pulled away the cotton fabric to examine the long cut, puzzled. "When did you get that?"

"Five years ago in Gladius," he answered, embarrassed, sliding on his tunic to hide the scar.

"Oh, that was your sickness!" she brightened. "Do you want me to remove it? My healing skills are growing fast!"

"No, I want to keep it," he replied, pulling up his breeches before letting the towel fall to the ground.

"Why?" she asked, stunned.

"Human thing," Blondsun quipped in, joining them. "Leave him alone, Goldenleaf, Mother is looking for you."

Goldenleaf averted her eyes, disappointed, and left with a grumble.

"Thank you," Kurt said, pulling up his tunic in order to secure his breeches better.

Blondsun stared at the scar and shook his head. "I'll never get used to it," he sighed.

Kurt chuckled, covering it again and grabbing his sword-belt. "I kind of like it. It makes me look tougher than I am."

"Earth, protect him," Blondsun said, rolling his eyes. 

Kurt knew the Immortals, and that Ether looked after the Genn while Earth had chosen Humans, but he laughed at Blondsun's prayer.

"I missed you, Blondsun!" He hugged him and sank his nose in the young Genn's long blond hair.

"Missed you too," Blondsun whispered, hugging back. "Missed you, Kurt."

***
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"Ether, you grew up again!" Coolbreeze sighed, squeezing Kurt, who was now taller than her. "You Humans change so quickly!"

"Not my fault," he grinned. "But it's good to be home."

"Welcome back." Sunriver hugged him briefly. "Will you come with us to Jinxie or stay here?"

"Coming with you," Kurt answered. "What else can I do? I shall be your bodyguard."

"I'm a Genn warrior, I don't need no stupid Human bodyguard," Silverstar said scornfully. The rivalry was still on, then. Kurt thought that after four years Silverstar would have gotten over it. He certainly had.

"I'll be delighted to have Kurt as bodyguard," Goldenleaf replied, clinging to her adoptive brother's arm.

"When you get over that silly crush of yours it will never be too late," Silverstar retorted sourly.

"Enough, children," Coolbreeze spoke before Goldenleaf could
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