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Swift as the Wind

 

“Whoever wins this will be the director's main bodyguard,” Sheawn whispered, “but no pressure.”

Mel glowered. “Shut up, you haunting nob.” She marched into the center of the room first, her body language as unconcerned as she could make it. She tossed back her head and rolled her hips. The fight is often won before it even starts, Teg liked to say. If you appear confident, your opponent might hesitate. And one hesitation is all you need to kill.

Not that this bout would end in death. It was sparring only, with wooden blades and padded vests. Sheawn's padded vest looked new, the quilted stitches all in place and the buttons that ran up the side still shiny. Half the padding was gone from Mel's vest and it had so much dirt and grime baked onto it, it was impossible to tell what its original color had once been.

Mel and Sheawn waited in the middle of the room, a few meters apart, wooden blades held at ready. Sheawn's copper skin glowed in the white preigind torches attached to the ceiling, his black hair short and tousled in the latest style. Bulging biceps made him look at least twice as wide as Mel – he probably was twice her width. His leather boots didn't have a crack in them – they must be new too. Mel had never had new shoes in her life.

She tried to ignore the audience off to the side. Minister Alizabeth Rasserson sat in the center of the group, her face broad and uncompromising, her dark eyes missing nothing. She was a formidable woman, tall and muscular with only a few hints of gray in her black hair. This was Mel's first time seeing her close up. The head of the Giram Liberation Party had better things to do than talk with someone like Mel.

Most of the others watching Mel didn't know either. She picked out the few she did know. Perry Cook sat near Alizabeth, his dark brown skin a stark contrast to the copper-skinned Giramites. His Elementalist robes marked him equally different, as did the annoyed expression on his face. Of course he was allowed to attend this test, while Teg wasn't. Mel knew why Teg couldn't be here, but it still annoyed her. Her gaze traveled further down the side of the room. Mok Maturson watched from the left side, his bulk straining the buttons on the side of his vest. He should be closer to the center, where the important people sat, but most didn't know how important Mok was. Mel knew – she bet Sheawn didn't. That made her smirk.

“The fight ends at first touch,” Alizabeth said. “May the Metal spirit grant victory to the greater warrior. You may begin.”

Sheawn sprang into action, his sword slicing down. He was fast, but Mel was faster. She danced sideways, pushing his sword out of the way as he passed her. He pivoted immediately, using his momentum to swing his sword around. “Gray bastard,” Mel bit out, dropping to a crouch. She got her sword up just in time to catch his, but he had more strength behind him than she'd anticipated. He pushed her blade back easily.

A moment later, his wooden sword knocked into her shoulder.

“I win.” Sheawn's grin stretched across his entire face, showing off straight, white teeth. It was the most disgusting thing Mel had ever seen. Then he turned away, dismissing her. He walked to the side of the room, stopping just before Alizabeth. He held his sword hilt out. “I am Sheawn Swanson, Minister, and I am pleased to serve you.”

Alizabeth stood and placed her right index and middle finger against her temple. “Your skills are formidable, to win this competition. Your bravery in willing to stand against the empire with me does you credit.” She paused, her head tilted to the side. “Tell me, Sheawn. Are you related to Saul Swanson?”

“He's my uncle, Minister.”

“How wonderful.” Saul was the Liberation Party's largest contributor. Alizabeth turned to leave the room, motioning for Sheawn to accompany her. Most of the rest of the audience filed out behind them.

Mel stuffed her practice blade under her armpit, ignore her aching shoulder. “The richest man in the country is my uncle, Minister,” she muttered under her breath, “and I am so pleased to serve. Take your uncle to oblivion with you, you arrogant pig.”

“That's hardly being a gracious loser.”

Mel barely stifled her shriek as she whirled around. Teg stood behind her, his arms crossed loosely over his chest. She'd never heard him approach. That was nothing new, of course. “How are you here?” Teg had pale skin and graying blond hair. He was from the north, from the empire. He rarely came to Gilp headquarters – he made people nervous, as if they thought he was a rabet spy. 

Teg shook his head. “Did you really think I'd miss the entire competition? Especially when my daughter reached the final?”

“Maybe you should have missed it.” Mel walked away. An equipment box sat on the far side of the room. She dumped her wooden sword in it and tore off her padded vest. She'd barely worked up a sweat – the fight hadn't lasted long enough.

“No one can win all the time, Mel. This was just a competition. Don't let it bother you. Anyway, you should make friends with that boy. Now that you're a bodyguard for the Gilp, you need experience fighting against strong men – experience I can't give you.” He raised his arms. Even in his loose jacket, anyone could tell how skinny he was. “You've never seen an altered human up close. They are far stronger than Sheawn.”

Mel closed the lid of the box harder than she needed to. “There are plenty of bodyguards in the Party. I don't have to ask Sheawn for help.” Just the thought of asking Sheawn for help made her blood curdle.

“Your pride is more important than your skill?” 

Haunt it, everyone's sneaking up on me today! Mel turned to see Mok standing a short distance away. He was a big man; unlike Teg, he didn't move silently. She had no excuse for missing him, save for letting her emotions run away with her. Unlike Sheawn, she wasn't big or strong. To make up for it, she had to be fast and skilled and clever. That included noticing things.

She laced her fingers behind her back, craning her neck to look Mok in the face. “It wasn't lack of skill that made me lose today. He's stronger than me.”

Mok nodded. “Yes, I saw that. But from today onward, you'll be fighting against the empire. As Teg said, the rabet has altered humans. They're stronger than any normal human, and they fight with real weapons. If your skill isn't great enough to make up for a lack of strength, then you still need more skill.”

“Yes, sir.” She couldn't keep all the resentment out of her tone.

Mok chuckled, though, so he must not have minded. “I'm sure you'll make sure she improves,” he said to Teg. “You'll be in town for the next few days?”

“This is hardly the time of year to make trips back north.”

Mok grimaced. “Is it ever a good time to go north?” He waved and left. 

Mel and Teg left by a side entrance. The hallway beyond was dark, and Mel groped at the wall for a moment before she found the torch preigind. “Illuminate,” she said, and white light shone from the piece of paper, enough to see the way. “I thought you were leaving.”

“I just got back a few days ago. Or are you that eager to be rid of me?”

Mel scoffed. “Yeah, because watching me fight is more important than making money. One more time the rent's late, and your landlord will kick us out.”

“He won't throw us out if we're a few days late. We have an understanding.” Teg said it calmly, as he always did. Just like always, he didn't explain what 'an understanding' meant. They'd lived in that run down apartment for five years, though, and hadn't been kicked out yet. “We'll soon have your paycheck too. Anyway, the reason I stayed was to help Perry on a project.”

That sounded like it might actually pay – which none of his trips to the north did. At the end of the hallway stood a door leading to a small changing room. Mel locked the door behind her. People were supposed to knock first, but the men often forgot. They also often seemed to forget that Mel didn't want them to see her change.

She opened her locker and pulled on her street clothes: brown trousers, a blue vest that buttoned up the side, and a blue coat with a high collar that went to her knees, with buttons on the right side. As she dressed, she stuffed knives into inner pockets and holsters. The long coat hid the short sword from all but the most observant. She always felt naked without her weapons.

“So what is this project?” she called through the door as she changed.

“You can come with me to the Elementalist Guild if you want to find out.”

Mel made a face. “Perry doesn't like me.” She ran a comb through her dark hair a few times then pulled it high on her head, where she fastened it. For a moment, her gaze traveled to Sheawn's locker and what she knew it held. She'd seen him wave the preigind armor around often enough. Preigind armor could stop most physical attacks. Made of cloth, it molded to the body, weighing almost nothing. It was frighteningly expensive, but worth every dollar. Mel's fingers twitched. She could pick a lock. It would only take seconds.

“He likes you just fine.” Teg's voice shook her from her thoughts. She turned away from Sheawn's locker. His armor wouldn't fit her anyway.

“Yes, keep saying that. Maybe if you tell him, it might become true.” Mel yanked the door open so she could scowl at Teg.

He didn't rise to the bait. He never did – he knew her too well. And he didn't have enough of a temper. That was his only failing. Maybe if he got angry once or twice and stood up for himself, he could get respect and acceptance despite his ethnicity. Maybe he could even get a job that involved a regular paycheck.

That would never happen. Mel knew her adoptive father well enough. He didn't live like most people. That was why he lived here in Giram and worked for the Liberation Party and took every dangerous, non-paying job that Alizabeth, Mok, and Perry offered him. Then he turned around and worked out 'understandings' with their landlord which meant the rent was due whenever Teg could be bothered.

Well, Mel had a job now, and one that would pay well. Spirits willing, they wouldn't have to worry about their rent ever again. Maybe one day they could even have a nice apartment with real furniture and new clothes. After she bought new weapons for herself, of course, because Mel knew what was really important and some of her throwing knives were getting pretty ragged.

“I suppose I can visit Perry with you.”

“Excellent. If we get there early, we can watch people go through the Travel Pattern.” He winked as if that was a marvelous treat.

Against her will, Mel smiled. “That would be fun. But only because I like the way they jump when they see you!” With people who should have known better, she didn't like the way they stared at Teg's pale features and flat eyes. With strangers it was hilarious. Especially when rich merchants screamed.

Together, they left the building. The competition had been held in the banquet hall on the second floor. It was the only room big enough. During the early rounds of the competition, many fights had gone on simultaneously. Those early losers wouldn't be seen here again. The Giram Liberation Party only took the top eight into its employ.

Outside, the sun shone bright, and large shadows from the surrounding buildings stretched across the street. The Gilp headquarters stood ten stories high, two taller than anything else in this neighborhood. There were few tall buildings, this close to the ocean. Most parties had their headquarters closer to Jethan Castle, which stood in the center of Giram City. The Liberation Party preferred a safe distance.

At the end of the block stood the staircase leading to the sky train platform. Two air barges and an air carriage floated past as Mel and Teg walked down the side of the street. Mel watched them go, wishing she had an air barge. A rich kid like Sheawn doubtless had transport coming out his pores. He'd probably grown up in air carriages. Mel had never ridden anything but the sky train - except for one escapade which Teg wasn’t allowed to learn about.

The platform stood three stories over the road, high enough that the air barges and carriages could pass beneath it and the people under those. Mel and Teg only had to wait a minute before the sky train flew into sight, winding its path around buildings. Plain wooden boxes comprised its length, with large windows on both sides. Preiginds, pre-made circles, dotted the outside: Air preiginds that glowed yellow, allowing the sky train to hover and move above ground; Wood preiginds that glowed green, keeping the wood of the train from rotting; and Fire preiginds that glowed red, to stop the train from catching fire even when its passengers smoked and sometimes dropped their pipes.

Teg paid one imperial dollar for each of them when the sky train stopped at the platform. Benches wide enough for two sat on each side of the main aisle. It was the middle of the day, so a third of the seats were empty. The people already on the train stared at Teg as he passed, shifting as far away from him as they could. Mel stuck her tongue out at a big man who ducked his head away from Teg. God and spirits, someone that big shouldn't shrivel just because he saw a pale face.

The train accelerated smoothly. Mel stared out the window as the buildings outside sped past. The speed didn't last for long, since the sky train had to stop at the next station, but it was faster than walking. On foot, it would take over an hour to reach the Elementalist Guild. Mel and Teg got there in half the time.

The Elementalist Guild covered two blocks, high and sprawling, on the south bank of the Nisen River. People teamed everywhere, and a line of air barges stood outside the large side doors on the main building. The air barges were here for the Travel Pattern. For a fee, anyone could use the Travel Pattern. A Travel Pattern instantly transported a person to any other Travel Pattern in the world. Mel had never used a Travel Pattern before, but Teg took them regularly north. As an Elementalist, he could use them for free.

It was thanks to Perry that Teg was considered an Elementalist, since he never did any work for the Guild and since he had almost no power. Perry knew that Teg needed free access to the Travel Pattern so he could get north. Mel supposed they should be thankful to Perry. If he really wanted to be helpful, in her opinion, he would give Teg jobs in the Guild so Teg could make money.

The sky train had a stop at the Elementalist Guild of course, and Mel and Teg disembarked. When they entered the atrium, Teg stepped over to a woman in an Elementalist robe. “How are you, Lelody? We're here to speak with Master Perry when he gets here.” He flashed her a broad smile.

The woman tried to make the same expression in return, but it looked more like a grimace. She stood stiffly too, turning her shoulder away from Teg. “Hello, Teg. I will inform Master Perry when he arrives.” She then scurried away, her long, open robe fluttering behind her as she fled.

“Haunting bitch.” Mel glared at the woman's back. She knew Teg by name but still thought she had to fear him? She wanted to chase after the woman and yell at her.

Teg caught her arm before she could move. “We were going to watch the Travel Pattern queue, weren't we? You like that.”
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