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The hardest war is the one a man fights alone.One hundred years ago, the Eternals, thirteen
men and women of immense power, closer, many believed, to gods than mortals, stood against
the greatest threat the world had ever faced.And they lost.They died.All save for one, known as
the Youngest, who managed to flee with the enemy leader’s weapon, a cursed blade of
incredible power.He has traveled for a hundred years since, alone save for his companion, Veikr,
the only remaining horse of a legendary breed.The last just as he is the last.Hunted by creatures
out of nightmare, he seeks only to survive, to keep the magical blade from the enemy’s
grasp.Not to save the world, for the time for saving it is past. Instead, he seeks only to delay its
ending.It is a battle he fights alone, for after they defeated the Eternals, the enemy used their
magic to pose as their conquered opponents, taking over rule of the world in their stead.For the
last hundred years, the people have believed that the legendary Eternals triumphed, that they
are safe. Only the wanderer knows the truth, that the world crouches with its head resting on the
executioner’s block, waiting for the axe to fall.And the only thing keeping that axe at bay is
him.He had a name once, but he has it no longer.He is simply the Last. The Youngest.He is the
Wandering Sword.

About the AuthorFrank Alkyer is the publisher of DownBeat magazine. He is also the publisher of
Music Inc. and UpBeat Daily magazines. Ed Enright is the editor of DownBeat magazine. --This
text refers to the paperback edition.
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Novella.CHAPTER ONEHe came with the dawn.A lone figure covered in dust, wearing a
tattered brown cloak that looked ready to fall apart in a strong wind. Despite the earliness of the
hour, the day was already hot—it always was, here in the south—yet the stranger walked with his
hood pulled up, concealing his features from view.Claude frowned from his hiding spot in the
roadside bushes as he studied the approaching figure’s shabby appearance, thinking it unlikely
that the bastard would have enough coin to make robbing him worth it—not that such a thought
would keep him from doing it, of course. After all, a little coin—or a little food—was far better
than none. That he knew from hard experience.He continued to study the figure as the stranger
moved calmly down the road, his frown deepening as he took in the unmistakable shape of a
scabbard strapped across the stranger’s back. And also hanging from the stranger’s back was a
long bundle, wrapped in a dusty cloth that hid whatever it contained from view.Claude licked his
dry lips at the sight of that, his frown slowly turning into a smile. Whatever was in the bundle, the



stranger didn’t want it visible, that much was clear, and that could only be a good thing. After all,
men tended to hide things they considered valuable.“What are you thinkin’, Claude?”A
whispered voice beside him, sounding like the low rumble of a thunderstorm, and Claude turned
to regard Earl, his second. A monster of a man was Earl, with arms the size of tree-trunks and
hands that could crush rocks, if he took it in mind to do so. Unfortunately, the man also
happened to be a complete fool.“I’m thinking, Earl,” Claude said, “that I’d give quite a bit to know
what that fella is carryin’ on his back.”The big man’s eyebrows drew down in concentration.
“But…that’s a sword, ain’t it, Claude?”Claude held back the sigh that threatened to come. A fool
and no mistake. Zane had been a far better second, that much was sure, though since he’d
caught an arrow through the throat, Zane wasn’t good for all that much. Except feeding the
worms, maybe, and Claude thought that those bastards, at least, never had to worry about going
hungry.“I don’t think we should do this, Claude,” said another voice, a young man’s—a boy’s
really. Claude turned to his nephew, Jessun, not bothering to suppress the sneer that always
came to his face when he looked at his sister’s son. For the hundredth time in as many days, he
inwardly cursed himself for letting his sister talk him into bringing the nineteen-year-old along. “I
got a bad feeling about this one,” the boy said.“How about you keep your mouth shut, or I show
you what a bad feelin’ really is?” Claude countered. Then he turned to Earl. “Listen, this is how
we’re going to do this. You and—”“He’s got a sword, Claude,” his nephew said quietly.Claude
gritted his teeth, turning back to the boy. “And just what do you think you’ve got strapped in your
belt there, boy? A candleholder?”His nephew glanced down at the crude blade in its moldy
leather sheath strapped to his waist, frowning. “I don’t know how to use it, though…what if he
does?”“And what if he don’t?” Claude demanded. “Heed me, boy, a man can starve to death
wonderin’ over the ‘what if’s.’ We’re doin’ this, so keep your mouth shut and do as you’re told, or,
nephew or not, I swear by the Eternals, I’ll—”He cut off at the sound of a low whistle from Earl,
spinning on the man. “Quiet, damnit,” he hissed. The big man didn’t seem to notice, though, too
busy staring in the direction of the lone traveler.Frowning, Claude followed his gaze and felt his
own breath catch in his throat as a pure-white horse—the largest horse he’d ever seen—trotted
over the rise in the road where the man had appeared moments ago. The man turned and said
something, though too low for Claude to hear, and the horse gave its head a shake as it moved
up and began to walk beside him.“Damn,” Claude found himself saying.“That’s a big horse,” Earl
offered.Even his fool second’s useless observation couldn’t sour Claude’s increasingly good
mood, not now. The prospect of robbing the man, after all, had just gone from hoping to find a
few hunks of stale bread and a few coins to quite a bit more. He didn’t know how much a horse
that size would sell for, but he expected it would be a damn sight more than whatever the traveler
hid in the bundle at his back.But it wasn’t just the beast’s size; Claude didn’t know much about
horses, never had been able to afford one himself, but even he could tell that the horse had been
well taken care of, far better, it seemed, than its owner. For while the stranger looked one step—
a very small one—removed from being a beggar, the giant horse was a far different matter. Its
coat shone in the early morning sun, and it gazed forward with eyes bright with vigor, its body



seeming to be made up entirely of muscles that shifted as it walked, as if it might explode into a
gallop at any moment.“H-how much you reckon we could sell that for, Claude?” Earl asked. “A
horse like that?”“How the fuck should I know?” Claude countered, still smiling.“But who would
we even sell it to?” Jessun said. “A horse like that, once we steal it, word’s likely to get around
about it—there ain’t no mistaking it. Besides, horse that size, people’ll ask questions. It won’t do
to just say we found it.”Claude felt a bit of his mood souring after all as he noticed Earl frowning.
“Might be he’s right, Claude,” the big man said. “Maybe we ought to let this one pass. After all,
the lad says he’s got a bad feelin’.”“You ever known him to have a good one?” Claude snapped,
telling himself that he would have to have a long talk with his nephew. Soon. Maybe the kind of
talk only one of them walked away from—after all, being family didn’t give the bastard any right
to screw with Claude’s livelihood. “Besides, if we can’t sell the horse, or if it’s too risky, then…
well,” he said, glancing back, “horse that big…that’d feed us for a while.”“You mean you’d eat it?”
Earl said, a childlike expression of disgust on his face, “a horse?”“You ever starved, Earl?”
Claude asked.“No, Claude, but—”“Well, I have. Went to bed with my guts achin’ like there were
rats in there gnawin’ at me. You’re damn right I’d eat that big bastard before feelin’ that again.
Shit, Earl, came to it, I’d eat you and the lad both. Now, can you all shut the fuck up and focus on
the task at hand?”The big man paled, swallowing hard. “O-of course. Sorry, Claude.”“Now then,”
Claude said, satisfied, “you take Dell and Brent, you go on up in front of the bastard, come out in
the road. Carl still hidin’ up in the trees?”“Don’t know, boss,” Earl said. “Can’t see him. You know,
on account of he’s hidin’.”Claude stared at the man, once again regretting his choice of second.
Still, he told himself, even big bastards had to sleep. That was a guarantee. What wasn’t was that
they’d wake up again. Might be time to clean house, Earl and his nephew both. Fact was, likelier
than not, the thing was overdue. “Just take Dell and Brent and go out in front. Me and the lad
here’ll come up behind him.”The big man nodded. “Okay, Claude.”Claude watched him trying to
sneak away through the bushes, walking like he had to take a shit, making just about as much
noise, Claude figured, as a rutting pig might. The big man made his way toward where Dell and
Brent waited, and Claude watched as he relayed his instructions, watched as Dell gave a curt
nod. According to him, Dell used to be a soldier, and while Claude didn’t know that to be true—
mostly on account of he didn’t give a shit either way—there was no arguing that the man knew
his business. Liked to drink a bit more than was good for him, but then who didn’t? What
mattered was that the man was steady when steady was called for.Brent, on the other hand,
didn’t nod as Earl spoke. Instead, he grinned, a grin that grew wider by the moment until it
looked as if the corners of his mouth meant to meet on the backside of his head. Claude winced
even from where he crouched. Brent was damned good in a fight, fastest with a blade Claude
had ever seen and that among no small amount of competition. The man might have made a fine
second except for that he enjoyed showing that particular talent off a bit too much and
sometimes took it in mind to stab—or kill—someone without any apparent reason. Not the type
of man Claude wanted watching his back. After all, that’d just make it easier to stick a knife in it, if
he took it in mind to do so.He glanced up at the trees, looking for Carl, his scout. In truth, the



man was a pickpocket turned mugger turned bandit and not particularly good at any of them, but
bad pickpockets often made for good hiders, or so Claude had learned. If the man was up there
in the trees, he was damned sure keeping out of sight, but just in case Claude raised one finger,
signaling for him to hold his shot.“Come on, lad,” he said then as he saw the other three in the
distance preparing to step into the road. “Let’s get it done.”“Claude, I—“I know, I know you got a
bad feeling,” Claude said, rising from his crouch. “As bad as it is, boy, it ain’t so bad as starvin’—
you can take my word on that. Now stay behind me and keep your damned mouth shut.”He rose
and grunted at a crick in his back, knuckled it as he gave a stretch. Then he tugged at his sword
belt in a vain effort to tighten it. It had fit once, but that time was years gone now, and those in
between had been damned lean. Too damned lean.“Don’t even look like he’s got nothin’ on him
worth stealin’,” the boy said, sulking now.Claude glanced at him, wanting to cuff him over the
head but knowing if he did the boy’d cry out and give away their position. The man would know
they were there soon enough, but Claude just as soon he didn’t know until Claude was ready for
him to. “Maybe he don’t,” he answered. “There’s only one way to know for sure—now, quit your
whinin’ and come on.”And with that, he suited action to words, timing it so that he stepped out of
the trees the same time as Earl and the boys, or at least near enough as to make no
difference.The stranger didn’t cry out, which was good—some did, and while there was no one
nearby to hear, that being one of the primary reasons Claude had picked the spot in the first
place, he’d just as soon get the thing done quiet, if he could. All that shouting and begging had a
way of giving him a headache. The stranger didn’t cry out, but he did stop, he and his horse
both, and Claude frowned as he noted that the two moved in unison far better than he and his
lads.The stranger seemed to regard Earl and the other two silently from beneath his hood before
slowly turning his head to the side, looking over his shoulder at Claude and his nephew. Or, at
least, he thought he was—wasn’t no way to tell for sure, not with the tattered hood hiding his
features.“Mornin’!” Claude called out, grinning, not drawing his sword, not yet, but walking
forward with his hands up as if he meant to give the man a hug maybe. The stranger said
nothing, didn’t even seem to so much as move, continuing to watch him from over his shoulder.“I
said mornin’!” Claude tried again.“I heard you.”Claude found himself frowning. He’d been in the
game for a while, had long since forgotten how many such people he’d robbed, how many such
roadsides he’d waited beside. He’d seen plenty of reactions from those whose coin purses he’d
helped lighten, fear chief among them, but anger there too. This man, though, didn’t seem angry,
and he damned sure didn’t seem scared. Claude’s frown deepened. It was that Eternals-blasted
hood the man wore, that’s what it was, no doubt hiding his terrified expression.“Well,” Claude
said, forcing a grin. “Ain’t you gonna say it back?”The man said nothing, only watching him, and
Claude sighed, shaking his head as if with regret. “Don’t know what the world’s comin’ to, a man
can’t wish another a good mornin’ and hear as much in return.”The stranger said nothing, was so
still it was hard to tell if he was even breathing. Claude glanced at the lad, saw him watching the
man nervously as if he weren’t a lone man at all but a contingent of town guard come to escort
him to his execution. Claude promised himself he would deal with the youth later, maybe



permanently, tell his sister he tripped or got attacked by a wolf. Why, in the woods, anything
might happen, and what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her. That was for later, though. For now,
there was the dusty son of a bitch standing in front of him.“Well,” Claude said, trying a different
tack as he turned back to the man, “ain’t you gonna at least take your hood off? Or are you some
famous king, afraid we’ll ask you for an audience? Or maybe…” He paused, his eyes going wide.
“Are you some infamous criminal, fearin’ we might recognize you?” Earl and the others laughed
at that, even the youth gave a nervous chuckle, and Claude found himself feeling better.“There
are those who would.”The stranger slowly turned to fully face him, and the horse turned with him,
like the damned thing was trained, and Claude felt better yet. Horse flesh was all well and good,
but a beast in fine condition like the one with the stranger, and one trained too, well that’d fetch a
pretty price. “That right?” Claude said, not having to fake the smile as much now. “And who are
you then? King or criminal?”The man said nothing, standing there casually as if he didn’t have a
care in the world.Claude sighed. “Well, I s’pose that puts paid to the niceties, eh?”“Suppose it
does.”“I guess you know why we stopped you?”The man moved then, so abruptly that Claude
found himself reaching for his sword, suddenly sure that the man meant to attack and never
mind that it would be suicide considering that he was outnumbered six to one. The stranger
didn’t attack, though. Instead, he only lifted his eyes, staring up at the canopy of the trees
overhead. Or, more precisely, at one specific tree. Claude followed his gaze, seeing nothing but
the branches of the trees, and the leaves adorning them. “Sorry, friend,” he said, annoyed, “but
are you distracted?”“Just wondering if your man means to join us.”Claude frowned. “Just who the
fuck are you?” he demanded, dropping the pretense of civility.“Does it matter?”Before he knew
it, Claude’s fingers were tightened around his sword hilt. There was something about the man he
didn’t like, something about the whole damn situation he didn’t like. He told himself it was
nothing, just age. The truth was he was getting too old for this. The bald truth was that he’d been
too old for the last ten years or more. He needed a break, needed to retire, in fact, but then
selling the horse standing beside the man might go a long way toward making that more than
just a dream. “Well,” he said, “best get to it then.” He drew his sword and started forward, pausing
when he noticed the youth hesitating.He turned, shooting an angry glance at the boy who
swallowed. “S-sorry, Claude.”Claude hocked and spat then started toward the hooded stranger,
the youth shuffling after. “Now, you don’t give my friend another thought, except to know that Carl
is a damned fine shot with that bow he carries.” A bit overselling it maybe, as that even when he
was sober—which was pretty much never—Carl wasn’t capable of hitting a deer unless maybe
the deer walked up and stuck the arrow in itself. Still, this bastard didn’t need to know that. “A
damned fine shot,” Claude said again, “fine enough to stick an arrow through that pretty face of
yours if you do anything stupid.” He shrugged. “Or maybe it’s an ugly face. No way to know, I
suppose, with that hood of yours, and I don’t much care in any case. All I care about is that you
toss your coin purse over. Now.”“And then I’ll be free to go?” Asked in a calm tone, one that
almost sounded slightly amused, and Claude silently cursed his nephew for making him nervous
as if he hadn’t done this a hundred times or more.“Well,” he said, forcing a grin on his face, “I



wouldn’t say free. But maybe you’ll settle for alive, how’d that be?”The stranger didn’t move for
several seconds, only stood regarding him from the shadows of the hood he wore, and for a
moment, Claude was possessed of the wild notion that the man was considering charging him.
Crazy, of course. There were five of them, six counting Carl in the trees. Not as many as there
once had been, maybe, but plenty enough to handle one dusty bastard in a tattered cloak,
plenty enough to get the job done if it came to a scrap. But then, in that moment, Claude didn’t
feel much like getting in a scrap. Felt, in fact, like calling the whole thing off, like turning around
and leaving the strange son of a bitch to it, finding someone else, someone who didn’t wear their
hood in the middle of damned summer.He realized something then—he was afraid. He, who in
his younger, wilder years had been known as Claude the Cruel. And on the tail end of that
realization came another emotion, one with which he was far more familiar: anger. Anger at
himself, at the stranger, and anger at the boy standing beside him. That was it then. The youth
was going to have an accident—that was all there was to it. His sister was still young enough to
pop out another squalling brat or two. “The purse,” Claude growled. “Now.”The stranger only
stood there again, watching him, and Claude’s hand began to sweat where it gripped the handle
of his sword.The stranger finally did move then, reaching one hand underneath his cloak. He
moved slowly, yet Claude found himself tensing, gripping the handle of his sword so hard his
fingers ached. But when the man withdrew his hand, he held no weapon. Instead, he held a
small, leather coin purse which he tossed at Claude’s feet.Claude glanced at the tiny purse then
raised an eyebrow, looking back at the man. “Don’t look like much of a fortune sittin’ there, does
it?”“Maybe not,” the stranger said. “But it’s all I have.”“Oh, don’t sell yourself short,” Claude said,
feeling better now, feeling more in control. “Why, I’m sure you’ve got somethin’ worth more than
that. I don’t mean to quibble, understand, but after all, well, there’s six of us, ain’t there? Six
mouths to feed—I’m sure you understand.”“It’s all I have,” the stranger said again, and though the
man seemed to speak the same as before, Claude thought he heard what might have been a
warning in his tone. That made him worried, and that made him angry.“No, fella,” he said, “it sure
as shit ain’t. Why, seems to me you’ve got yourself a mighty fine bit of horseflesh there. Sell for a
damn sight more’n what you could fit in that little purse, I shouldn’t wonder.”The man glanced at
the horse, or at least he seemed to, then he turned back to Claude. “No.”“No?” Claude asked,
frowning now. “What do you mean ‘no’?”The stranger’s shoulders lifted in a slight shrug. “The
same thing most people mean, I expect.”“Listen here, stranger,” Claude said, “you see that fella
there, the big one behind you?”The cloaked man turned slowly regarding Earl and the rest. He
took his time, as if he was in no hurry and, after a moment, he turned back to Claude. “Yes.”“Now
see,” Claude said, “that there’s Earl. Earl, well, he ain’t as patient of a man as me. Not as kind,
neither. Bigger though, in case you hadn’t noticed. Meaner, too. Oh, Earl might not be much on
conversatin’, but he’s got a few other hobbies. Or…well. S’pose just the one. As to what that
hobby is, well, just go on and take another look at him—at his knuckles, in particular. I guess
they tell the story as good as anything, ‘cepting maybe his nose. Leastways, what’s left of it.”The
stranger turned, as asked, looking silently back where Earl stood with the other two. Claude



gave him a moment, letting his situation sink in. “Well,” he said after a time, “tells a story, don’t
it?”“Suppose it does,” the stranger said, turning to regard him once more.“Good,” Claude said,
falling back into the rhythm of things, feeling for the first time since he’d spoken to the stranger, if
not comfortable, at least a damned sight closer than he had. “Now then, since it seems we finally
understand each other, are you gonna give me that horse or ain’t you?”“He isn’t mine to
give.”Earl let out a growl at that, starting forward, and Claude held up a hand, stopping him.
“Look, mister,” he said, doing his best to keep his patience, “we’re gonna have that horse one
way or the other, understand? Either you give it to us willingly—or grudgingly, I s’pose it don’t
matter which—or we’ll kill you and take it. You can rest easy that you don’t have no choice in the
matter.”The stranger stood there for several moments then turned to the horse, giving a single
nod. “Go.”The horse seemed to turn to regard him for a moment then it started forward at a slow
walk, coming to a stop beside where Claude and the boy stood. “Well, I’ll be damned,” Claude
said. “Trained too.” He grinned. “See, that wasn’t so hard was it?” he asked. “Now, what else have
you got?”“Nothing you’d thank me for.”Claude frowned. “That a threat?”“No.”He watched the
stranger for a moment then grunted. “Well. And you just reckon I ought to take your word on it?”“I
wish you would.”There was a difference in his tone again, but it didn’t sound like a threat to
Claude as much as it did a genuine plea. There was something about the way the man said it,
something about the whole damned situation that made Claude think maybe he should just
listen to the stranger. After all, he had whatever money was in the coin purse—likely not much—
and more importantly he had the horse. A good haul, better than he expected when they’d first
spotted the man, that much was sure.He considered it for a moment then grunted. “Well. Maybe
you do and maybe you don’t. You see, fella, there’s plenty of…shall we say, opinions regarding
people in my profession.”“Bandits, you mean.”“And while all of those opinions aren’t true,” Claude
went on as if the man hadn’t spoken, “I’m sorry to say that one, at least, is. You see, as a general
rule, bandits are believed to be greedy. And I’m afraid that, in my case, at least, that one’s all too
true. So then I’ll be needing to see what you’ve got in that bundle on your back.”“No.”Claude
grunted a humorless laugh, shaking his head. “That’s the second time you’ve told me ‘no.’ Can’t
say I much care for it. Never have, truth be told. Now, normally, I’d let Earl make clear our
thoughts on such a thing—as he seems just about chompin’ at the bit to do. But the sun’s shinin’
in the sky, the damned birds are chirping in their damned trees, and I’ve got me a fine new
horse, so I’ll give you one more chance—the bundle. Now.”“It stays with me. It is my burden and
mine alone.”Claude frowned. “Sounds to me like you don’t even want whatever’s in there, fella.
Be a shame to die over something you don’t want, don’t you think?”“You have no idea.”“Enough,”
Claude growled, losing his patience. “Earl, show this bastard what those fists of yours are
for.”“With pleasure,” the big man growled, starting forward.The stranger shifted then so that his
right side faced Earl and the other two, his left Claude and his nephew. Then he only stood,
waiting with apparent calm. Claude frowned at that. He’d robbed plenty of folks in his time, poked
a few holes in some of them when they chose not to cooperate. All in all, he was a pretty hard
man. But he didn’t think even he could stand so calm while that big bastard Earl was stalking



toward him, his lips peeled into a wide grin that showed off the gap in his teeth where one had
been knocked out during a fight.Earl, at least, didn’t seem to give the man’s demeanor a second
thought—fact was the big bastard gave very few things a single thought, let alone a second. He
moved forward in a rush, like a mountain with legs, charging right at the bastard who just
continued to stand there.Claude found himself tensing, waiting for what would happen when that
mountain plowed into the man—the only thing that could happen, when a mountain ran into a
man—but right before Earl struck him, the stranger moved.He moved so fast that it was little
more than a blur, and even though he’d been watching intently, Claude couldn’t have said what
exactly happened. All he knew was that, in another instant, Earl was lying flat on his back,
wheezing for breath, the stranger standing over him, watching him silently. After a moment, the
stranger turned to regard Claude once more.He couldn’t see the man’s eyes, but Claude could
feel his regard fall on him like a heavy weight. “You sure you want to do this?” the stranger asked
calmly, not even sounding out of breath. “There’s still time, still a chance. Things go much
further…”He didn’t finish but then he didn’t really need to. The only person present likely not to
understand what he meant was Earl, and the big fucker was too busy gasping like a fish out of
water to pay attention to anything.Claude felt a shiver of fear run through him at the calm in the
man’s tone, at how quickly he’d dealt with Earl, a man who Claude had personally seen take on
bar rooms full of people like it was a game and, if it were, it was one only he ended up
enjoying.He told himself it was fine—after all, he’d been scared before. Any man who had
starved, who had really starved knew the taste of fear all too well, knew the taste of it even when
there was nothing else to taste. Maybe especially then.And now, like in those times, he took hold
of that fear, reining it in, shaping it in his hands, turning it into something he could use. Fear
made a man a coward, sent him running, carrying his empty belly and the gnawing sensation of
hunger with him. It was useless. Anger, though…anger was a weapon, one that had served him
well his entire life.“Carl!” he shouted. “Let’s poke a little daylight in this bastard, eh?”A moment
later, something whistled out of the canopy of trees, too fast for the eye to follow. At least,
Claude’s eyes. The stranger seemed to follow it. In fact, he did a lot more than that. One
moment, the arrow was flying at the stranger, then he moved in a blur and the next moment he
was holding it in his hand, his hooded face looking up at the trees. He turned back to Claude
then, snapping the arrow. “Last chance.”Claude growled in anger. “Kill the fucker!” he roared, and
then they were all rushing forward.Brent was there first, eager as he always was when there was
killing to be done. He was holding a knife in each hand, and he came on in a flurry of steel that
was impossible to dodge. And yet, the stranger did, dodged the rapid blows with an economy of
motion that almost made it seem as if he didn’t move at all. Then one hand lashed out, too fast to
follow, and a moment later Brent was lying next to Earl. He wasn’t gasping though, as he was far
too busy being unconscious for that.“Just wait!” the stranger shouted, turning to Claude again.
“You don’t know—” But he never got a chance to finish whatever he’d been about to say for then
Dell was on him. Dell might not have had a taste for blood like Brent, and though Claude had no
idea whether the man had actually been a soldier or not, certainly he had the discipline of one.



He came on doggedly, focusing on the task at hand, swinging his sword at the stranger’s back
even as he spoke.The stranger seemed to sense it, though only the gods knew how, pivoting at
the last moment and striking Dell’s wrist with an open hand. Dell cried out in surprise and pain,
and his sword went flying. The stranger spun then, planting a kick in his midsection and, in
another moment, Dell was flying after his sword.The abrupt movement caused the cloth bundle
strapped to the stranger’s back to come free. It hit the ground and rolled, the cloth that had
bound it unfurling, revealing a scabbard that let off a metallic chime as the sword it contained
slipped out a few inches.In that same instant, the world seemed to explode in brilliant, bright
light, and Claude cried out, squeezing his eyes shut and holding up his hand against the painful
glare. After a few seconds, the light began to fade, and Claude blinked, rubbing at his eyes.
“What the shit was that?” he rasped.No one spoke, though, and when he looked up he saw the
stranger still standing there, a trembling hand extended at the sword.“A sword?” Claude hissed.
“All this for a sword?”“It’s too late,” the stranger said, seeming almost to be talking to himself. “I
tried…but it’s too late.”“What the fuck are you talking about?” Claude demanded, not liking the
man’s voice, for it was not a casual, emotionless tone, not now. A new note was in it, one he had
wanted earlier but one that he did not like now—fear.The stranger slowly turned to him. “You
have no idea what you have done. Five years. Five years since the last time, since they were this
close, and now…”“What are you talking about?” Claude asked, finding himself being pulled into
the man’s fear as if by magic, his eyes darting around them as if expecting to see an army
appear out of nowhere. But no, that wasn’t the truth. He wasn’t looking for an army. He was
looking for monsters. “It’s just a damned sword!”“It’s too late,” the stranger said again. He knelt,
retrieving the sword, holding the handle in one hand, the scabbard in the other, staring at that
small sliver of bared blade as if he could divine the mysteries of the universe within it. “Too
late.”“L-listen,” Claude said, feeling as if he were losing control of the situation and not liking it,
not at all, “you give us all your money, now, and we won’t be forced to—” He cut off, his words
turning to a shout of surprise as the stranger drew the blade and, in one smooth motion, plunged
it into Earl’s massive chest.The big man gave a shudder and then was still. The stranger, though,
paid this no attention. He was already moving to Dell, the soldier only now starting to try to
struggle to his feet, so intent on the task that he didn’t even see the blow that separated his head
from his shoulders coming.Then there was Brent, conscious now, backing away, sliding his ass
across the ground, not looking like a killer anymore but a terrified child. “P-please,” he muttered,
“p-please don’t—”The stranger didn’t seem moved by his pleas, though, and Brent just
managed the beginning of a scream before the blade darted out like liquid silver, plunging into
his heart. “It’s better this way,” the stranger said, seeming to speak to the corpse. “Better this than
what they will do when they come, trust me, for I have seen it. And they will come—they always
come.”“Bastard!” someone shouted from the canopy of the trees, and another arrow flitted out.
The stranger spun, deflecting it with the blade with a sort of disgusted casualness. Then he
knelt, retrieving one of Brent’s knives, and spun, releasing it to fly into the treetops.Claude
thought that there was no way the throw could be accurate, not when he couldn’t even see Carl,



but he was proven wrong a moment later when the archer fell out of the tree he’d been crouched
in to land on the ground below with a thump.Carl turned, staring at the man, lying there
unmoving, Brent’s dagger sticking out of his eye, in disbelief. “Impossible,” he breathed. “It isn’t
—”“I told you,” a voice said, so close that he thought he could feel the man’s breath on his neck,
and he spun to see that the stranger was standing right in front of him, his hood still covering his
features. “It’s too late.”Claude felt a hard impact then, as if someone had punched him in the
stomach, and he stared down, confused, to see that he hadn’t been hit by a fist after all but by a
sword. It had struck him in the chest and driven through it, disappearing nearly to the
hilt.Impossible.It was his last thought—he did not have another.***He missed the bandit leader’s
heart by inches, and the man did not die as quick as he might have. An inexcusable mistake, one
his teacher would have punished him severely for. But then, he was that man, that student, no
longer. He was a vagabond, a wanderer upon the face of the earth.He was the last.“I am sorry,”
the wanderer told the dead man, then he pulled his blade free, allowing the corpse to collapse at
his feet.“Wh-who are you?” the remaining man, young, barely out of his teens, stammered.The
wanderer turned to face him, and noted as he did that his hood had fallen away in the brief fight.
He raised it again. Not that it mattered, for the blade had been drawn, the damage done. “I am
the last,” he said in answer to the man’s question. “I am the wanderer.”“P-please,” the youth said,
backing away as he tossed his sword to the ground. “Please don’t kill me.”“It would be better,” he
said to the youth. “Without pain. Worse if they find you, and they will find you. They will come—
always they come.”“W-w-who?” the youth asked, his voice shaking with his fear.“Better if I do it,”
he told the young man. “Quick and easy. A pinch, nothing more. No pain. No suffering…no
regrets.”The youth let out a cry at that then turned and bolted in the woods. The wanderer
watched him go, considering giving chase only to abandon it a moment later. There was no
time.They were coming. Soon, they would be here.It almost seemed to him that he could feel
their attention, could sense their approach through the sword he held.“I am sorry,” he said to the
departed youth. “You have chosen life…and life is pain. More pain than you can imagine.” More
pain than anyone could imagine, in truth. Anyone, at least, save him, for he was the only one who
had known it, who had felt their attentions, and lived. “Good luck,” he said to the youth who had
already disappeared into the tree line, knowing, even as he said it, that it was useless. The man
was dead already—he just didn’t know it yet.Better, then, for the youth, had he chased him,
better if he had felt the sword’s kiss. But his responsibility was not to the youth or to himself, and
so…He turned to gaze at his horse, regarding him with its knowing eyes. “I know,” he said. “We
have to go.”You spent too long with those bandits, a voice said into his mind. You should have
killed them immediately—you know well what is at stake. It was a man’s voice and one he knew
well.Wrong, a female voice offered. Prudence was required and prudence shown. The sword is
not the only danger—far from it. Six bandits slain on the road, and anyone with eyes to see it
would know it the work of a single man. That would bring questions, questions we can ill
afford.And now? another voice asked, this one a male’s as well but different from the first. Older
and somehow tired. Now the sword has seen the sun, and the bandits are dead just the same.



Spare the boy, and in his last moments he will not thank him for the mercy, if mercy it could be
called.It was mercy, another female voice said, mercy to be commended.And will that mercy still
be commended, the first male spoke, should they get their hands on the sword, on the power it
contains?A calculated risk that—The wanderer reached up and snapped the facing of the
amulet closed, shifting the leather thong from which it hung. Not necessary, that, but a nervous
habit, one he had picked up over the years. He had picked up many things, for there had been
many years.He paused, considering opening the amulet again, thinking perhaps he had acted in
haste, but he quickly dismissed the idea.They were ghosts, nothing more. His ghosts to bear, it
was true, just as the sword was his burden and his alone, but a man could not suffer ghosts
always, for they talked incessantly—there was, after all, nothing else that they might do.Besides,
he told himself, now was not the time for listening—now was the time for action. The creatures
would be coming. No doubt they were on their way already, answering the blade’s call. “Come,
Veikr,” he said, “it’s past time we were gone.”The horse sidled up to him, and he leapt into the
saddle. The wanderer knew that they needed to hurry, yet he found himself glancing at the dead
men. More to add to the growing list, then. It had been necessary, their killing, a mercy, perhaps,
but he felt no better for that. After all, their evil had been of the petty kind, sad and desperate
and, in many ways, to be pitied, yet unknowingly their small evil might have called down one far
greater, and so he told himself that there had been no choice.But that made it no easier. Killing,
the taking of a man’s life, he had learned long ago, was the one thing a man could never get
used to.“We go away, Veikr,” he said softly, forcing his gaze away from the corpses. “Only
away.”CHAPTER TWOThey rode for three days and nights.On the sunrise of the fourth day, the
wanderer led his horse to the side of the road and reached into his saddlebags for oats only to
find that the bags were empty. Veikr turned and regarded him expectantly.“I know, I know,” the
wanderer said. “We’ll have to stop by the next town, see if we can trade for some food.”It helped,
sometimes, to talk to the horse. Pushed the loneliness back. Not all the way, but a little, and
sometimes that was enough. It helped even though Veikr didn’t talk back—perhaps because he
didn’t talk back. The ghosts, after all, did nothing to assuage his loneliness, and they talked
plenty—in fact, they did little else.Thinking of the amulet, he glanced down at it, considered
opening it to consult them. In the end, he decided against it. They would have plenty to say, of
course—they always did. The problem wasn’t getting them to talk. It was getting them to agree.
Or, failing that, to not talk at all.“Oats,” he said, pulling himself out of his thoughts. He got
distracted, sometimes, lost in his own thoughts, his own memories. As the years dragged on,
years spent largely alone save for Veikr, it had begun to happen more often. Understandable,
maybe, but it didn’t serve to allow himself to become distracted. It did not serve at all. Distraction
caused mistakes and mistakes caused death. That was a lesson he knew better than most, and
why not?There was no better teacher than pain, no greater reminder of one’s lessons than
grief.“Come on, boy,” he said. “Let’s get you fed.”***It was mid-afternoon when they topped a rise
in the trail, and the wanderer caught sight of a pillar of smoke in the distance, stretching up
above the trees. That was good, he thought. Smoke meant people—at least most times. And



while usually he did his best to avoid them, for people meant trouble—and that, pretty much all
the time—Veikr was beginning to cast annoyed glances back at him as they walked. Not that he
could blame him. Veikr helped him to flee when fleeing was required, carried the majority of their
food and their bedroll and, of course, the wanderer, on his back. The wanderer’s part of that deal
was to feed him and, right now, he was failing.As if to remind him of that fact, Veikr snorted,
giving his head a toss. “I know, I know,” he said, staring off at the distant smoke and feeling more
than a little trepidation. He had never been good with people, and the last hundred years spent
traveling the face of the world alone had done nothing to change that. Still, there was no help for
it. Veikr was hungry, and so was he. He hadn’t stopped in the last three days, not even to hunt for
food, for stopping meant death. With any luck, the people who lived in the distant house might
have some food he could purchase for himself as well.He grabbed hold of Veikr’s reins, but
before he started down the path, he turned, glancing behind him, sniffing the air. Three nights
and three and a half days had passed since his run-in with the bandits, and still there was no
sign. Perhaps there would be none. Perhaps those hunting him had lost the trail, somehow. Even
now, after all these years, he knew very little about how they tracked him.He waited another
moment, watching his backtrail, listening to the sounds of the birds in the trees, the squirrels
skittering in their branches. Then, satisfied—or at least as satisfied as he was likely to get—he
nodded to the horse. “Come on.”He started down the path, Veikr beside him.After an hour of
walking, he became aware of the sound of distant rushing water off to his left, through the trees,
and he led the horse in the direction of the sound. A short while later they stood looking at a
creek.Just seeing it, he began to feel parched. His throat was coated in the dust of the trail, and
his water had run out over a day ago. Still, when he walked to the creek and knelt, he forced
himself to take small sips, scooping the water up in his hands.A moment later, Veikr ambled up
beside him and began drinking as well. “Not too fast,” he said. “Easy, boy.”The horse ignored
him.“Fine,” he said, “but I don’t want to hear any complaining if you end up with a stomach
ache.”When he was finished, he sat back while the horse had his fill. Finally, Veikr turned to him,
and he nodded. “Alright. Let’s go.”The horse gave its head a shake, and he frowned.
“What?”Veikr stepped forward, pushing him with his muzzle, then glancing at the
creek.“What?”The horse looked at him, and somehow seemed to communicate, in his placid
gaze, that he was a fool. Then turned and glanced meaningfully at where the smoke could be
seen rising over the trees.The wanderer grunted. “Okay, so we both need baths.”The horse
turned and looked at him again, and he sighed. “Fine…I need a bath. Watch our stuff, huh? Try
not to let one of those squirrels make away with it.”Veikr snorted as if to show exactly what he
thought of that. The wanderer stripped out of his clothes and stepped into the creek. Winter was
coming on, and the water was cool against his skin, but he did not mind.He waded out into the
water, enjoying the feeling of weightlessness, of being buoyed up.As he stood there, bathing,
feeling the cool water and the warm sun, listening to the sounds of the birds and the squirrels, he
reflected, as he often had over the years, that many men spent their entire lives looking for
peace but that such a quest was a fool’s errand. Peace wasn’t something a man could find for



the looking. Instead, it found him. It found him in brief moments like this, so quick that a man, if
he weren’t paying attention, might not notice at all, and so rare that he could never be sure that
this time wasn’t the last time.He took his time, washing the road dust off, running his hands
through his brown hair to work the worst of the tangles out, soaking in not just the water but the
feeling of being refreshed, of somehow being made anew. Finally, though, it was done, and he
started back toward where Veikr stood, meaning to retrieve his other change of clothes from the
saddlebags.That was when he noticed the first thing that bothered him. Veikr was not cropping
at the grass as he would have expected. Instead, the horse’s ears were pulled back, and his
nostrils were elongated, sure signs that something was making him anxious. The wanderer
froze, looking around him, listening, and that was when he noticed the second thing—the quiet.
The birds, which had been chirping and singing when he’d stepped into the creek, had gone
deathly silent. The squirrels no longer skittered around the branches of the nearby trees, and
even the branches of the trees themselves seemed to have frozen from where they’d swayed in
the wind.The world was silent, so silent that had it not been for Veikr’s rapid breathing, the
wanderer might have thought he’d gone deaf. He slowly looked around at the trees gathered
around the clearing, seeing nothing. But then, that meant nothing.He’d left his sword—his sword,
not the cursed blade he carried—lying on the shore, only a few feet away now, but it might as
well have been a mile, if the silence had been caused by what he thought.Still, he knew that,
without it, he didn’t stand a chance, so he sprinted the several steps toward it, diving at the last
moment. He hit the ground in a roll, scooping the blade up in his hands and felt a whoosh of
displaced air as something sawed through the space inches above him.He finished the
movement, coming to his feet and spinning, but whatever it had been was already gone, the only
proof it was anything more than his imagination coming in the form of the cracking of twigs
somewhere within the trees.
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The Blade, “Loved it!. I read a lot of different genres because what makes a book good is more
about the author's ability to write than the topic. Jacob Peppers is my current favorite fantasy
author. He knows how to craft a good story and how to write it so that you can get lost in that
story.I am often sceptical of independant writers as they can be somewhat hit or miss. But I know
of no author in today's market, independant or not, who writes better than Jacob Peppers.This
excellent book is the first book in a new series. The only downside to reading this book is the
need to wait for the second book!I thoroghly enjoyed this read. The protagonist is well developed
and created in-depth. The antagonists are presented in a way that one can easily buy into the
main conflict. The battle scenes and individual fight scenes are very well crafted and easy to
envision. The personal touches, like a little girl and a horse, are both moving and realistic.Buy
this book. You will not be sorry.”

Manie Kilian, “A little girl and a horse. The Eternals lost the war... Except for the youngest of
them, Ungr.Escaping with the sword of the opposition General Ungr led a nomadic life as the
opposition and their creatures hunted for him.Ungr was just surviving until the day he heard the
voice of a little girl and came upon a family that somehow made him feel part of the human race
again.And Ungr starts to feel a need to fight back.Author Jacob Peppers in The Wondering
Sword describes an apocalyptic dark fantasy world on the edge of being realized but for the
actions of one lonely conflicted Eternal. And his horse, Veigr.Despite the dark theme it is the
actions of a little girl and Veigr that provides some lighter moments in a rather sombre reality.
This is also what makes a reader devour the story to see what happens next.Enjoy.”

Lena, “I'm ready for the next book.. NOW. The only thing I don't like about Jacob's writing is.. it
can't keep up with MY reading!! Work faster. :) (jk) This is a very good book . Somewhat
different in it's story line.. I like it.. Very much.. Do yourselves a favor. Read it. I'm not going to
explain it to you.. Just do what I did.. READ IT.I must state this though. It is my pet peeve.. I don't
like stories written for teens.. I can't identify with the main character.. I'm the 'mid life' conflicted
warrior' 'tough old ranger' type.. If the protagonist is a 5 to 20 year old boy/girl.. You've lost me as
a reader... Unless you can capture me in the first few pages and I see that the 'kid' is going to
grow quickly into an adult. So far Jacob has steered 'fairly' clear of that trap.. There's a few
though. Jacob tells a good story consistently. I've read everything he's written from the Silent
Blade on down and not been disappointed. I did stumble a little with the 'warriors curse'.. but it
whipped in to shape fairly quickly.”

Gerard T. Vorce, “An outstanding fiction read. I'm an old fiction reader who first read r a Jordan
and could not lay down the series on the dark elf Drizzly Dourdan. I also enjoyed the series
Wheel of time another excellent fiction author. So I like the you presented your lead character
and the approach you made to keep your story line close and not let it get away from you. What



can I say but good on you. I look to reading more. thank you for an enjoyable read. I read a
book on average 2-3 days and since I am an Amazon reader I can keep this pace up for weeks
on end. So what you say well I can judge a good fiction writer from an average so I put you with
two authors I respect very much”

ivy cook, “Oh my!!!!. I normally don't indulge in fantasy very often, but something about this book
caught my attention and I decided to start reading it. Took it camping with us, thinking it will be a
leisurely slow read, I saved it for the first night by the campfire.... Oh, how wrong I was!!! This is
simply AMAZING!!! I don't know how the author did it, but he makes the reader fall in love with
what seemed as a heartless, soulless almost robot like main character, as he slowly turns him
into a true hero right before your eyes! I can't wait for the second book!!!”

BRR, “I loved it! if you like your fantasy with swords here it is. I thought at first it was going to be
rather boring but the more I read the more the characters came to life. By the end of the book I
was sitting on the edge of my seat. Literally, the edge of my seat! I think the slow start was in my
own head as I was trying to read after long days of taking care of everyone on the farm. But I
finished it in an airport waiting on a plane. Loved it! I have read the Seven Virtues series & will
look forward to the rest of this series. Thank you Mr. Pepper for hearty stories I can thoroughly
enjoy!”

Ebook Library Reader, “Fantastic Book. This is one of the best fantasy novels I have read in over
60 years . An heroic main character with a wonderful supporting cast . The story is engaging and
filled with excellent details and excitement . Woop ! Can't wait for the next book . Thanks Mr.
Peppers for creating this memorable world .”

Lorie, “Excellent. This book devoured me. My heart, my soul , my imagination. It was one of the
best books I've read, and I've been reading for over 50 years. The Wanderer catches your
sympathy and awareness from the first scene. Then he pulls his sword and you imagion him as
poetry in motion. His character is sad, conflicted, lonely, and ultimately heroic. The only thing I
didn't like about it was it ended. I can't wait to see what's next.”

Glen Davis, “Nice one Mr Peppers. There's lots of evil to fight and many people who need help.
This gives the basis of many a western movie. I'm mainly picturing Cint Eastwood in this very
clever re-imagining of the theme.As with his other books this has plenty of well paced action and
is a really good start to another promising series.”

Kevin Mackie, “Excellent read. It didn't take long for me to get booked into the book, great
character building, the characters may be flawed and imperfect but still doing what needs to be
done. I eagerly await the next installment.”



MacB, “Really enjoyed this first book of the series. Great start to what promises to be a fabulous
series. Likeable characters - can't wait to join them again! Thanks Jacob ”

Lee, “Great character development!!. Well paced and very well written. A joy to read and looking
forward to more if the same. Well done”

NelsonR, “A real page turner. Really enjoyed this book and I’ve read lots of fantasy stories. Good
story and characters with plenty of action. Looking forward to the second book.”

The book by Jacob Peppers has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 354 people have provided feedback.
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