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We were surrounded by frogs. I don’t just mean there were a few nearby. No. I mean we were literally swamped with them, to the point where it was impossible to move more than two feet without stepping on one of the blasted things. As Zanz, currently scraping assorted amphibian viscera from the bottom of his boots, could readily attest. 

My traveling companions and I first encountered each other in the city of Aimms a week or so ago, under less than optimal circumstances. By less than optimal, I mean during the slaughter of a good portion of a mercenary company. Needless to say, we were forced to leave, and quickly, as we much preferred our heads still attached to our shoulders. They may have been worth a goodly amount of gold to the mercenaries, but they were rather more valuable to us. 

We fled south, deeper into Unmod, in the attempt to evade our pursuers. After throwing them off our trail, we struck out to the east and north, heading for Canara. While it was a relief to leave behind the stifling heat of the deserts of Unmod, the frequent spring rains that occurred as we approached Canara presented their own problems. 

And then of course there were the frogs. 

Our campsite was situated inside a small grove of trees that straddled an even smaller stream. It afforded us a good deal of concealment and ready access to fresh water; all we had to do was share with the busily mating amphibian population. There were worse campsites, though I could think of few more annoying. The incessant croaking would make falling asleep difficult. 

At the moment I was taking care of my horse. I’d already removed his saddle and saddle blanket and was now brushing his coat. He’d been ridden hard for the past few days, and he deserved it. He seemed to agree, as every time I tried to stop he snapped at me. For the moment he seemed content enough munching on the lush green grass, but I would wait another couple minutes before chancing it again. 

Zanz, as I mentioned before, was scraping frog guts off his footwear. No matter how carefully he stepped, one of the frogs always managed to throw itself in his path at the last second. Eventually he gave up trying to walk, sat where he was currently standing, and tried to salvage his boots. He swore regularly. 

Fenrir was sleeping, or at least trying to appear asleep. He lay on the grass with his hands crossed behind his head and his armor in a pile next to him. His halberd lay within easy reach, but he had forgone the removal of his gauntlets. A small snore escaped his lips. So much for pretending. 

Dew sat on the grass with a piece of canvas. He seemed to be sketching a picture of one of our fellow tenants. Every night before he went to sleep he would draw something, provided there was still light when we stopped. I had looked at some of them and been impressed. 

I frowned. Out of all my companions, Dew was somewhat of a mystery. Zanz and Fenrir were easier to figure out. Zanz would go wherever there was fighting and the prospect of booze. As long as he was hitting something, or passed out on the floor, he was happy. I suspected Fenrir to be on the run from something in his past. Not literally; at least I didn’t think so. Nevertheless, something haunted him. 

Dew’s motivations were more unclear. Supposedly he knew Fenrir from way back and traveled with him in order to get his mind off some girl. Still, he seemed to be remarkably well-informed for someone on the run. I mentally shrugged and put my suspicions on hold. I had absolutely no reason to suspect any member of the group, aside from my own natural paranoia. After all, they had saved me from a rather embarrassing death. 

I smiled. Even if my paranoia turned out to be correct, I was confident in my ability to take care of myself. Yes, my companions were skilled fighters. 

But I was better. 

Evidently my horse remained satisfied with his current level of currying, as he didn’t try to remove several of my fingers as I pulled away. I replaced the brush in my saddlebag before striding away from the camp, careful to watch where I stepped. No one remarked on my absence. 

I walked farther into the grove until the camp was lost to sight. The spot I chose was a small clearing approximately fifteen feet in diameter, bounded by trees on three sides and the tiny stream on the fourth. I nodded to myself. It would suffice. 

I stripped down to my trousers, hanging my shirt on a nearby branch and placing my boots underneath. I moved back into the center of the clearing and stood calmly, composing myself. Quickly, I drew my blades. My slim sword leapt into my right hand, and my long dueling dagger found itself in my left. I saluted, more out of habit than anything, and began my exercises. 

I started out slowly so as to stretch my muscles. My strokes were smooth and graceful, moving from point to point with calm assurance. I wove my blades back and forth, one movement flowing imperceptibly into the other. 

Despite the relative lack of speed, I warmed up quickly and moved into the second phase of my routine. Using a technique my master taught me, I called up an imaginary foe. Many fighters used imaginary opponents to hone their skills, which was no secret. But my concentration was such that it appeared almost solid to my eyes. 

Back and forth we danced, my phantom and I. My blades flashed out, meeting the imaginary weapons of my opponent and generating transparent sparks with each silent clash. I grimaced and forced myself to greater speed. My phantom matched me, stroke for stroke, and then it lunged forward. In that moment it was no longer a generic opponent, but rather a specter in the shape of my former master. I leaped backward, out of range, and regarded the shade in front of me. My concentration broken, I watched it fade away. As it did so, its spectral mouth seemed to form a single word. 

An almost-forgotten memory resurfaced. In my mind’s eye, I saw myself in the courtyard of my family’s manor. A much younger version of me stood panting in the center of the courtyard, struggling to hold a heavy training sword. Opposite my younger self stood a tall man with long brown hair and a face that seemed composed entirely of sharp angles. He also held a blunted training sword in his right hand, and even standing still he looked profoundly dangerous. My master. 

“Mark my words, young lord Bale, and mark them well,” my master said, his deep, smooth voice at odds with the harshness of his face. “Speed is not the main thing. It is not the most important thing. It is everything. There is no room for hesitation or second thoughts, no room for error. Do you understand?” My younger self nodded slowly. “Good. Now begin again.” 

My younger self lifted his blade, and I found myself back in the clearing once again. I dropped into a ready stance and raised my weapons. I closed my eyes. Speed, I heard my master’s shade say once again. My eyes snapped open. 

Concentrating, several shadowed adversaries formed about me. I moved forward and struck out at them, my blades moving faster than even my eyes could follow. I wove a gleaming curtain of steel, a cage that kept my imaginary attackers’ phantom swords at bay. I spun and dodged, lashed out with knees and feet, and threw my body through seldom used acrobatic maneuvers. I lost all sense of time as I devoted myself entirely to my art. 

At some point I stopped and merely stood in the center of the clearing, my breathing harsh and sweat pouring off me in streams. My phantoms had departed unnoticed, leaving me alone. Though physically exhausted, my mind continued to race. 

Dusk had arrived, and bugs swarmed in the air. I sensed movement behind me, and again near the edge of the clearing. I spun clockwise and my sword cleaved the air. At the same time, my dagger flew from my left hand and embedded itself in a tree. All of this happened without conscious thought. 

I blinked. At my feet lay the sundered halves of a frog, and another kicked feebly from its position nailed to a tree. They must have been leaping after bugs when my blades struck them from the air. 

I shrugged. It was of no consequence. I reclaimed my knife and cleaned my weapons before stripping entirely and washing myself at the stream. The water felt blessedly cold. As I lay there, allowing the water to rush over me, I looked down at my body and the innumerable scars of past duels and recent skirmishes. 

Other words my master once spoke returned to me. He said that although there was honor in me, there also lurked a killer. As long as I lived, there would always remain a drive to fight, to glory in my skill and prove myself to be the best. My life would be a constant struggle to suppress the beast that hid within me. 

I reflected on what I would do upon reaching Canara. I considered pursuing my childhood aspiration, of finally becoming a man of the sciences. Sadly, I realized that it would never be enough. 

Eventually I would return to camp, and the light of a fire, but not just yet. I lay on my back in the rushing waters, and watched the world darken.
