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“Son of a bitch…” I muttered as I struck flint to steel for what seemed the hundredth time. I’d been living rough for several weeks now, but I still hadn’t discovered the trick of starting the bloody fire on demand. I continued to bang the flint and steel together for several minutes before a tiny spark caught in the tinder. Hardly daring to breathe, I coaxed the tiny flame to life, and soon enough had a merrily crackling fire.

I lay back with a small sigh of satisfaction. It would have been a shame if I had to eat my dinner raw again. I picked up the skinned and skewered hare resting on the flat rock to my left and placed it on my makeshift spit, which consisted of a couple forked sticks set in the ground to either side of the fire. I was proud of my hare. I brought it down with a thrown dagger from several yards away. A nice shot. Tough angle.

I crossed my arms behind my head and lay back on my rolled up cloak. It was a comfortable night, so I didn’t need it to stay warm. The stars were out, and I could clearly see all of the familiar constellations. The Boar, eternally fleeing the Huntress. The Smiling Man, arms crossed before his chest. And, of course, the Swordsman. The cause of all my problems.

I sighed. I’d been doing that a lot lately. My thoughts wandered back to my previous life. I say previous life, but it was actually no more than a month ago. Well, as the sages say, time flies when you’re running for your life. But I digress.

I was the youngest son of a respected and powerful noble family, the Baleshadows. Don’t ask me where the name came from, because I’m not entirely certain. Perhaps some imbecilic ancestor picked it out because he thought it sounded fearsome. Where was I? Ah, yes. Youngest son. Powerful family. Absolute bastard of a father.

As the youngest of four sons, I stood little chance of inheriting anything. That was perfectly acceptable as far as I was concerned. Not for me the endless Court intrigues and petty politics, jostling for position among the rival families. No, I wanted to be a man of science. I wished to unravel the mysteries of the world, uncover those truths hidden behind the veil of superstition and uncertainty. My tutors said I showed great promise.

Of course, Father would have none of it. The Baleshadows were warriors. Always had been, always would be. He dismissed most of my tutors and replaced them with weapon masters. They drilled me endlessly in the arts of swordplay and unarmed combat. I went to bed every night covered in cuts and bruises. Sometimes with cracked ribs, too. Then I would get up at dawn and do the same thing the next day.

No one felt more surprised than me, save perhaps Father, when I showed a greater aptitude for swordsmanship than I did for my studies. I merely needed to be shown something once and I had it mastered. Soon Father had to bring in more skilled weapons masters, as I outpaced those who came before. Father was extraordinarily pleased. He managed to turn his mild-mannered, studious son into a warrior.

I fought in my first duel at the age of sixteen. I don’t rightly remember what it was over. I want to say it involved a hat. Needless to say, I killed the young aristo. Easily. He never stood a chance. Truthfully, and somewhat surprisingly, I found the experience exhilarating.

I fought many more duels after that. I acquired a reputation as a skilled fighter, and many sought to test themselves against me, either for honor, or because they took exception to my killing of their friends and family. I beat them all, and killed most. It was the most fun I’d had in my life.

Eventually people stopped challenging me, and I became a champion for others’ duels. It was still fun, and the pay was good, but Father put a stop to that. No son of his would be allowed act like a common sellsword. He forbade me from fighting any more duels without having gained his express permission beforehand. I was starting to make the Family too many enemies. So I did the only sensible thing a person in my position could do.

I went on a three-day drinking binge. During one of my drunker moments I became separated from my group of drinking companions. We were in the marketplace at the time, which was very crowded. Finding them would not be easy. The sun was bright overhead, and hurt my eyes. My head began to pound, and I thought it a good idea to duck into the dark interior of a nearby tent.

Surrounded by cool darkness, I breathed a sigh of relief. I began to think that perhaps it was time to cut back on the wine, maybe catch some sleep. The pile of rugs to my left seemed especially inviting. That was when I noticed the old woman.

She was short, and wrinkled beyond all description. Her age must have been measured in centuries, rather than years. She wore a shapeless gray dress that looked suspiciously like potato sacking.

“Tell yer fortune, aristo?” she asked me in a cracked voice.

That explained her wizened appearance and unfortunate state of dress. It goes with the territory. If you wear silks and satins, you’re a seer. If you wear bags that also happen to be hand-me-downs, you’re a fortune teller.

With the drink in me I was feeling rather magnanimous. And I had ducked into her tent after all. I reached into my belt pouch and tossed her a gold crown. Her hand flashed out and snatched it from the air. She bit into the coin with her two remaining teeth before making it quickly disappear into the folds of her dress. At least I hoped they were folds of her dress.

“Right then, aristo, let’s git down to business. You be wantin’ the short version or the mystical version?” She looked at the state I was in. “Righto, short version it be.

“Till now, ye’ve only been livin’ fer yerself. Ye need ta make a choice. Will ye keep on yer path of senseless slaughter? Or will ye put yer skills toward somethin’ that has meaning?”

I stood there for several moments.

“That’s it?” I said at last. She nodded. “You are, without a doubt, the absolute worst fortune teller I’ve ever come across.” I turned and staggered out.

After that annoying fortune, and the loss of a gold crown, I was in no mood to find my friends. I went in search of another drink, something a little stronger than wine. This of course led me down to the docks. I wasn’t usually much for slumming, but it felt appropriate, and it was a short walk.

Despite my plan, I didn’t drink much for the rest of the day. Well, relatively much. The hag’s words bothered me. I started getting a headache and decided it was time to go back to the family estate and sleep for a week. I emerged from the dive and discovered it was night already. Maybe I drank more than I thought.

I walked up the dimly lit street toward the aristocrat quarter. The footpads and cutpurses left me alone after I stabbed one of them. I’m fairly certain it wasn’t fatal. The sky was clear, a rarity, what with all the fog the docks usually get, and the stars were out. I looked up and saw the Swordsman looking down at me.

I looked back up at him and wondered what he would think of me. In the legends, the Swordsman always fought for Good and Justice and all other sorts of capitalized concepts. As a reward, he was placed up into the sky to watch over the world for all eternity. I snorted. Yeah, some reward. I happily threw him an obscene gesture and made to continue on my way, when a noise from a nearby alley caught my attention.

I found myself suddenly sober. I stalked over to the alley and looked in. In the deep shadows toward the back, I saw a struggle taking place. A man in noble’s clothes was assaulting a young peasant girl. A basket of fish lay overturned nearby, forgotten. One of the fish had been crushed underfoot.

This was too much. I never cared about peasants before, but even they didn’t deserve this. I ran over to the noble and grabbed the back of his neck, forcibly pulling him away. I threw him contemptuously to the ground and made sure the peasant was all right before turning to look at her assailant.

He was wearing a bright red jacket with puffy sleeves, blue hose, and boots that looked so fine they would wear out simply by walking between rooms. He wore a powdered wig and enough cosmetics to put a dockside whore to shame. Large rings glimmered on every finger. But the most noticeable thing about him was the large, now somewhat crumpled hat he wore on his head.

“How DARE you? This hat cost me 350 gold crowns!” He looked up at me in wrathful indignation. “Do you have any idea who I am?”

“Not really. Though I’d wager you were a performer of some renown. Has the circus returned to the city, by any chance?”

The man went scarlet under his layers of makeup, causing him to turn a rather lovely shade of pink. “I’ll kill you for your insolence!” he shrieked, surging to his feet, a dagger appearing in his hand.

The old thrill ran through me once again, and I smiled. I slapped the dagger out of his grasp with contemptuous ease, then reached out and slammed his head against the alley wall. It made a very satisfying thud. The pompous ass slid down the wall, leaving a trail of blood, before falling over. He did not move. Behind me, the peasant girl started to cry, and I left without turning around.

I made it home without incident, and slept through most of the next day. I woke up with a splitting headache, as was to be expected. Still, I dragged myself down to the dining room and had the servants prepare me a simple meal of porridge and tea. As I doggedly forced myself to eat, Chaz, my personal servant, approached me.

“Milord, have you heard the news?” he asked me.

“News? What news? I just woke up minutes ago.”

“Well, milord, it appears that Lord Tonberry was murdered in an alley last night. His skull was staved in.”

Ah, my handiwork had been discovered. Still, the bastard had deserved it. I felt good about myself, having done a good deed. His name seemed somewhat familiar, though. “Tonberry, Tonberry…where have I heard that name before?”

“He was visiting the city for the upcoming holidays, milord. Many have been making a great deal out of his attendance. I’m not certain I agree. By all accounts he is a bit of an ass. Absolutely abhorrent fashion sense.”

I smiled. It was refreshing, having a servant who wasn’t afraid to speak his mind. Still, something bothered me. “This Tonberry. If he is as foolish as you say, why is everyone making such a fuss over his arrival? And death, I suppose.” I spooned some porridge into my mouth.

Chaz shot me a reproachful look. “Well, milord, he is second cousin to the King.”

Although it didn’t have very far to go, the porridge turned to ash in my mouth. Oh, shit. Shit and bloody piss. I’d managed to kill a royal. I placed my spoon on the table and took a swig of tea.

“Do they have any suspects yet?” I asked nonchalantly, though I was cold inside at the prospect of an answer.

“No, milord. They suspect it was a common footpad. Although, the butcher mentioned something about a witness when he dropped off his delivery a short while ago.”

“Thank you, Chaz. That will be all for now.” I dismissed him with a wave of my hand. Chaz bowed before turning and walking away.

They found the girl. If they got an accurate description out of her, I was well and truly fucked. I had to leave the city, possibly the kingdom. To start with, I left the dining table. I spent the next hour packing the gear I would need on the run. I took my weapons, some food, and my personal savings, as well as sturdy traveling clothes. I needed to travel light.

I dashed down to the stables and had the stable boy ready my horse. I led the horse from the stable to the manor courtyard. Where I encountered my father. The Lord Baleshadow was a big man, much bigger than me. Where I tended to leanness, Father, like my brothers, tended to absurdly large muscles. He’d been trained as a warrior since a very young age, and was considered an exemplary swordsman. He was holding a naked blade.

“Father,” I said.

“Boy,” he replied.

“So you know, then.”

“Yes. The Captain of the Guard recognized your description, even if nobody else did. He came to me and offered to remain silent if I gave him a large enough incentive. I gave him some crowns, but he will talk eventually. I’m having him killed tonight. The Family is safe.

“But, you, boy, you’ve become a liability.”

I drew my sword and dagger and dropped into a ready stance. “We don’t have to do this, Father. Let me go, and you’ll never have to see me again.”

“Unfortunately, boy, I’m afraid that’s just not good enough.”

He rushed forward, and I met him in a flash of steel.

I opened my eyes and came out of my doze. The rabbit had finished cooking, and the delicious smell made my mouth water. I removed the spit from the fire and tore a leg off the hare.

A small while later, most of the rabbit had been devoured, and the rest wrapped in a clean cloth for later. I almost fell asleep right then, but the sound of hooves snapped me out of my reverie. Four riders rode in out of the dark, stopping just inside the fire’s light. They wore dark cloaks with the hoods pulled forward, and all were visibly armed.

The leader dismounted and stepped forward. He pulled back his hood, revealing a scarred and lined face. “Master Baleshadow, I presume?”

I sighed. “I am simply Bale now. I’ve given up my full name.”

“How…quaint.” He sneered. “Your brothers send their regards.”

“I imagine they do,” I said as the other three killers dismounted and drew swords.

“We’ll never let you cross the border into UnMod,” the leader spoke.

“And if we bring your head back on a spike, we’ll get a bonus,” piped up one of the underlings.

“That’s what the last group said,” I replied easily. “Say, do any of you have some fire sticks, by any chance? My flint and steel are lousy.” The killers looked at one another in confusion for a moment, before one of the underlings raised a hand.

“Excellent,” I said, drawing my sword and dagger. I smiled, and they began to die.

