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      Bafion hesitated before deciding where to strike, annoyed that it had come to this. Some people were too stupid to be left in charge of their own affairs. The man opposite him was one such person. Bafion chose the left shoulder. Not fatal, but hopefully enough to satisfy his obligations without killing. He thrust his rapier quickly, accurately, and to the man’s surprise.

      ‘Ow,’ the man said. ‘Why in hells did you have to go an’ do that?’

      Bafion stood a few paces from the shabby little man. They were in the living room of the man’s small apartment, which was just as shabby as he was. The man’s reaction was dictated by shock, and Bafion knew it would take a few moments before the fact that he had been stabbed with a sword took hold.

      Bafion didn’t like having to do it, but he was supposed to maim the man; something visible, something gruesome, something that would send a message. This cut was far less than he would have received were someone else meting out the punishment. Bafion’s instructions stated that if the man died, it would be of little consequence. Bafion’s employer seemed to have given up hope of ever being paid. As it was, Bafion had directed his blade through the fleshy part of the man’s arm and it would heal well enough.

      ‘You know bloody well why I did it,’ Bafion said. ‘You had your chance. You brought it on yourself. You still owe the boss five crowns. I’ll be back to finish the job if you don’t pay by the end of the week.’

      The man clutched at his left shoulder with a look of sullen indignation that irritated Bafion. The man had brought this on himself; everyone that Bafion visited did, and yet somehow he still believed that Bafion had wronged him. If anything, Bafion had done him a favour, but he would get no credit for it. When he went to get paid he would have to explain why the man was not missing his nose, an ear, or an assortment of fingers. He wondered which of them was the bigger fool.

      ‘Go and see a physician,’ Bafion said, ‘before the wound goes bad. And pay up. Soon, or I’ll be back.’

      The man stared dumbly at Bafion but said nothing. Bafion turned to leave and noticed a small child peering around the edge of the doorway. The man’s child? Debt collection always left him feeling sullied, but having a child stare at him and wonder why he had hurt her father made him want to vomit. He had to eat, though. Sometimes he wondered if it would be better if he didn’t bother. It was a fine existence for a gentleman, a banneret, and a leading blade. In reality however, he knew that he was no longer any of those things.

      

      Jacco Nozza was a busy man. Tanosa was not a big city, but a city it was, and he liked to think of it as his city. His rivals were long since crushed, and those who remained were small and of no threat. He had as much influence in running it as the Count or any of his ministers. He also reckoned he was more worthy to run it; he had come to his position on ruthless merit, while they had come to theirs by happenstance of birth.

      Despite the demands on his time, there were some things that deserved his absolute attention, and some moments that he refused to share with anyone. The subject of those moments had varied over the years, but that day it was a letter that had just arrived. It came from Ostenheim, which could only mean one thing. He rarely had any dealings in Ostenheim. He was not so vain or conceited to think his influence extended there, and he was smart enough to realise that any of the larger figures of Ostenheim’s underworld could crush him with little effort. Nozza was a big fish in a middling sized pond, and he was content with that.

      Nozza broke the black wax seal on the letter with a sensation verging on glee. He had been waiting for the information contained within for some time. His anticipation was such that his hands shook as he unfolded the paper. He held his breath as he read the contents. A name and an address. He put it down on his desk and leaned back into his leather chair with a sense of satisfaction that he knew was only going to grow in coming days. The letter heralded that a man was going to die; a man who had wronged Nozza. His name was Nicolo dal Sason, and his violent death was now a certainty. Nozza allowed himself enjoy the feeling for a few moments before returning to the day to day business of managing his little empire.

      

      Bafion walked into his apartment, almost passing by the note that had been pushed under the door without spotting it. He stopped and looked at it for a moment, but knew who it was from—there was only one person who sent him messages. He was surprised that his act of mercy had been discovered so quickly, but the man was stupid, indiscreet. Instead of lying low he was probably spending what little coin he had—coin that he owed—in a tavern trying to drown the pain in his shoulder and telling anyone who would listen of how he escaped death, of how Jacco Nozza and his henchmen weren’t as merciless as they might have you believe. Like as not, Bafion would have to pay him another visit the next morning. There would be no mercy then.

      Bafion felt a flutter of anxiety when it occurred to him that the note might be summoning him to his death, but it faded when he remembered that if it did, he didn’t care. The anxiety was a primal instinct for survival rising above self-loathing and despair for an instant. It passed quickly. His disobedience that day was hardly enough to warrant such severe punishment. For that release, he would have to do something far more recalcitrant.

      With little mystery attached to the note, he shut the door and made his way to the cupboard over his water basin. There was a piece of bread there that was a day or two beyond its best, but when coupled with a cup of warm water it wasn’t so bad.

      He sat on a chair and stared at the note as he ate. He wondered what his boss might want of him this time. Someone else cut, or simply frightened? Nozza liked to inject a touch of the theatrical into his dealings; fear was as effective a tool as violence, he always said. Dead men couldn’t pay their debts.

      Bafion’s jaw ached as he finished the tough bread. It would probably have been better left to the mice. He stood and picked up the note, not seeing any reason to put it off any longer. He broke the black wax seal—Nozza and his men always used black wax, clichéd and trite though it was—and opened the note. A place, a time; nothing more. As he expected. He crumpled it in one hand and threw it at the rubbish bin beside the water basin. He swore when it bounced off the wall and away in the wrong direction, a metaphor for his life.

      

      Nozza had been looking forward to his last meeting all day. Bafion might be broken, disgraced, and drunk as often as not, but none of that had managed to dull his blade, or his skill with it. Irritating crises of conscience aside, he was useful. Indeed, Nozza felt genuinely lucky to have such a man at his disposal. All the more so when he came so cheap.

      Nozza had done a little research into Bafion when he had first come to his attention. Bafion had introduced himself simply as that, Bafion, and described himself as a banneret; seemingly the only thing about himself that he viewed as having worth. That he was a banneret could not be in doubt. Only a man who had been trained at Ostenheim’s great Academy could use a sword the way Bafion did. He also had the bearing and accent of an aristocrat, although the years in which Nozza had known him had worn some of that polish off.

      Nozza often wondered what brought a man like Bafion to the life he now had, living in a dingy apartment in a regional city, working for a fraction of what he was worth for an employer most men of his ilk would consider too far beneath them to even acknowledge. He had demonstrated skill that quite astonished Nozza, and on one occasion even managed to save Nozza’s life when it looked as though his reign in Tanosa’s underworld was about to be brought to a premature end. Bafion had far more ability than a man in his situation ought to. It was enough to lift him back out of the cesspit if he chose, but he seemed to have lost all will for life. Nozza was not one to complain; he was glad to have him. Still, he was curious. It was a broken heart most likely—aristocratic types had foolish notions about such things, although Nozza found himself in a position where he could empathise, for his own heart bore an open wound.

      Nozza had a daughter, Constanza. She was the light of his life. When she was old enough, he had sent her away to Ostenheim to be educated in literature, music, art, and all the finer things in life. He intended for her to be a governess or a tutor; some such respectable position in life that would keep her away from the filth that he had to deal with every day.

      During her years in the city, she had mixed in society, with Lord dal this and Lady dal that and Nozza could not have been more proud. He had expected that she would marry a gentleman—a man of minor title and substance—and have gentle children. Their proud grandfather could watch on as they enjoyed a life he could not even have begun to imagine when he was a child.

      That dream had been destroyed however; through her carelessness and a randy nobleman who couldn’t keep his prick in his britches. Now she was back in Tanosa, with a child and a scandal that not even his influence could erase. Back in the filth and there to stay. The poor child would never know who his father was, would never know the privileged life that Nozza had intended for his grandson.

      Nozza had not entertained many dreams in his life. There was never the time for them when fighting one’s way up through a mire. To dream was to hope and hope rarely ended with anything other than disappointment. His dream for Constanza was perhaps the only one he had ever allowed himself. And a whoreson nobleman had robbed him of it. She was an obstinate girl, however, and refused to reveal who had put her in the family way. He wondered if she genuinely believed that would stop him from finding out. It had taken a little while, and a lot of money, but the arrival of the note that morning proved that where there was a will, there was a way. Nozza had never met Nicolo dal Sason, but he would order his death and not lose a moment’s sleep over it.

      

      Bafion shambled into Nozza’s office wearing worn out fighting clothes that once were fine and well tailored, but now made him look like any other down on his luck mercenary. It had been several days since he last shaved. His tunic stank of the previous night’s dinner—a bottle of something the vendor had sworn was whisky, but was very definitely not. It was alcohol, though, so Bafion drank it. And spilled a good deal on his tunic it seemed.

      ‘I’m glad to see you’re fighting fit,’ Nozza said.

      Bafion shrugged but said nothing. He might have to work for Nozza, but he didn’t have to pretend to enjoy it.

      ‘I have something I need you to do,’ Nozza said.

      ‘What?’ Bafion’s curiosity was piqued, but only a little. Instead of getting a dressing down, or a blade in the back for having let the last unfortunate live, he was being offered more work. An unexpected development, but not a particularly welcome one.

      ‘I need you to kill someone in Ostenheim.’

      Nozza was not a man to refuse, but Bafion had no desire to ever return to the city. ‘Isn’t there anyone else who can do it?’

      ‘No. I need a gentleman killed so I need a gentleman to kill him.’

      The murder of an aristocrat drew more attention than the usual type of killing Nozza ordered. He was too clever to bring that type of trouble to his door, smart enough to know there was a better way. An aristocrat killed in a gentlemanly duel—even if it was nothing more than a pretty façade for an assassination—would attract little more than a glance.

      ‘How much?’ Bafion said. If he was going to go back to Ostenheim, he’d at least make sure he was well paid for it.

      ‘Expenses. Not a penny more.’

      Punishment for letting the other man live? Nozza could go to hell if he thought Bafion would scurry off to Ostenheim on the threat of punishment. He made to stand up.

      ‘Top billing at Count Talens’s Arena. Any date you choose.’

      Bafion stopped and lowered himself back into the seat. He had fallen through the cracks of society. Disgraced and all but forgotten, there was no road back to anything even resembling the life he had before. The opportunity to duel in the city’s finest arena could get him close, however. Even after so long the thought of it set his heart racing; hope for something better still lurked deep within him. He wondered how much of a toll the booze and self-neglect had taken. Could he make anything of the opportunity he was being offered? That was not the only problem, however.

      ‘I’m not eligible to duel anymore. No licence,’ Bafion said.

      ‘I know the trouble you’ve been having finding an arena to give you a match. I can take care of that. Do this for me, and I’ll see that you get your chance. You’ll have your licence. I’ll even throw in a new set of duelling clothes.’

      Bafion chewed his lip. He hated who he was, what he had become. ‘Who do I have to kill?’

      Nozza smiled and slid the letter he had received that morning across his desk.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          2

        

        
          The City of Ostenheim

        

      

    

    
      It had been many years since Bafion was last in Ostenheim. So many that he expected things to have changed. He walked through the North Gate of the city and took in the sights, the sounds, the smells. He couldn’t see anything different as he made his way to the central square, Crossways, and found he was disappointed. So much had changed in his life. He felt the city should have also, but it had not.

      The faces may have been different, but it was the same watchmen, the same market traders, the same petty criminals lurking on the fringes, all doing the same things they had been doing on the day he had left the city.

      There was an inn that he knew of, not in a part of the city that he had frequented in his youth, but by reputation it had been clean, respectable, and served a good meal. It was also far from where he would expect to see anyone he knew during his few days in the city. If he was lucky, it would still be there.

      

      Bafion ate a good breakfast: eggs, cooked meats, pastries and fruit. He enjoyed it and for just a moment it allowed him to forget who he was. It was an extravagance, as was the hot bath he had taken the night before. Considering what he was intending to do, there was no point in having coin sitting in his purse for the gravediggers to take if things went wrong.

      Bafion looked at the piece of paper Nozza had given him, and the contentment he had felt for so short a time fled. He knew the man named on the paper, the man he was supposed to kill. Nicolo dal Sason. He didn’t know if this was a coincidence or by design; Nozza liked to complicate things for his amusement. Bafion didn’t see how Nozza could have known, however. No one knew of the life Bafion had before. Almost everyone who did thought him dead. Nicolo dal Sason was one of two who knew him to be alive.

      Bafion had avoided killing anyone for some time, and he felt that there was an irony to it that he would break this trend with someone he had once counted as a friend. The man responsible for taking part of his old life could, in dying, give him back some small imitation of it.

      The greater irony was that some might have said Bafion had a personal reason—justification even—for what he was to do on Nozza’s behalf, but that reason belonged to a story that he didn’t want to drag from his memory.

      He left the inn and walked toward Highgarden, where he expected to find his former friend, the man he would kill. Highgarden sat on a hill overlooking the rest of Ostenheim. It abandoned the tight, twisty streets, cobbled yards, and tall buildings of the city centre for broad avenues, parks, and magnificent townhouses.

      Nozza had not told Bafion why he was to kill Nicolo, but he didn’t really care. If Nicolo was still living at his house in Highgarden, it wasn’t money problems, but he always had talent for finding trouble in unexpected places. He had certainly found it on this occasion.

      Bafion reached the Westway River and crossed it, and then passed by the Academy where he had been taught to use a sword, where he had befriended Nicolo dal Sason, and where he had been happy. Life had seemed to be nothing but opportunity then, just as opportunity was presenting itself once again.

      After the Academy came Highgarden. Once there, it did not take long to reach Nicolo’s house. As with the rest of the city, the house was very much as it had been the last time that Bafion had seen it. The lawns in front were still lush and trimmed to a uniform height, the shrubs and bushes manicured perfectly as though it had all been frozen in time. Dal Sason’s family had owned it for generations, ever since they had made the step from wealthy commoners to minor nobility.

      Bafion looked at the house and strained to prevent a flood of memories washing through his mind. He felt reluctance to continue with his task for the first time since being given it. The onslaught on his resolve was almost overwhelming, but tucked in the middle of all the other memories was the one that he had been trying hardest to avoid; the one that made him want to kill Nicolo for more than just the money. Self-respect dictated that he should have killed Nicolo years before, but as with his old life, he had left self-respect behind when he fled to Tanosa.

      There was a park opposite the house—the location for many more memories—but Bafion concentrated on what he had to do. He found a bench that provided him with a view of the house, sat, and waited.

      

      A decade and more had passed since Bafion had last seen Nicolo, but there was no mistaking him. He left the house and skipped down the steps outside the door with the same carefree attitude he had as a younger man. It was as though he didn’t have a worry in the world. He headed in the direction of the city centre, a course that took him quite close to where Bafion was sitting. He didn’t notice Bafion however; he had rarely ever noticed things that didn’t involve him directly.

      Bafion felt such a mix of emotion on seeing Nicolo that he didn’t know how to react. The initial joy of seeing an old friend was erased by the memory of the last time Bafion saw him, in tight embrace with Caroline. Anger replaced it, and pain.

      Bafion watched him as he walked away. He carried a little more weight around the waist. His light brown hair was shorter than he had kept it in the old days and it showed hints of grey over his ears. His face was much the same though; a few more lines here and there, but still shaved smooth and displaying the prominent cleft in his chin that he had always seemed so proud of. The years had been kinder to him than Bafion, but that did not come as a surprise.

      Bafion resisted the urge to do it there and then; it was too hasty, too public. Gentlemen did not conduct their affairs in such ways, and even if he forgot the fact most of the time, Bafion was still a gentleman, and on this day he would be expected to behave as one, a further example of the hypocrisy of the social conventions adhered to in the city.

      

      He had to wait most of the day for Nicolo to return, but when Bafion spotted him again, walking up the avenue, he had enough time to get to the gateway of the house and wait.

      When Nicolo walked through the gate, Bafion stepped out from behind the bush. Nicolo stopped and his hand moved to the hilt of his sword. His expression of puzzlement and suspicion was replaced by one of uncertain recognition.

      ‘Bafion? Is that you?’

      Bafion nodded but said nothing. He knew that if he had any sense he would have done it quickly—no chat, no time for thoughts or memories or anything else to get in the way. He found himself wanting to talk though, and he couldn’t explain why.

      ‘We were told you were killed at Dorry’s Ford,’ Nicolo said.

      Bafion wondered if the reaction was too theatrical to be genuine. It was a lie. It had to be. He knew damn well Bafion didn’t die at Dorry’s Ford. He had to know about the letter Bafion sent home afterward, after he had fled to Tanosa.

      ‘Sadly, not the case,’ Bafion said. ‘But you already knew that.’

      Nicolo’s face flushed, but he continued as though Bafion hadn’t spoken, something he often did in the past when caught out on a lie. It usually worked. Even knowing the tactic, Bafion questioned if his old friend’s surprise could be genuine.

      ‘They told us everyone was killed there,’ Nicolo said. ‘Everyone but the First Lord.’

      Easier to believe a simple lie than a difficult truth. ‘I was the only other to survive. I woke up a few miles downstream from the ford, leaking from a dozen holes and half drowned. I was on my feet long enough to see the First Lord run as soon as it looked like things weren’t going our way, though.’

      ‘But no one saw you again. The Bannerets’ Gazette listed you as killed in battle.’

      Too much talking. It was foolish but Bafion couldn’t stop himself. He had kept it bottled up for too many years. ‘When I finally got back to our lines, the First Lord had made it clear that the defeat was caused by the cowardice of his men; nothing to do with him turning tail at the first splash of blood. It’s an easy thing to make accusations against dead men, and when you have his connections and influence it seems it isn’t much harder to make them against live ones either. I was given a choice: return home in disgrace or disappear with a purse of crowns, a new name, and my old reputation intact; the only officer who stood firm in the face of inevitable defeat, tragically killed despite his bravery. The only disgrace was not standing up to his lies.’ Bafion wondered if she had shown him the letter, if he already knew the details.

      ‘How long have you been back in the city?’

      ‘A day.’

      ‘And where—’

      ‘Does it matter?’

      Nicolo smiled. ‘No, I suppose it doesn’t. You didn’t have to go, you know. To the war, I mean. Caroline didn’t want you to. I didn’t either.’

      Bafion shook his head and looked away, but said nothing. She didn’t want him to go, but she didn’t want him enough to live a quiet life with him either. She wanted to be the wife of a soldier, a war hero. Like a fool, Bafion had tried to live up to those notions, and marched out of the city beneath all those colourful banners, to the sound of drums and bugles and cheers. In that moment, he had been everything she wanted, but war wasn’t colourful banners, pretty uniforms, and heroic deeds, it was a stinking misery of blood and pain. He had only learned that for himself later. When he staggered back to his camp and heard the First Lord’s lies, he knew that no matter what, he could never be what she wanted again.

      Hope died hard, though, so he had written the letter. He told her the truth, and where she could find him. He heard nothing back. It seemed the First Lord’s lie was a more attractive option for her. At least she had the consolation of pretending he had died a hero, and the sympathy that would earn her.

      After months of silence, he had gone back to the city to make sure she got the letter, but it seemed that Nicolo’s sympathy was what she valued the most. The moment he saw them together, Bafion knew why the letter went unanswered. He had left the city immediately, thinking he would never return.

      ‘When I first saw you there, lurking behind the bush, I thought you were here to kill me.’ Nicolo laughed, but there was tension in it that suggested he wasn’t entirely convinced of the contrary.

      Bafion said nothing.

      ‘Ah,’ Nicolo said. ‘The gambling?’

      Bafion nodded. He had no idea if it was or not, but it seemed as likely a reason for him to be there as any.

      ‘Can I persuade you to go and say that you couldn’t find me? For Caroline’s sake? I’ve taken good care of her, you know.’

      Bafion shook his head. That had been the wrong thing to say. He wanted to kill Nicolo for that alone.

      ‘I see.’ Without further thought, Nicolo drew his sword and in the same movement slashed at Bafion. Bafion took two quick steps back and drew. He hadn’t been expecting such a swift attack, but he never discounted the possibility and had remained on the balls of his feet during their brief conversation.

      Behind the walls and bushes of the property, they were screened from the inquisitive eyes of passers-by. Nicolo had been a decent swordsman in his youth and that stood to him now, but he was older, slower. There had always been a swagger in his style, an element of ostentation that served no purpose other than to impress the impressionable. It was wasted on Bafion.

      Bafion allowed Nicolo to press him back across the lawn. They had shared this dance countless times in the past but with blunt blades and no anger. One of them would die on this occasion, but the old familiarity made it difficult to absorb that fact.

      Bafion was still stiff from his journey, despite the hot bath he had treated himself to. His knees ached, but they always did, and his shoulder throbbed in the spot where he had taken a spear that day at Dorry’s Ford. The pain was his constant companion, but like any companion that speaks too much, Bafion had learned to ignore it.

      He parried two quick thrusts, first to the right, then to the left; Nicolo still had some speed hidden behind his paunch, but it was not enough. Bafion stepped forward and forced Nicolo’s sword down with his own as he went. The pressure pulled Nicolo forward and allowed Bafion to smash his elbow into Nicolo’s face. He stumbled back stunned, not only by the blow but also by the ungracious attack. He didn’t seem to fully appreciate that this was a killing, not a duel.

      Bafion didn’t want to be about it any longer than was necessary. With a flick of his wrist, he pushed Nicolo’s sword out of the way and before he could recover from the elbow to his face, Bafion finished him with a thrust through the chest. He couldn’t help but think that the fight had been some of the best swordplay he had produced in some time. Clean, precise, lethal. It gave him hope for the arena.

      Nicolo’s mouth moved. Despite himself, Bafion strained to hear. It sounded like he was saying ‘the letter’. Bafion felt oddly disappointed. Part of him wanted to believe that it had never reached its destination, that they had genuinely thought him dead.

      Nicolo’s mouth continued to move, but there was no more sound. He was as good as dead, he just hadn’t realised it yet. He had walked out of his house that morning without a care in the world, as was always his way, and now he was drowning in his own blood. Too much for any man to take in, least of all the one dying, Bafion thought. Nicolo took rasping staccato breaths and remained standing until Bafion pulled his sword out. With the support it provided gone, Nicolo fell to the cobbled path.

      

      The fight had attracted attention from within the house. The front door opened and a woman in an elegant pale blue dress walked out. She cried in anguish when she saw Nicolo bleeding on the cobbles. She rushed down the steps to where he lay, oblivious to Bafion. He recognised her and his heart jumped in his chest. Caroline. He should not have been surprised, but even when Nicolo had mentioned her he hadn’t expected to see her, nor prepared himself for the effect that it would have on him.

      She knelt beside Nicolo and took his lifeless hand in hers. She looked up at Bafion. Tears streaked her makeup and her eyes widened as she recognised him. Her look in that instant caused him more pain than any sword ever had, more shame than he had thought possible. The prospect of the life a winning duel in the arena could give him felt hollow, worthless. Nothing could bring back what he had lost, or heal the wound he carried inside.

      He sheathed his sword and walked back out onto the street as quickly as he could, ignoring the sound of his name being called. He walked away from her gaze. He walked away from a reminder of the life he once had and back to the life that was now his. As he crossed the threshold of the gate, the memory of the last time he had done so forced its way into his mind; having called on Nicolo to tell him he was going to ask Caroline to marry him. He had been full of hope then. He had been a fool. Just as he still was.
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