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Chapter 1
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Late afternoon sunlight flowed into a still home as spring faded outside, the main room of the small cottage, crowded by four young men, smelled of musky age. The stench clung to everything in the cramped space and added to the scents of decaying food and sweat. Uncomfortable silence held the room, as if daring one of the men to brave words. Finally, a sharp knock at the door ended the battle of patience to break the silence. The largest man in the room, his height and sun darkened muscles giving him a dominating appearance with a shock of white, blonde hair, nearly jumped from the rickety chair that supported his bulk and moved towards the door with an impressive amount of grace, the mood of the room seeming to constrict the life within the home. As soon as the door opened, a small woman charged into the room, her soft ragged, blue dress sweeping around her feet, large brown eyes, framed by cascading brown locks, she surveyed the room.

Her eyes finding those of the blonde, and holding them for a moment, before sweeping back around the other three men. “How long have you three just been sitting around here? Everything goes to Mori Lutum and the path of death, and you just sit around, it’s like you don’t even know how people are supposed to act,” shouted the woman, glaring eyes meeting those of the four men, the intensity of her gaze and the tightening of her face somehow enhancing her beauty. “Look Mary,” began Tyrin, the blonde giant, “This is really difficult for them.” He gestured to the other three men in the room, his size emphasizing his soft voice. Despite the depth of his emerald eyes, caution and worry tinged his voice belying a thoughtful man, hidden by his mass of muscle and handsome face.

“I know it’s hard right now, but we need to find a way to fix this,” Mary shouted back, her answer completely directed at Tyrin despite the presence of the other three, “This is important, my father told me that what you did is a crime!” Whether it was the shock of Mary’s entrance or realization of their situation that finally drew the other three out of their silence made little difference, but one moment there was silence between the three then suddenly all three were talking at once. The smallest of the men, Kellen, a short and gangly brown-haired man who seemed to lack all ability to grow facial hair except for a sparse moustache, spoke the loudest, panic gripping his voice, “Crime, like we could go to the stocks?! But we were just coming to our grandma’s funeral, that’s not a crime, its family!” He swung his head back and forth from Mary near the door and then back across to the other men, his eyes filled with an almost primal fear. 

Nicos, the man across from him, a head of black hair and sorrowful eyes, his most prominent features besides his nose, frowned while looking at the floor, the tanned skin of his forehead wrinkled in deep thought, not offering a word of comfort or disagreement. Next to him, with equally dark hair and pronounced nose, stood the slightly shorter Nerichos, he drew in a deep breath before looking over at the shortest member of the gathering, “Sorry Kellen, but she was our grandma, not yours. The lord might make an exception for Nicos, Tyrin, and me because she cared for us and all, but what would you say? We did try to get you to leave it be.” Kellen’s wide eyes searched the room for support, finally he settled his gaze back on Nerichos, stood up straighter before answering, “Simple, I had to come with on account that you three were mourning too much to be able to defend yourselves if you came across wild animals or some such. Aren’t there supposed to be bandits or the like about?” Kellen stood still for a moment, as if finally thinking about what he had said before nodding slightly and relaxing.

Despite the situation, the oldest, Nerichos, began to laugh quietly to himself, before firmly clamping his hand over his mouth as he looked up at Kellen, with his eyes still glimmering with laughter. Mary fixed Nerichos with a withering glance before turning her attention to Kellen, “That might be one of the dumbest things I have ever heard you say Kellen, and I grew up with you, trust me you have said some very foolish things!” Shock on Kellen’s face as he stared back at Mary, his mouth opening slightly, then promptly snapping shut, “What’s wrong with it?” Demanded Kellen, outrage evident, a crooked smile broke across Nerichos’ face, and the giant blonde grinned. “Well, a few things actually,” replied Tyrin in his soft voice, the deep baritone of Nerichos followed quickly, laughter spilling over as he talked, “Kellen, you’re about as likely to knock yourself out in a fight as anything else, and Tyrin could be drunk and take on five men, remember that time in Osas?” Laughter erupted from all four men. 

Mary’s glaring eyes fixed onto Tyrin, seemingly trying to bore holes into him, “You did what!?” She demanded of Tyrin, “We are going to talk about that later Tyrin, but you four don’t seem to realize just how serious this is. My father was very clear about this, what you did is considered grave robbing!” Pointing to the swords hanging awkwardly at the hips of all four men, “You said those men were dead on the side of the road but what if someone thinks you killed them?! Those were the lord’s soldiers.” Fear now gripped her voice, her eyes were locked onto Tyrin, “What are we going to do?” 
“I don’t know,” replied Tyrin with a shrug. 
“It’s possible they won’t ever find out, I mean who is ever even coming out this far and we were a couple of leagues from the lumber camp so it’s not like anyone from there will know about it.” Nerichos reasoned while looking about for confirmation from everyone else, with Nicos looking uncertain and Tyrin nodding in agreement. “I mean we took some swords; it’s not like we took their money or anything. I mean they didn’t have any money on them, but we wouldn’t have done it if they did.” After he spoke no one bothered to disagree or agree. 

Nerichos broke the new silence with a small cough then spoke the firmness and surety. “We can’t stay here, and while the pay at the camp was good and all but we can’t go back there either since we didn’t get the foreman’s permission to leave, in fact he told us explicitly to stay and keep working. That for sure earns us a spot in the stocks for disobeying the foreman and now this!” He said while pointing to the sword at his hip, “Mary’s right, we shouldn’t have bothered with those swords, it wasn’t worth it, I mean we didn’t run into a single wolf or anything on our way here so it’s not like we needed them. But it’s over and done now so we need a plan.” He looked around the room, seeing nods in affirmation as he surveyed his friends and brothers, satisfied with their agreement he continued, “Seems like our best bet is to make for the east, head towards the Ayrath Ocean, we can take a ship to one of the Ayrath League cities.” Nicos and Tyrin both continued nodding, seeing the wisdom in moving away from their lord and even their home. Even Kellen finally nodded, “Yeah guess we can’t go south, I mean I don’t want to live with those demon Republics,” he spat to emphasize his point which drew looks that varied from disgust to annoyance from everyone present as it landed on the dusty, beaten wooden planks, “And we can’t go west because then we would have to live in Eadrin, and they are all thieves and such.” Again, nods from all the men followed, even though they had already thought of those points. “Well then I guess we should start getting everything ready,” Mary stated, a satisfied nod followed. Stunned silence greeted her. Finally, Tyrin broke the silence, “Mary,” he began in his slow and soft voice, “It will be dangerous, we might be hunted, and there are probably going to be bandits on the road too.” Mary brushed aside the concerns with a wave of her hand, then stood straighter and putting her hands on her hips. “The last time I left you four to your own wits you went about got in fights apparently and stole some swords and that was all after leaving your contract at the lumber camp!” she shouted in response, “Besides do you really think that I am going to stay here while you all go off and explore the world?” All four men visibly cowered before her onslaught, she then turned her overpowering gaze onto to Tyrin, “We are going to get married Tyrin, or do you not want to marry me anymore?” Tyrin looked down without answering, Mary continued, “Then it’s settled, we all go together!” 

“We all leave together,” Nerichos decided with nod, cutting off Kellen as he opened his mouth to speak. “Mary you should go pack and then meet us tomorrow at the inn. I think that we will be staying there tonight, something about this place just doesn’t sit right anymore.” Surprise was written all over Mary’s face after Nerichos finished speaking, and the other three simply nodded their heads. It was something born of a close friendship between the four, Nerichos was the oldest and when he told them what they would do, everyone did it. And with that everything was decided and set. 

Crimson rays cast from a setting sun painted the world in the deep hue of blood as Mary set out for the small home that she still shared with her parents, to gather her things, and to also break the news of her imminent departure. News that might have shocked most parents, but not Mary’s or for that matter anyone in their small village, it was obvious to anyone with eyes that Tyrin and Mary were enamored with each other, and it really had been only a matter of time before she ran off with him. However, running off with a man to marry is alright when this man had a stable job and could support you, but running off with a man who will never be able to return home, well that is another matter altogether, fortunately or perhaps unfortunately Mary knew enough not to tell them anything of the sort. 

Nicos gave a final look around the small cottage, the place where he had grown up, had spent sixteen years of his life before heading to the lumber camp up the road to look for work with his brothers, a place where he had always felt safe and protected. But his fraternal twin Nerichos was right, something about the place did not feel right, it did not feel like home anymore, it did not feel safe. Nicos grunted softly to himself as he thought to himself, ‘I always have been the strange one, Nerichos has always been decisive and Tyrin has always been good at everything he ever tried, and what do I always do, get weird feelings about places’. He started down the slope that led to the rest of the village, walking beside Kellen, his brother Nerichos and Tyrin ahead of them. Nicos saw how they walked, Nerichos looking utterly confident while Tyrin, his hand on his sword, looked somehow complete. It was at this point that Nicos noticed his hand was also on the hilt of his sword making him feel at least a little safer, even if it was just a feeling.  

* * *
[image: ]


FIRE BURNED FITFULLY across Cutter’s vision, tongues of fire danced fervently, their silent movement betrayed by the crackling of wood splitting open in the flames. The remains of their meal still settling for Cutter, it would be sundown soon. The slight rustle of chainmail woke Cutter from his revere, he sat straighter and then looked over at the man sitting next to him, Captain Krell. Krell was an impressive man; it was not his size, because he was a small man despite his muscled arms from years of using his two heavy cutlasses strapped to his side, it was his eyes, something in them that pierced through everyone and anyone, and now these eyes were focused on someone. Tracking his gaze his eyes found a woman clad in fine leather armor approaching them, with her face and figure she might have been beautiful except for a crisscrossing of viscous looking scars from a scalping and of course that Cutter had never met a more dangerous person, man or woman. Their patroness, at least one of them, stood, almost relaxed, but with an air of imminent violence about her, knives of different sorts crossed her body, and all of them looked well used. 

While Cutter didn’t know her name or the name of the gnarled old man who had hired them, he was certain that Krell did, and as long as Krell thought this was a good contract that was enough for Cutter. Mercenaries like Cutter didn’t need to know the reasons when they can trust their leaders and of course if the pay was right. 

“The time has come,” the woman said at last as she arrived, her voice raspy, her eyes never really leaving Krell’s but at the same time she seemed to be scanning everything in front of her, looking for threats. “Get your men into position,” Krell grunted before looking over at Cutter and ordered, “Get ‘em up and ready to move, and for Mori Lutum’s sake keep them quiet.” Cutter nodded, being Krell’s lieutenant had its advantages; better food, a better tent, more loot, and of course he got to sit out of some of the nastier jobs, like this one. 

As he moved away to start spreading the word to the mercenaries, Krell moved closer to the woman and began talking in a quieter voice, “... mage be joining us?”

“If needed...” was all that Cutter could hear before his feet took him away from the conversation, he distractedly gave out the orders, his mind turning over the words, ‘Old man’s a mage, shoulda figured. This job might be nasty but its s’pose to be easy, why we need a mage?!’ Thoughts like that can haunt a man, even one like Cutter, but when the pay is right sometimes you just have to swallow your morals and objections and just do your job and get paid of course. 
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Chapter 2 
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The Green Pines Inn, the only two-story building in the small village of Green Pines, for which the inn was named. Or was it the other way around, the problem with small villages is that sometimes people forget the original name or don’t bother to even name them, which leaves landmarks as the name, while this can be rather embarrassing at times, it can also be quite accurate. The village of Green Pines was more of a hamlet than a village, a scattering of homestead farms and small homes, focusing on selling their produce to the few merchants that come through the village and of course to the nearby lumber camp, which of course requires an inn. 

Tyrin walked into the common room of the small inn, the smell of burned wood, tobacco, and stale beer meeting him, along with the intangible smell of the familiar, of home. Tyrin and the other three filed in as the final rays of sun died behind them, giving a wave to the innkeeper, Master Thomas, Tyrin surveyed the room. The table closest to the door was filled with four large men in travelling cloaks, no doubt trying to escape the troubles to the south. Finding a table near the cold fireplace just as Master Thomas arrived with four cups of the local beer. “You know,” started Kellen after a long pull of his beer, “Trying this stuff after so long reminds me how bad it is.” His face screwing up, a small smile broke Tyrin’s face as he looked on, but the four men near the door caught his attention. They looked like hard men, soldiers maybe; they just had the look about them, the look of danger. Kellen’s complaining brought his attention back, putting the strange travelers from his mind, and looking down again into the mug of beer, contemplating its awful taste. Nicos finally spoke up, “Maybe Mary should stay here, Tyrin you know how bad things will get before we get to the League.” Tyrin shrugged and took another drink of beer before responding, “I thought about that too, but you know how Mary gets when she has made up her mind, it won’t be so bad anyways, she’s a lot tougher than me when it’s all said and done...” 

Before any further comment could be made an ear-splitting scream broke through the main room of the inn, the sound coming from outside the inn. Small Bob, the youngest of Thomas’ sons pounded through the door, “Bandits, Bandits are attacking,” he screamed, behind him came the riotous screams of violence. Shock paralyzed everyone inside, Green Pines was being attacked, before the shock could wear off, the four travelers near the door were on their feet, a bloody blade appearing out the gut of Small Bob, surprise and pain cut across his face and blood dripped from his mouth choking out a scream even as his large body was pushed forward onto the ground by a firm push, the face of the murderer viscously smiling. Tyrin reacted quickly, lunging forward while drawing his sword, a roar echoed through the room as the three followed quickly, charging the bandits that had formed a circle across the door. Small Bob’s killer reacted first, thrusting his bloody long sword forward, his other hand pulling a wickedly curved knife, Tyrin parried the thrust, and using his free hand cracked the wrist of the knife hand. Then driving his blade into the stomach and then up into the chest of the bandit, Nerichos awkwardly pushed past the falling bandit and wildly swung his sword at the bandit in the center of the circle, long greasy black hair flailing about as the bandit dueled Nerichos with practiced confidence as he batted away the wild swings waiting for an opening. Leaping over the falling bandit’s body, Tyrin surprised the biggest of the bandits, a large bald man, with a head almost brushing the door, Tyrin closed and then sidestepped the massive downward slash of a claymore, driving his one handed long sword into the knee of the huge man, then slammed his blade into the muscled neck as the man’s bellow of pain was cut short by the fountain of blood that filled his mouth. Searching for another body, Tyrin spun and planted his blade into the back of the skull of the bandit that was easily pushing back both Nicos and Nerichos and closing in on the kill. A wet thud accompanied the sword hitting his head before the bandit slammed into the floor. The final bandit, a wound in his side, his skull caved in, lay nearby. Kellen stooped over the body vomiting, his sword covered in blood and gore, dropped to the tavern floor at his side and a nervous shake to his hands as they held his weight on his knees. Nerichos, completely pale, looked at Tyrin, ‘How did you do that...”, But he will quickly mastered himself and nodded to Tyrin. 

Behind them Master Thomas had rushed to his fallen son’s side, his other boy, Dendrick, more of a man now, stood behind his father, club in hand. Master Thomas cried as he turned his son’s body over, shock and pain plain upon his youthful, still features. Master Thomas was weeping horribly, his hands desperately trying to cover the viscous wound. Pleas and curses to the gods burst from Master Thomas, breaking through his sobs, outside screams of terror and pain assaulted the inn. 

Nerichos crouched besides Master Thomas, a strong arm going around the old man’s shoulders and he collapsed into Nerichos sobs wrenching any with a heart. Slowing lifting the grief-stricken Master Thomas he motioned for Dendrick to take him, “Dendrick, listen carefully,” Nerichos’ commanding voice breaking through the pandemonium outside, “Take him out of here, out the back. Hide in the woods and we will come get you as soon as these bandits are dead.” His command brook no argument or questions, especially the most obvious one, Dendrick nodded quickly, then dropped his club to take the full weight of his father, then began to push his way to the back room.

As Nerichos spun around to address the others still living, he was met by a myriad faces, Tyrin’s eyes burned with fury, white hot, and his handsome features were contorted into rage, Nicos’ face was one of dreadful sorrow, yet alert eyes kept switching between the front and back doors, while Kellen’s face was one of fear and surprise. “Shit,” Kellen shouted, “This is bad, real bad, you hear that, must be hundreds of them out there. Shit Nerichos what we gonna do?” 

“Calm down Kellen, we are going to do this smart like, we stick together, try to get as many people as we can to the forest, it’s what we can do.” Nerichos stated with a surprising amount of calm, he stood, straighter as he fell into the role of leadership. “Fuck that,” Tyrin bellowed, his usual calm and soft voice gone, rage strained against him, wanting to burst out to purge the invaders, the murderers. “Did you see what they did to Small Bob? This is our home; we have to stop these bastards.” His gaze locked with that of Nerichos, a silent battle of wills, but Nerichos met his raw fury with control and restraint, “Shut up Tyrin,” Nerichos said simply, his voice remaining level, “We have to do this right or everyone dies, we stick together and do what we can.” 

“Fine, but we get Mary first,” Tyrin demanded, Nerichos simply nodded. 

* * *
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A SMALL THUD FOLLOWED from a wooden staff striking the floor, within the cramped house on a hill overlooking a village surrounded by the specter of death. The staff fitting perfectly with the man holding it, a gnarled and aged thing of leathery skin and ancient bones, a large heavy hood covering his features, he surveyed the small house with trained eyes, a mixture of disgust and respect marring his face. Soundlessly appearing at the old man’s side, a woman of coiled muscle with a shaved head looked about the house, trying to find the interest of the man. “So,” she began pausing to look around the home again, “Why are we here, shouldn’t we get this over with?” Without answering the man approached an old and scared table, running his hand through the dust that coated it, finally he turned to the woman and replied, “This was the obstacle, a witch lived here, of some power it seems, she was able to keep me from finding the two for years, we should have gotten them at birth, but she was there, and now that this old hag is gone we can finally end this.” His voice taking on a hard quality, eyes glinting with the understanding of necessary task looming. 

A woman’s scream broke the silence that ensued after his reply, the sound coming from the small hamlet at the bottom of the hill, anger breaking through the emotionless mask that covered the woman’s face, she stared at the old man, anger touching her voice, “Was all this necessary just for these two,” she indicated the hamlet below with a quick gesture. “Yes, in order for the world to live, some must die,” the old man answered sadly, shaking his head, “Come, and let us finish this awful business.” 

* * *
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EMERGING FROM THE INN, the four boys met a scene of terror, homes burned, the hard dirt packed trails were partly drenched in blood, red mud gripping still forms of friends and neighbors. Rage gripped Tyrin, his roar breaking through the cacophony of fire. Nerichos was silent, his face impassive and focused, a maelstrom of emotions boiling just out of sight, his brother Nicos and Kellen stood in shock, their home burning before their very eyes. 

Three bandits strolled casually through the destruction, coming onto the dirt track behind a burning home, all three wore mail hauberks, bloody swords held in one hand, torches in the other. The first two threw their torches onto the room of the inn, seemingly not noticing the four boys, until another roar of rage issued from Tyrin, sprinting towards the three bandits, all of them stunned by the suddenness of the attack, only a moment later Tyrin was among them. Tyrin’s blade moved like lightning, taking the first bandit in the throat as he tried to jump backwards, the blade savagely tearing through muscle, a quick jab of his free hand into the eye of the second bandit stunned him further. Tyrin took the momentary reprieve to slam his sword into the stomach just below the ribcage at angle towards the chest of the second bandit, a straggled cry of agony, forgotten amidst the carnage. Panic overwhelmed the final bandit, instead of taking the opportunity to strike at Tyrin’s unprotected side while he ripped the sword out of the second bandit, he stood rooted, finally coming to his senses enough to throw his torch at Tyrin and spin around to run away. But Tyrin somehow moved faster, sidestepping the flying torch, and then closing the distance to the bandit in one large step, grabbing the final bandit by the shoulder and whipping him back onto his blade. A flash of crimson and a shout of surprise and pain emerged from the bandit as a blade exploded through his chest.  

Nerichos, Nicos, and Kellen followed Tyrin’s path of destruction. Tyrin continued to hack at the now cooling corpse of the last bandit, his usual calm demeanor shattered, roars of hate and curses raining down with the blows of his sword on the still form beneath him. Nerichos caught his sword arm as it finished another savage slash, dismembering an arm, wrenching it behind Tyrin, “Calm down Tyrin, you need to calm down,” Nerichos’ commanded with a shout breaking through the roar of nearby fires and the now occasional scream ringing out, “We need to go get Mary, just leave ‘em.” Muscling his arm free of Nerichos’ grip Tyrin stepped back, his whole body shaking, breaths coming quickly and rage still boiling in his eyes as blood now soaked his shirt and trousers, “You’re right,” Tyrin’s voice was filled with rage and pain, “We need to get Mary.” Nerichos nodded quickly, then pointed to Kellen and Nicos, having them watch behind them. He and Tyrin moved forward, side by side. 

It was clear that the entire village was burning, occasional screams from men, women, and even children continued to pierce the night air. The four pushed through the burning village, rounding the inferno that had once been Old Man Len’s cottage near the edge of the village; they came upon Mary’s home. The door lay in smashed pieces around the entrance, light poured out, within the sound of a struggle echoed out. Nerichos began to edge forward gingerly, scanning the area around the house and the shadows surrounding it, seeking to smother the small light from the house. Before Nerichos could go more than a few steps, Tyrin burst forward, his long, muscular legs taking him the rest of the distance in a few long strides. 

Tyrin plunged into the light of the house, Nerichos following quickly on his heels; Nerichos took in the scene in a moment’s glance. Mary was cornered at the end of the small house; she had taken a defiant stance and wielded the remains of a broom. Trying to ward off the pair of bandits that had ransacked the room, one had a claymore drawn in one hand, the blade bloodied. The second bandit in the room stood a few paces back, intent upon Mary. Before Nerichos could react, Tyrin had closed the distance behind the first bandit, his sword slamming down in a diagonal savage strike against the neck of the leering bandit before he could even turn around. A scream ripped from the bandit as he collapsed, blood splashing against the wall from the force of the blow. 

The bandit closest to Mary spun around, his sword rising in both of his hands, but before he could even try to defend himself Tyrin was there, a second savage blow decapitating the bandit, a fountain of blood followed as the corpse collapsed. An instant later the clang of metal striking wood, Tyrin had dropped his sword and closed the distance to Mary, the two embracing. It was obvious that Tyrin was still trembling with rage, but Mary was shaking too, not caring about the blood soaking into her dress as Tyrin held her close. 

Nerichos stated, surveying the wreckage in the house. “Nicos, you take the front we need to see if anyone else is still alive, Kellen stay by Tyrin and Mary, I will take the back.” Nicos and Kellen were already out the door as Tyrin began shepherding Mary towards the door, keeping her from looking down at the two cooling bodies that littered the floor but did manage to quickly snatch his sword back up. Shock from the attack had begun to take hold of her, she seemed numb and unaware of her surroundings now, and Nerichos took a final look about the house, before following. A small shudder escaped him as he realized that his home was gone, there was nothing left to him now and he knew it. 

* * *
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NICOS LED THEM THROUGH the twisting carnage and fire of all that was left of their village, occasionally the bodies of the villagers were found but no other survivors, Tyrin still held Mary, keeping her from looking at the terrors that men are capable of. Approaching the last burning building in the village, Master Turvin’s blacksmith, the group gathered. They all squatted down in front of the burning structure, a wagon loaded down with scrap iron stood off to the side of the house, at the foot of the building laid the still form of Master Turvin. 

Nerichos stood watch as the others rested, catching their breath after the flight from Mary’s house, the group sat near the wagon, Mary sat dumbfounded, while Tyrin didn’t even look away from her when someone spoke to him, the rage in his eyes gone, replaced completely by compassion. Kellen still looked shaken and pale, a dribble of vomit on his chin, he squatted staring intently at the body of Master Turvin but not saying anything. Nerichos quickly looked over the group, his brother, Nicos, looked lost in shock; he simply stared back at the burning village, his eyes glazed over. Nerichos looked back at the village, to try to see what Nicos was staring at. And then his eyes caught the outlines of four figures coming out of the burning village; he instantly thought that more survivors had escaped, until he noticed their casual walk, weapons held loosely. While Nerichos spotted the bandits, they spotted him, shouts of surprise followed, quickly followed by bandits charging. 

To their credit and without any words, all formed a circle in front of Mary just as the bandits reached them, Tyrin moved like water amongst the bandits, his blade cutting them down while the others simply tried to survive. The last two bandits each had shields and were using them to protect each other, as they fell back before Tyrin’s onslaught, even as another group of bandits closed in. Shouts echoed from the second group of bandits, two rushed forwards, both held cocked crossbows, Nerichos shouted to Tyrin even as they both fired, one bolt was fired wide of Nicos, while the second flew towards Kellen. 

The bolt should have taken Kellen in the chest, but Kellen tripped over his own feet trying to avoid the bolt and it struck him high in the shoulder. A scream of pain from Kellen as he fell to the ground, the bandits stopped as a small man bundled in robes stepped forward, his raised his walking staff and a wave of strange, golden fire surged towards them. “It’s a wizard!” Nerichos screamed as he and Nicos grabbed Kellen and Mary and dove to the side away from the wagon, Tyrin leaped away from the two bandits he was fighting, just as the magic struck them. Screams of pure terror mixed with agony sounded from the two bandits as the magic from the old man seemed to devour them. Suddenly the magic snapped out of existence. Where the two bandits had stood, nothing remained, they were simply gone. 

The still form of Tyrin lay prone on the ground, the magic hadn’t touched him, and yet he hadn’t moved since he hit the ground. Finally, he drew in a ragged breath and slowly climbed to his feet. His face was drawn with exhaustion; his body shook as he lifted his sword into a ready stance. 

It seemed that the bandits no longer wanted help from the mage, a pair of bandits approached Tyrin, cautiously, shields raised. Another three bandits stalked towards Nerichos and Nicos, weapons barred, Kellen crouched in front of Mary, raised sword to defend her, his other arm hung uselessly at his side. Mary clutched Tyrin’s knife in a white knuckled grip, bright eyes stark with terror. 

Behind the advancing bandits, the two crossbowmen reloaded. The end seemed inevitable. The remaining bandit stood near the mage, a pair of heavy cutlasses in his hands, his armor glistening from the fires that raged behind him, a demonic-like presence. Even as the bandits closed in, a startled shout erupted from the crossbowmen, a blur leapt out of the darkness from behind Master Turvin’s home. The blur assembled itself into a man clad in plate armor, moving with a speed that could only be described as...inhuman. The dull grey of the armor punctuated by a long sword in one arm and a mace in the other, the weapons seemingly made of tarnished gold. The mysterious new arrival moved like lightning among the bandits, striking the two bandits approaching Tyrin first, dull gold blurred together as he moved, blood flowing from wounds that appeared on the two bandits. Neither even had time to turn to face him before they died. Their savior moved onto the remaining bandits, cutting through the three other bandits that were advancing before the other two bodies had even hit the ground. Despite the speed of his assault, the bandit who had stayed behind with the mage sprinted forward, both cutlasses raised, he charged the mysterious attacker, one cutlass stabbing, while the other slashed vertically. The bandit’s attack came swiftly, yet despite the speed of the attack, the new arrival seemed to simply sidestep the attack, his mace striking the bandit on the side of the shoulder, while his sword sliced through the neck of the bandit. The stranger then pushing himself forward towards the two crossbowmen, behind him the bandit with the two cutlasses collapsing, his weapons still in front of him as if he was still fighting. 

Before the crossbowmen could fire, the mage shook himself, as if he had been in a trance and released another wave of the terrible devouring golden fire. Sorcery raced forward striking the two remaining bandits in the back, screams of terrible agony erupted from them, as the magic devoured them, the stranger was perhaps a step or two from the bandits when the magic struck. He didn’t have time to avoid it; instead, he lowered his shoulder and pushed forward. The magic struck him a moment later; of the bandits, nothing remained, however, instead of devouring the stranger as it had the bandits, the magic began to spin around him in terrible flashes of bright gold. Suddenly, the stranger straightened and burst through the magic, he closed on the mage in three quick strides. The mage backpedaled and fell, the stranger’s sword flashed with a thrust, the blade taking the mage high in the shoulder, the fall saving the mage’s heart from a killing blow. However, the mace arced high into the air, as the stranger moved forward, intent upon finishing off the small mage. Before the crushing blow from the mace could connect with the wizard’s skull, a quick flash of steel out of the darkness struck the helmet of the stranger. The stranger spun around in time to block another knife throw out of the darkness, trailing this knife was a woman clad in leather armor, a pair of curved knives in her hands. The woman moved in a flurry of motions, starting to parry before the stranger closed, arriving at a sprint even as he swung his mace, the mace bulling through the parries of the lighter knives, yet the woman managed to keep the stranger away. The stranger stabbed with his sword, the woman leapt back, just out of reach of the blade, she then ducked to the side and rolled, the dull golden mace narrowly missing her shaved head. 

During the sudden attack by the woman, the mage had managed to crawl away from the stranger, a small slit in the air opened behind him revealing golden fire, and he crawled through, dragging his staff and body through the narrow opening. The slit silently closed as soon as the mage was through.

The woman came up from the roll into a crouch, taking enough time to throw, quite skillfully, both of her knives; the heavy blades headed straight for the stranger’s chest, but didn’t get close as a quick swipe of his sword sent both knives harmlessly clattering to the ground. However, the woman didn’t even wait to see if the knives struck, she was already on her feet, sprinting away from the stranger, straight towards the beckoning forest, her body disappearing into the darkness like a specter. 

A slight roll of the shoulders and then the stranger spun on his heel, ignoring the flight of the woman completely. He moved forward, his plate armor soundless despite the weight; both his weapons gleamed with blood, the dull gold of the metal, a sharp contrast to the crimson coating. The survivors began to bunch together, Nerichos at the center, with Tyrin and Nicos to his sides, Kellen still standing in front of a terrified Mary. The stranger just walked right towards them, completely at ease. His armor was a thick, dull steel plate painted gray, across his back a small brown pack was tightly strapped to him, with his head only slightly above that of Tyrin’s. His helmet didn’t appear to be a helmet after all, but a simple steel mask, the mask made to resemble a face, a cloth covering extended from this, covering the rest of his head, of the knife wound there was no evidence. 

Despite the stranger having saved them all from certain death, and that both his weapons hung casually at his side, a feeling of overwhelming dread seemed to overcome the survivors. His footsteps completely silent, only the slight rise and fall of his chest even indicated that whatever stood before them was even alive. The black pits that were the eyes in the mask showed nothing, the thin slit where the mouth was revealed no details. A menacing figure, despite his assistance, it seemed that a demon had replaced the bandits. “Who are you?” demanded Nerichos, his voice a quiet rasp, barely audible. Deafening silence responded to Nerichos’ question. “I am Ronin,” the specter answered after a few moments that seemed to drag on, his voice dull, almost lifeless, yet somehow it resonated through the din and could be heard perfectly. 

His breathing still barely visible, his weapons at his side, finally Nerichos lowered his sword before he spoke, his voice steadier, “Alright... Ronin, thanks for the help, but I doubt you just happened by and decided to save us from bandits, why are you here?” Ronin didn’t hesitate in his answer, his reply in the same dull voice, “I came to save you, specifically from that mage,” no one spoke at first, they just looked between each other, while Mary kept her eyes downcast and Kellen had sat back down grimacing in pain. Finally, after a few more moments of silence except for the sound of fires burning, Nerichos managed to ask, “But... but why? Why any does a mage want us dead, why would you save us?! Did someone send you?!” Ronin simply cocked his head to the side as though he were listening to something far off before replying, “No, I owe no such fealty and as for why, because you are important, a great potential lays within you, this potential could lead to change, but whenever there is change, there will be those who try to stop it.” Tyrin now shouted, rage still boiling over in his voice, “So what, fucking bandits attacked at the same time as a mage come to kill us because we have potential whatever that means?!” Ronin once again simply cocked his head for a short time as though listening before continuing, “No and these are not bandits, they are mercenaries that the mage hired,” he indicated the fallen around him with a lazy swing of his mace. “Mercenaries! Then why did they kill everyone and burn everything?!” Tyrin demanded, his voice still fueled by rage. “Likely the mage did not know your exact identities so ordered everyone killed.” Despite what he said, his voice never changed tempo or volume, a dull voice related information that changed everything like it didn’t matter to him. 

For the survivors, it all came crashing down with his words though, everyone they knew was dead and their home was burning. And it was all apparently to get to them and none of it made any sense. Likely from shock and exhaustion, the survivors didn’t speak for some time and simply stood before this steel monolith. Finally, Nerichos asked simply, “What now?” The finality and simplicity of his question roused the survivors. Tyrin moved towards Mary and put a protective arm around her, while Nicos moved towards Kellen to look at his shoulder. “We head for Osas,” Ronin replied as he moved towards Kellen, “We will take the main road, I believe I have dealt with most of the mercenaries but stay alert.” As he spoke, he sheathed his sword and clipped his mace to his side; then began deftly working his fingers around the wound, then seemed to ease out the bolt, Kellen simply stared, not even flinching as the bolt’s head was pulled out, completely intact. He then quickly ripped part of Kellen’s shirt and with one hand wrapped a makeshift bandage about Kellen. 

“Stay behind me at all times, I will tend to the wound later.” Ronin commanded as he marched back towards the village, the fires still raging. Nerichos, Nicos, and Kellen fell in behind Ronin, while Tyrin still held Mary, the rage drained from his eyes as he swung his head from side to side as he walked. Ronin moved through the village unconcerned with his surroundings, the bodies of villagers and the occasional mercenary, ones that the group hadn’t killed, appeared and were left behind with little ceremony. Ronin found the main dirt track that acted as the main road in the village and began following it out of the village. “Why are we taking the road, won’t that have more of them?” Nerichos asked, his old self starting to reestablish itself, Ronin didn’t slow down or turn around to answer, “I killed most of the mercenaries that attacked the village, but I believe that last of them hold the road ahead of us, to kill anyone who might be coming to the village. I need to kill them quickly. It will not do to have any loose ends.” 

The group moved through the carnage of the village without incident, the initial blow of seeing their home burning wearing off, now only the dull and constant weight bearing down on the group, only Ronin appeared unfazed, like a great monster stalking the carnage of another massacre. Fires died behind them as the group moved out of the village and deeper into the forest, the light of stars added their illumination to the background of fire that provided their only light. Leaving it all behind they followed Ronin away. 

* * *
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STIBBS WAS BORED, TONIGHT was supposed to be their big break, a huge contract had come in, while it might be a bit unsavory, they were mercenaries and that was what mercenaries did, the work that no one else wanted, the kind of work that paid well. And with war between Eadrin and Triest brewing, things were looking up for everyone, Stibbs just wished it did not have to be so boring, he had joined for excitement and adventure, and of course the loot, not guard duty on a road to a village in the middle of nowhere. Stibbs’ silent complaining was ended with a shout and then Legs and Cutter were both crumpling to the ground as a figure raced past them, blood pouring from stump of Cutter’s neck, his head missing, while a good part of Legs’ head seemed to be gone, sheared away by a massive blow. Stibbs shouted, as he fumbled with his crossbow, trying to turn the crank, he looked up in time to see a specter in steel plate stab Kor in the chest, while the mace he held in his other hand struck Shorty in the chest, even as Shorty flew backwards off his feet, his chest seemed to collapse from the blow. The veteran of the group, Old Man, managed to load and fire his crossbow, but the bolt somehow missed, or maybe the specter avoided it, as the bolt whipped past the specter’s shoulder.

The specter closed with Old Man, his sword taking him in the neck, while the specter’s mace connected with the side of Trench’s head. Somehow Stibbs managed to load his crossbow despite the speed of the attack, he raised his crossbow as the specter flowed towards him, Stibbs loosed, and at that moment time seemed to slow down. Stibbs watched his bolt fly towards the specter, heading straight for his chest, but even as the bolt moved through the air, the specter pivoted on his lead foot and then launched himself to the side. His spin taking him out of the path of the bolt while still closing the distance to Stibbs, who could only watch in horror as his bolt flew harmlessly behind the specter. He managed a shout of terror even as a dull golden sword moved towards him. 

Stibbs suddenly found himself on the ground, blood covering him, his blood covering him. The searing pain in his neck was quickly fading, Stibbs’ vision began to darken, but he managed to see the specter, a vision of pure terror, he scanned the devastation he had wrought before he walked away. Darkness overwhelmed Stibbs and he knew nothing.

* * *
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NERICHOS WATCHED RONIN move off into the darkness, he knew where this... thing was going and what he would be doing, ‘what is happening, this all too much!’ Nerichos thought to himself as he realized he was close to being overwhelmed completely and shutting down. This Ronin, had killed half a dozen bandits, wounded a mage, and fought off some kind of assassin like fighter without even starting to breathe heavily. What could Nerichos, a village boy now lumberjack possibly do now? Coming up with nothing, he turned back to the survivors, his family, and the last people who he really cared about and knew if he was honest. There was the chance that others from the village had survived, but it was unlikely, after all the bandits, or mercenaries, had been quite through. And as Nerichos looked back on the situation by Master Turvin’s home, those bandits and that mage seemed to be looking for something, and that assassin had been almost behind them, she might have been waiting to make sure that none of them could escape. In the end though, it didn’t really matter, they had survived, and the others hadn’t that was all it came down to, going back and trying to fix what was broken couldn’t happen. And if his family was going to make it through this, they would need him. He had to be hard in order to take care of them, he had to bury his pain and simply exist, unfeeling. 

Nerichos began by ordering Kellen, whose arm still remained pressed against his chest with a blood-soaked bandage, to sit down before he passed out and Nicos to find some kindling for a fire. They would need to rest soon and more importantly Kellen would need to see to that arm soon, exhaustion was creeping upon him as the terror fueled adrenaline that had powered them through the village began to wear off, and he knew the same would affect the others too. He then told Tyrin to take Mary, who appeared to have finally passed out, off the road and into the shelter of the trees. A shout in the distance rang out from up ahead on the road, soon after another shout of pure terror followed it, and then only silence, punctuated by the sound of fire behind them. 

Nicos soon returned and began building a small fire nearby where Mary lay in Tyrin’s lap, his sword forgotten nearby, as he slowly caressed her face with his free hand. Mary’s sleep seemed restless, likely filled with nightmares, all of them too real. A moment later, Nerichos was alerted by the sound of a foot scraping across the ground, he spun around his sword raised, while his free hand clenched into a shaking fist. Behind him stood Ronin, both of his weapons appeared to be cleaned and sheathed, he again didn’t appear out of breath, he stood casually; it wasn’t clear how long he had been there. 

“The mercenaries are all dead, tomorrow we will continue on towards Osas,” Ronin stated in his dull voice, Nerichos was about to start asking questions, but a raised hand from Ronin forestalled them, “I will answer all your questions tomorrow, but for now you will rest, you will need your strength.” With that he moved forward, taking his pack off, which didn’t seem to hamper his movements at all, from his pack he pulled out a small sack and a pair of large water skins. “There is food in the sack,” Ronin stated, indicated the cloth sack he had removed, “When you feel able, eat and drink.” This he addressed to everyone. He then rose, strapped his pack back on and then silently moved towards Kellen and quietly attended to his wound. 

No one moved towards the food or water. Nicos simply sat staring at the panoramic view of fire, it had clearly caught part of the forest and the blaze burned fitfully in the distance. Kellen also sat, his back to the small fire, he stared at the ground, occasionally trying to rub the wound that Ronin now tended to, only to have his hands batted away without comment. Tyrin still held Mary, caressing her face; his shoulders slumped from exhaustion and pain. Nerichos surveyed everyone, before he finally turned and walked into the forest, finally sitting, his face going into his hands, and alone Nerichos let himself feel for now as silent sobs rocked his body.
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Chapter 3 
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The soft patter of rain on pine needles and the occasionally droplet woke Nerichos; he had fallen asleep sitting up against a tree, near him lay his sword with dried blood covering the cheap iron. A groan escaped Nerichos as he slowly got to his feet, collecting his sword as he stood, the cramps in his legs and back from sleeping upright making movement difficult. Overhead the sun hid from view, a lifeless sky of clouds and rain blending the world into grays and blacks, amidst the rain, ash still fell, coating everything in a fine layer. Nerichos used some of the water collected on the pine branches above him to clean off his blade, the blood ran free again, tugging at Nerichos, reminding him of the nightmare that had preceded his exhausted sleep. 

Slowly Nerichos stumbled through the few trees that blocked his view from the road, he came upon the dirt track, rediscovering, to his sadness, that the previous night had not been a horrific nightmare. Around a small fire dug off to the other side of the track, under the cover of another pine tree, Nicos, Kellen, and Mary sat, nibbling on hard tack and dried meat, off to the side under another tree stood their enigmatic savior, Ronin. He still wore his armor and pack, his face obscured by the steel mask; his hands lay casually on his weapons, his head rotating slowly, taking in every detail, searching for threats. Nicos and Kellen eyed Nerichos as he approached, but said nothing, merely handing him some of the dried meat and a water skin, no judgment in their eyes, only understanding. Mary sat huddled in a large cloak, the weave and material fine, but thin. She ate slowly, picking apart the hard tack, her gaze focused on the fire, never moving, not even noticing Nerichos arrival. 

“Where is Tyrin,” Nerichos asked without preamble. At the mention of Tyrin’s name, Mary looked up then returned to her hard tack, Nicos answered instead, “He went off into the forest after we woke up, said he needed to take care of something.” Nicos shrugged as he finished, he understood what Tyrin needed to do, after the previous night, everyone needed some time alone, time to think, to try and understand. Nerichos merely nodded to the information about Tyrin, took several bites out of the meat before talking again, “Did you see if he slept at all?” Nerichos jabbed his thumb over his shoulder towards Ronin as he spoke, no attempt at discretion. “Nah,” Kellen answered, he spoke around some of the dried meat, unlike everyone else, and Kellen seemed to have no trouble eating. “We woke up,” Kellen continued, “And he was just standing there, came over took out more food and a funny looking cloak for Mary then went back to standing.” Nicos shrugged again after Kellen had finished, the meat in front of him seeming to hold more of his attention, “I don’t think he slept at all, because when we woke up, the fire was still going, even though it started raining’,” Nicos added, his face troubled as he considered that. 

Nerichos finally turned towards Mary, a hand coming to rest gently on her shoulder, “Mary,” Nerichos began, “How are you holding up?” Finally, Mary looked up, meeting Nerichos’ eyes, “I’ll be fine, I just, I was so scared last night, my parents, neighbors, everyone, they’re all dead. But, well I can do this, I have to, I just need some time, but I can do this.” Mary responded, a new determination growing with each word, despite all that had happened, despite losing her home, Mary seemed to be in better shape than Nerichos, and he was the one they had always turned to for leadership, ever since they were kids. He should be the one handling it better, the one the others relied on. Instead, he was scared, shaken, but all he did was nod after Mary had finished, burying everything that he felt deep down, trying to be strong for everyone else. 

Nerichos nodded to Kellen and Nicos, giving Kellen’s wound an appraising look, the bandages were gone, and a new scar already had formed, clearly Ronin’s work, giving Kellen firm squeeze on the opposite shoulder before he slowly stood up and moved over to Ronin. “Alright Ronin, its morning, we want answers.” Nerichos tried to sound imperious in his demand, but between the emotions stirring inside him and cold, black slots that represented Ronin’s eyes, the effort was lost in a rasp. “In due time, once the other returns, I will tell you all I know. It will be brief though, we must travel and quickly, I fear that others will soon be coming for you.” Again, the deadpan of his voice reducing the force of the message, Nerichos nodded, digesting the information. “Fine,” Nerichos said slowly, “But first off who do you think is chasing us now? I mean you said you got all these damn mercs last night, and I saw you get that wizard good too,” Ronin’s silent regard seemed to answer these questions, until he spoke in his deadpan voice after a few seconds, “I will explain everything when we are moving again.” 

This seemed to indicate that he was done with their conversation, as Ronin turned an exact ninety degrees and moved off deeper into the forest, somehow managing to not break a single stick or make a noise as he did so. “Fuck you too,” Nerichos muttered under his breath as Ronin disappeared into the forest, Ronin had saved their lives, but his timing had been too perfect, Ronin had arrived when things were at their absolute worst. In fact, now that Nerichos looked back on the night, granted, with grief-stricken eyes, the whole situation looked like Ronin was working with the mage and his assassin, he could have killed the mage, but hadn’t and he had simply allowed the assassin to flee. The mercenaries could simply have been hired by the three of them in order to deceive the survivors, after all Ronin could move like a shadow, he could have been tracking them the whole time and intervened when the danger was greatest, and therefore, lead them to accept Ronin. 

Thumbing the hilt of his sword, the sheath he had borrowed from the bodies they had found the day before fitting snuggly and even naturally at his side, Nerichos continued to ponder the night’s events, so consumed in the memories and the shadows of a conspiracy that might not exist, that he didn’t even notice Tyrin return, until the man was standing in front of him. Nerichos looked up, and took a step back, startled, partly because he found his hand on the hilt of his sword, the blade part way out of the sheath. Nerichos straightened before his friend and brother, firmly slamming the sword back into its leather and wooden sheath. Before Nerichos could say anything, Tyrin put an hand on his shoulder, then said, “It’s alright, I know what you’re going through, we all do,” he nodded slightly towards the group, “We got to stick together to get through this, get Mary to safety, and I know that I will follow you to do it. So do you think we should stick with Ronin?” Nerichos looked over at the group, they were all dirty and grimy, ashes from the fires had covered them, dried blood staining their clothes, giving everyone a pale hue, despite the food and rest, and they all looked hollow, broken. “Yes, at least for now we have to, those mercs were there for us, and we need to find out why. We need a purpose, something to keep us going, and I think revenge will do, at least for me,” Nerichos replied, nodded to himself as he went, almost as if he was trying to convince himself this as he spoke, only to agree with the sentiment as he finished talking. “Right, let’s get moving then,” was all Tyrin said. 

After he returned a short while later, Ronin led the group down the road towards the coast, the sluggish pace of the group should have irritated Ronin, but there was never a word of complaint about the pace. The drizzle of rain eventually faded, and the barest glimpses of sun began to break through the clouds. As the group moved, Ronin would scout in circles around the group, at time leading them, other times he would be checking ahead or behind them, searching the thick pine forest. At around midday, Ronin stopped the group so that everyone could eat; he dug through his pack retrieving more food and water, handing it off to Nerichos before moving off into the woods. “Anyone else think it’s kinda weird that guy doesn’t eat or nothing?” Kellen asked as he bit into the dried meat, even for hard laborers like themselves, meat was a rare treat, he savored the flavor before continuing, “I mean near as I can tell, he didn’t even sleep last night.” Kellen looked around as he finished talking, Tyrin was completely focused on Mary, and they were both eating and talking quietly off to themselves. Nicos was his usual quiet self, until he took a deep breath, then answered, “You’re right, he didn’t. I heard that mages could do that kind of thing.” Nicos kept his eyes downcast, as he slowly ate hard tack, almost as if he hadn’t spoken at all. 

Tyrin moved over silently, trailed by Mary, he looked around the small clearly by the road that they were using, Ronin was nowhere in sight, but he still bent his head forward to talk, “Do you think that maybe Ronin planned the whole thing, I have heard that mages can make things appear that aren’t there, illusions I think. What if the mage and the mercs was just an illusion or something?” 

“It was no illusion, and I am no mage.” Ronin stated simply, his voice dull and lifeless. All five spun around, Ronin stood perhaps a foot away from Nerichos, completely unmoving, his weapons sheathed, the only sign that he had actually spoken was the slight rise and fall of his chest. Tyrin and Nerichos had drawn their swords, both stood ready to strike, yet Ronin appeared unconcerned, but if you could move like he could, perhaps few things concerned him. 

“What happened back in your hamlet was not my doing, you are right to question my motives but be careful where you throw your accusations.” It was difficult to tell if Ronin was threatening them or simply stating a fact, his voice gave nothing away, his body stood relaxed. Slowly Nerichos lowered his sword, sliding the blade home into its sheath, yet Tyrin didn’t, his sword still hovered close to Ronin’s neck, “Tyrin,” Nerichos commanded, “Put the damn thing away!” Tyrin grimaced, before sheathing his blade, behind him Mary finally relaxed, lowering Tyrin’s knife. 

Despite the tension, Ronin seemed unfazed, Kellen and Nicos both looked shocked. Without explaining or commenting further, Nerichos demanded, “Okay, Ronin, explain! You said while we were moving, but we haven’t heard a damn thing!” At this, the rest of the group became more attentive, each one gathering around Ronin, finally answers, finally a reason. “Very well,” Ronin began, “Let us start moving and I will explain what I can.” With that he collected the remaining food and water, somehow fitting it into the small pack at his back, then started gliding soundlessly down the road, forward.

The group scrambled to gather themselves and catch up, Nerichos did shout after him to stop, but Ronin had already set a quick pace, possibly hoping to avoid the truth, or maybe running from the truth that remained elusive. The group formed up around Ronin, pushing up around him, but still keeping their distance, somehow despite everything, Ronin gave an aurora of fear that surpassed all else, even the previous night. “The potential to change the world rests with two of you, I do not know which two of you it is,” Ronin began, never slowing or turning, his voice dull and dead, as if the information he was relying might have been on the growth of grass. Ronin continued with his story, without allowing an opportunity for questions, “I have been searching for you for some time, but there was always something blocking me, something preventing me from getting close. Until just a short time ago, when that force disappeared, I came as quickly as I could. When I neared the hamlet, I realized how many mercenaries were attacking; I did not realize that a mage was among them. I dispatched most of the mercenaries around the perimeter of the hamlet, as soon as the mage struck; I was able to locate you precisely.  In hindsight, I should have killed the mage, but I had no way of knowing that the assassin would attack me instead of going after all of you.” Following that Kellen snorted, a grin playing across his features, the interruption didn’t seem to bother Ronin, because he continued immediately, “The assassin in question would have been able to eliminate all of you without much difficulty. I am not entirely sure why the mage wanted your entire hamlet wiped out, but I can assume that it was to ensure that he killed the correct people.” 

Before Ronin could continue Nerichos spoke up, asking, “Wait, now if you can’t figure out which one of us are the important ones, how did you find us?” A cocked head from Ronin preceded his response, however, he didn’t stop or turn about, “And that reveals the ingenuity of your erstwhile protector, the protection was such that when you were revealed, it was like lifting a great fog, with your hamlet being at its focal point. In other words, your protection was so great that I had to assume you would be in the hamlet, it is very possible that the ones I seek are dead, or simply elsewhere.” Despite the dullness of his voice, the weight of what had been delivered struck home on the survivors, it was not some gods’ blessing, or a kind of divine purpose, a destiny of sorts, instead it was dumb luck. They had survived because they had lasted long enough to be rescued, nothing more, their uniqueness, their purpose might simply have been in the right place at the right time. Their survival and the death of their friends and home had no greater purpose, nothing.  

“Does anything that happened matter then? Or is there a chance that one of us is these destined ones?” For the first time since their meeting, Ronin paused to think, never slowing, but just silence, his first real human reaction, “I would not say
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