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The new dawn light lit up the coastal road as Nerichos, Nicos, and Annell followed it, Annell’s magnificent carriage carrying them onward. They had started out before first light from their simple camp on the road, all filled with eager, newfound energy ever since they left Luc Cormaine three days ago. They followed the coastal road seeking their lost friends, Kellen and Rufus, who had fled aboard a ship during the cataclysmic battle in Luc Cormaine, the night when a crimson moon had lit up the sky and white fire had scoured the city. Now that the danger had passed and the monster of Luc Cormaine was destroyed, both Nerichos and Nicos wanted to learn more about why the mage and assassin had come for them and killed everyone in Green Pines, their home in the process. Apparently, the Prophet of Great Kalier, whoever that was, had sent the assassin and the mage. While they no leads on this prophet, they had been attacked by beings of legend, the Grey Order, they must know something. So, they set out, there was little talk amongst them now, everything had already been said that needed to be said over the past few days, now they just journeyed in companionable silence together. Nicos was certain that they would catch the ship they were chasing that night, he had used his vast magical power to send his senses far out into the world and had found that they were currently anchored just inside of a cove and had been there now for two days. He had told them last night that he didn’t know how, but he knew they wouldn’t leave for at least another three days, yet still they didn’t have a plan for when they arrived. They knew that Kellen and Rufus were with a group of armed soldiers, their intentions unknown but with what both brothers, Nerichos and Nicos, had demonstrated in Luc Cormaine, what could these mere soldiers do to them. 

As they traveled, the quiet coastal road remained empty, but they did spot birds circling lazily above a distant point, they all stopped as Nerichos pointed it out and without even thinking, Nicos seized a small portion of his power and sent his senses dashing away from his body. It was always a thrill for him when he did so, his mind leapt from his physical body and soared above it and the others for a moment before he sent it sailing towards the birds, in an instant his mind was among them, and he saw that these were scavengers. He now sent his senses down below to what held their attention, it was a small fishing village, but all the boats were still dragged ashore, his senses now detected, in the growing heat of the early summer air, the stench of rot. Littered about the simple huts of the village were bodies, the villagers. The bodies looked fresh, likely it happened during the night, Nicos was momentarily shocked and nearly lost his connection to his body but steadied himself. It reminded him of the terrible night that had started this journey for Nerichos, Kellen, Tyrin, Mary, and himself, yet thankfully there wasn’t the constant stench of smoke and ash in the air. Steadying his mind and his body, Nicos plunged about the bodies and saw the obvious signs of gruesome stabs and hacks. Whoever had done this had been thorough and brutal, ‘Just as bad as Green Pines,’ Nicos thought to himself before sending his mind racing back to his body.

The moment his mind returned to his body, he found Nerichos and Annell facing him with eager curiosity on their faces. “Is it a village or something?” Nerichos immediately asked, he could clearly now tell when Nicos’ senses returned to his body. “I wouldn’t mind finding out if they spotted the ship,” Nicos just nodded and took a quick moment to gather his thoughts before replying, “Yes, it’s a village but they were attacked in the night, they’re all dead.” He let the words hang in the air even as rage flashed on Nerichos’ face while Annell just turned around and sent her senses out. In gritted words Nerichos now demanded, “Do you think those soldiers that captured Kellen and Rufus are responsible, trying to hide their tracks?!” Nicos felt Annell’s senses return to her body, but she didn’t say anything, instead just kept her back to them. “I told you,” Nicos quickly replied, “I don’t think they are captives or anything, it didn’t seem like...” He didn’t get to finish his words before Nerichos demanded, “Dammit, who else could it have been?!” Nicos was at a loss, he was still learning how to send his senses out, he might have missed a group of soldiers leaving the ship to attack the village, all he could do at such ranges right now was find familiar people and places, like Kellen, Luc Cormaine, or Gwen... “That wouldn’t make sense,” Annell provided as she turned around contemplating, “All the other villages we passed by so far have been left alone, why would they start attacking now? From what Nicos said, the soldiers are likely in disguise so why would this village be different from the others?” 

Nicos hadn’t considered that and it seemed based on his brother’s relaxing features that he hadn’t either, something else was going on here. “Let me try to send my senses out,” Nerichos stated and closed his eyes, his own power emerging like a torrent that made Nicos have to look away, he knew that other magic users could see it but not to the degree that he could, a golden fire wreathing around Nerichos like he was a torch, like he was the sun. It was blinding and perhaps for Nicos he also felt a bit inadequate next to his brother, Nicos was certain that his brother’s power far eclipsed his own, even though he still hadn’t seen it in action. While Nicos looked away, he did see from the corner of his eye, Annell staring at Nerichos, her mouth slightly agape. She likely saw something far different than the blinding, burning sun that Nicos saw. After a few moments Nerichos’ power faded and Nicos was able to look at him again. Nerichos just shook his head in frustration, “I can’t find anything around that would make sense just villages and distant ships, the soldiers are still too far out for me to find, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t responsible!” Annell just nodded and added that it was the same for her, Nicos could have sent his senses out to them but didn’t want to pass the slaughtered village so instead he decided to take some of Gwen’s few words to him at Luc Cormaine to heart, ‘Don’t search for the battle, it will find you.’ Nicos thought for a moment about how he should proceed, ‘They aren’t captives, I know that! Also, why do I keep sensing from those soldiers around Kellen and Rufus that they don’t mean them any harm and don’t seem to want any violence! None of this makes sense, but I can’t help but feel like this has nothing to do with us! Or maybe this is the battle that will find us...’

“Okay, so we don’t know who attacked this village, but we won’t find any answers sitting around here, let’s go there and see it. Maybe we all missed something... someone and we can help them!” Nerichos and Annell looked at him skeptically, so Nicos immediately added, “The soldiers with Kellen and Rufus have crossbows, let’s look at the bodies and see if we see any bolts, try to figure out what is going on, try to help people!”

* * *
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OCEAN WIND WHIPPED about the deck of the small merchant cog as it coasted above the waves, Mary stood along the railing with her hands gripping it. She felt exhilaration, the only other time she had been aboard a ship she had been in a state of shock after the attack in Osas, now she could truly enjoy the experience, this feeling of adventure and exploration, of something new and exciting. They had arrived in Tel’Osas and by some grace of the gods as soon as they had arrived, they had run into a merchant that was about to leave the city for the Breaker Islands, he was determined to leave right away in the night and was more than happy to take their silver for passage. Now, they were three days from the city and three more days away from Nerichos and Nicos, the captain told them they would soon arrive at the isles and Mary was determined to see this new land with her own eyes as soon as she could, she would soon be further from home than she had ever been and she had Tyrin at her side. Almost as if summoned, Mary more felt a presence at her side rather than heard anything over the wind and looked over to see Tyrin had joined her. His distracted look that he wore over their journey away from the brothers was gone and he had a wry smile on his face as the wind beat against his handsome features. His hand found hers on the railing and he gripped it with an almost crushing strength for just a moment before loosening it and just letting his hand rest on hers. “We made it,” Mary whispered, certain that he couldn’t hear her over the wind but somehow, he did as he replied, “Yes, we did.” 

“The captain told me that there is a series of canals through the islands and that we can pay for passage on a ship heading to the Republic once we reach port, someplace called Shipwreck.” Mary grimaced at the name, ‘Damn can’t the Republic make anything sound pleasant! Try Sunshine Port or something next time!’ But she couldn’t complain too much, another ship could easily be found that would leave right away to take them even further from the brothers, well take Tyrin away from the brothers, that was what mattered to her. “As long as we don’t learn why it’s called that when we dock, I’ll be happy. Did the captain say where we can find these canals?” Mary asked and looked over to Tyrin. He was staring out over the railing, and it seemed like he didn’t hear a word she said. “What is it, what’s wrong?” Mary asked quickly but immediately noticed that he wasn’t looking back towards Tel’Osas and the direction of the brothers, unless they had somehow gotten to the Breaker Islands. He didn’t respond and just kept staring out over the ocean, his face tightening as his free hand fell to one of his swords. Before Mary could ask more, he replied, “There are ships out there, a lot of them,” Mary looked back over the water and tried to see what he did, but it was hopeless, all she could see was the vast ocean. Then from above in the crow’s nest came, “Ships off the port bow!” sailors came rushing over to the railing that Mary and Tyrin held and then she finally spotted them. Dozens of massive, black tarred ships breaking through the waves, their sails tarred black as well, but each one had a crimson dragon in flight, ‘The Republic’. As their merchant cog continued on, more and more ships came into view and the crew talked amongst themselves around them as Tyrin grip tightened slightly on her hand while his other hand still gripped his sword, it was a fleet of ships. And as far as she could learn from the sailors talking around them, it was enough for a full legion of Republic soldiers, ten thousand at least, and they were heading straight for Osas. 

Mary was at a loss for words, what did this mean, did it have to do with Nerichos and Nicos? Was this about the Republic takeover of Osas, had the Kingdom of Triest somehow retaken the city? Was this something even worse? “That’s enough battle-hardened troops to conquer all of Triest,” Tyrin whispered to her, his eyes scanning the sailors around them, none of them bothering to even notice the pair, “That’s a full invasion force from the Republic.” His hand on hers fell away and to his other sword, Mary’s mind raced, ‘Gods is he about to kill all these sailors and somehow sail us back! Gods does he care that much about a kingdom where the only place we ever knew is already burned to the ground?!’ Her fears were quickly eased with the captain’s shouts over the din, “Get back to work you worthless sea dogs! Actin’ like you never seen a fleet of ships ‘fore! Now get back to your duties before I start floggin’!” The crew around them grumbled but started to go back to their duties as the fleet passed by them in the distance and Mary noticed Tyrin’s hands falling from his swords back to his sides. The captain came up next to them, all while yelling obscenities at his crew to get back to work, “Quite the sight, aye?” he remarked. Tyrin at her side just nodded, but Mary managed to say calmly while trying to play innocent and not draw any attention to them, “Is that a merchant fleet then?” The captain just shook his head before spitting over the side of the ship and saying a quiet, quick prayer under his breath, “Nay, that be a fleet of war, but don’t you worry they won’t be interested in us, we are going the opposite way.” 

Mary did her best to appear relaxed, thankfully Tyrin at her side always seemed utterly relaxed, at least since they had left Tel’Osas. The captain then added, “I say let the Republic take the whole world so long as they let us sail in peace and do our business! Besides means that there will be fewer pirates on these waters going forward, can always appreciate that kind of thing!” Mary looked over at the captain to see he looked rather thoughtful as he considered what he said and almost seemed startled when he noticed her looking at him. “Won’t be any delays getting you folks to port, but I should go and inform the senior merchants aboard.” And with that he nodded slightly and walked off, at ease under the swaying ship, Mary couldn’t help but feel like he was trying to be deferential to her, she could guess at the reason and looked up at Tyrin who was still studying the distant, passing ships. ‘Gods, just get us to these damn islands and then get us away from all of this!’ 

* * *
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ABSOLUTE OBLIVION WAS all it knew, it had once been a person, but that had been stripped away long ago. Not by pain or terror, no by the oblivion itself. All it knew was that it had once been a thing, a person but now all it knew was this oblivion. Thoughts were infrequent and random at best, memories were gone, if they had ever existed. Oblivion. Oblivion was all that it knew. All that it had ever known.

Then there was something new, not the oblivion, it was like nothing it had ever known, then it suddenly knew, it was pain. It was burning, it was fire, it was being burned alive. Then suddenly more knowledge flooded its mind, knowledge that this was pain yes, but that it was feeling, it felt again, it knew pain, pain was terrible, but pain was also life. Then suddenly more flooded its mind, what were these flashes, this knowledge? Yes, it was so obvious now, it was memories, memories flood back to it, memories flood back to her. She remembered, the pain faded, but the memories kept flooding back. She knew now, could understand again, there was more than the endless oblivion, there was feeling, there was memory, there was life. Then suddenly she remembered it all, she remembered herself, her name was, no, her name is Sourina. My name is Sourina.  

* * *
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“WELL DAMN, DIG LIKE that and we will be here until we all die of thirst!” Rufus shouted down into the muck filled hole. Kellen hanged his head over his shovel for a moment, covered in muck and exhaustion while the hot, early summer sun beat on his back, before looking back up and shouting, “Then help!” Only to hear laughter back from Rufus before receiving a hearty, actually nearly toppling slap on his back from Taung. Kellen looked over at the massive, blue tattooed marine, ‘Republic marine,’ Kellen reminded himself before sighing to the massive man and picking up and then slamming his shovel into the muck again. “Doesn’t this just suck?” Kellen demanded as he scooped out a shovel full of muck to the growing piles around them. “No, this is good work, this is marine work,” Taung only stated back with a massive grin, before scooping out three more shovelfuls. Kellen could only groan to this, ever since he and Rufus had sneaked aboard a random ship, then been promptly discovered, only to find disguised Republic marines on some secret mission had commandeered it, and then only to have Rufus somehow convince them that he and Kellen were crucial to the success of their mission had Kellen really considered what all had happened to him over the last few days. One moment, he had been a survivor from a bandit attack, the next he and his friends were narrowly dodging danger left and right, then to have some kind of revelation of doom foretold on them that sent Tyrin and Mary running with Kellen sticking around for... for heroism maybe? Only to find himself caught in some damn plot that he didn’t even know was going on, and now here he was best buds with a bunch of Republic marines, people he was always taught were demons, and searching for... As all this ran through his head, his shovel slammed into something that wasn’t muck and wasn’t rock, it was wood. “The Spirits told me that you alone could find it, let me help you uncover it, but you must present it!” Taung announced with such a fervent shout that everyone above now crowded around their small hole and looked in. Kellen and Taung switched to their hands and pushed aside the muck enough to reveal a battered and rotted chest. As Taung, with Kellen definitely helping, freed it from its muck prison, half the squad started to slide into their hole to get at the chest. Kellen just backed away, only to have one of Taung’s massive hands reach out and grab his battered jerkin and drag him over, “Kellen must reveal it, lest it be cursed so the Spirits say!” Taung proclaimed with a shout and every marine back up to allow Kellen at the battered chest. 

With tentative hands, Kellen reached for the chest, the marines around him, Stony and La Fleur mostly talking about how it was absolutely cursed and he would die or worse his prick would rot off, Kellen felt he had no choice and so without any caution, grabbed the lid and lifted it open. ‘Gods be praised I’m rich!’ Kellen thought to himself as he lifted open the chest to reveal more silver than he had ever known existed and amongst that silver were several glass bottles. The marines pushed past him and instead of grabbing the silver grabbed the bottles and pulled them free. Pots, a truly reeking fellow, fell back on the muck next to Kellen with one of the bottles before cutting off the wax lid and smelling deeply of it. “Now that is some good sapper work you did, smell this.” Pots demanded as he shoved the bottle under Kellen’s nose and the alcoholic aroma nearly caused Kellen to vomit but he held it in as Pots took a solid pull from the bottle. As Kellen shook his head and tried to regain his senses he looked over at Pots to see him in a daze with the bottle somehow still held upright towards Kellen.

“Our turn, Lucky,” La Fleur said to him having leaned back next to him, holding her own bottle, cracked open as well. Kellen exhausted from digging took a moment before realizing that she meant for him to take Pots’ bottle and join her for a drink, Kellen followed his instincts and grabbed the bottle from Pots and in his best Eadrin said, ‘fuck it’.

* * *
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PRAN AND ZANARATH CONTINUED walking down the small merchant track, they had split off from the King’s Road two days ago and had continued on through the dense trees, passing through small farming villages and the like. For Pran, it was a like a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders since Zanarath had rejoined him after Luc Cormaine, each night they would debate philosophy and each day as they traveled on, Pran found that he rather enjoyed the mostly silent giant at his side, aside from the occasional observation on humanity and the world, which would inevitably lead to their debate that night. Pran had shrugged off the malaise he had felt after leaving Luc Cormaine, he had his names, the direction to follow, could now feel the pull of those strings that had been bound to him, but more to it than that, he had Zanarath at his side. It was like having a companion from the stories at his side, always trustworthy and steady. 

The beautiful, early summer sun and air deep in the forest with its humidity and bugs was a welcome change from the salty ocean wind, it was enough to put Pran at ease and allow him to think about all that had happened to him since coming to this strange land. One such happening was why he was here in the first place, someone had lured him to the continent and Luc Cormaine itself but for a reason he couldn’t guess, yet. Pran considered those names he had been given by Caliban back in Luc Cormaine that night, in that strange bar that felt more like a temple; Shotan, Teles, Thane, Pel’tak, and Esaveir. He didn’t recognize any of them, but that wasn’t surprising, they could be anyone or really anywhere. However, now that he could feel the strings pulling on him, he knew which direction to go, to follow that string back to those that tried to use him. Even if they weren’t the ones who had placed them on him, he could force them to tell him who had. He would have his answers, a way towards absolution as Caliban called it. Even if Zanarath thought absolution was impossible, the thought buoyed his spirits.

As they continued walking, several more hours of daylight left, Pran felt an odd sensation, it was contentment. He hadn’t felt that in a long time, not since his days of duty, contentment that he had done his duty well, that he had provided for his family. He hadn’t felt this feeling since the betrayal; it was both his betrayal and his people’s betrayal. Which betrayal was worse, well now Pran didn’t concern himself with that anymore, or even the betrayal. He had found a new purpose now and with his traveling companion at his side, he was certain he would find it. 

That contentment also stemmed from the knowledge that Zanarath had imparted to him, that his only true skill in life, his skill with his sword would be needed for this purpose. It perhaps was a foolish thing to be so content knowing that his only skill in life, to take life, would be needed but for one such as Pran, it was all he could hope to achieve. ‘Gods make people in their image, I was made in the image of a soldier, no I was made in the image of warrior, the only purpose a warrior is made for is war, I have only ever had one true purpose in life, it is good that my sword will be needed!’ Pran thoughts were like a salve over a wound on his soul that had been left to fester, ‘He told me that my sword would be an arbiter but not of power, not of politics, not of greed, instead something greater. I can live with that kind of responsibility!’

With these thoughts and more, Pran kept walking, the giant figure that was Zanarath at his side, silent as always, hooded as always. “The rains of the spring could be a great boon to these farmers,” Zanarath said as they walked, Pran grinned slightly, it was his way, a simple observation. “Yes, I believe so, assuming their war goes well to the east, this will be remembered as a time of plenty. Most of the people we have passed in these villages probably won’t even remember the war, as long as all of their folk come back safe that is.” 

“As it ever was,” Zanarath merely replied, becoming silent once more, his observation complete. ‘Yes, as it ever was.’

They continued walking, that was until the soft breeze blowing through the trees carried an all too familiar stench to his nostrils. “Rot, I smell it up ahead,” Pran noted, his hand falling to the sword at his side, checking to ensure it came cleanly from the sheath. “Not animals I fear,” Zanarath merely replied, making no move to check the sword at his side. Pran knew what that meant but said nothing, simply marching onward, his hand on his sword, they walked a bit further to find eight bodies cut down, ramshackle military garb on them all. “Bandits,” Pran announced immediately, still keeping his eyes on the dense trees on all sides of the simple wagon ruts that served as the road as he went to check the bodies. “Each one was killed with a single spear thrust to a vital organ, had to be one person, based on the way they fell, they didn’t even have time to react, not even a day ago at most.” Pran continued to check over the bodies and saw no sign of valuables or even weapons. “Whoever did this took whatever loot they had carried and their weapons, based on these wounds, it must have been a proper military force that killed them.” 

“Eight soldiers, walking through the woods were ambushed by bandits and got in close enough for them to be killed in a single blow each, not very good bandits,” Zanarath noted dryly, Pran had noticed that in his investigation, but the alternative didn’t make sense, the bodies were too close together, “One person? How does one person kill eight people before they have a chance to react?” 

“You could move that quickly.” 

“Yes, a praetor could, but that makes even less sense, still they would be wearing their armor, so why would bandits trouble someone armored, even just one person?”

“Either they aren’t bandits or whoever they sought to waylay wasn’t wearing armor.”

“So, a single person with only a spear was surrounded by bandits, they demanded what they had, then whoever they stopped killed them so quickly they couldn’t regroup or fight back, there is no blood where the killer stood.”

“Hidden armor, perhaps beneath robes?”

“It’s possible,” Pran allowed, but he wasn’t convinced, he might not know a lot about this land but generally people didn’t travel on back roads in robes, they might have been a priest but to waylay one such as that would be to bring down the fury of the gods or at least the local constabulary. Bandits of any skill and experience would know to avoid people like that and killing where possible, why not wait for the lone merchant and their cart. “Maybe it was targeted, assassins then, well if that is the case then whoever they tried to eliminate isn’t going to be a simple victim.” Pran finished as he rose from the bodies, “You don’t happen to carry a shovel under that cloak of yours, do you?” Pran then asked of Zanarath. Zanarath only shook his head in the negative, “No, but I understand your intent, let’s keep going to see if there is a village nearby and we can return to at least bury these bodies, I don’t believe it is Eadrin custom to let them rot on the side of the road, regardless of their crimes. 

Pran nodded to this and straightened, “So, someone important was passing through on a back road, and yet we didn’t pass anyone, that means after this attack they took to the wilderness.” Pran decided to add, his mind returning to his old way of thinking, this smelled of a conspiracy, one he would normally gladly hunt down, but because of the pull of the strings on him, he felt it wasn’t his problem. Zanarath then stated simply, “I accompany you, which way do we proceed, do we search for tracks in the forest and try to find this mysterious vigilante, do we continue on and return to these bodies with shovels to bury them, or as I understand it there is a shortcut back to the King’s Road ahead that could take us King’s Court, the capital?” Pran now eyed Zanarath, he had learned much of this enigmatic figure that proclaimed itself once to be a god, but he still didn’t know his true intent in all of this. Pran was grateful for the company but still, he couldn’t bury his past life and all of the intrigue that accompanied it so easily. But he also knew that Zanarath wasn’t interested in making any decisions, or even pushing him to do anything, this would be his choice, Zanarath was merely the companion in all of this. “If they were bandits or assassins, I think they got what they deserved, why harass the victim. I don’t feel the strings pulling me towards King’s Court, I chose to leave that all behind with my betrayal, we go on.” Zanarath only nodded to this.

With that they left the bodies behind, not even a day cold, and they kept moving. Soon after they smelled cook fires and sure enough a small village opened up amongst the dense woods, parts of the forest cut out for fields and small huts, but nothing else. As they entered, both clearly wearing weapons, several of the villagers spotted them and shouted in Eadrin about outsiders with weapons. The villagers from the fields raced back to their huts and eight soon emerged with weapons, no spears but eight battered swords, barred towards them but held in a way that reflected they had no skill in them. “What do you want?” A villager with a battered sword called to them in Eadrin, rural Eadrin, as they gathered in a half circle around Pran and Zanarath. “Nothing, we are merely passing through,” Pran offered with his best practiced merchant variant of Eadrin, raising both hands with his palms out. The villagers all looked towards the one who had accosted them, an older man, likely a leading person in the village for direction. He immediately lowered his sword and the rest followed suit, “Apologizes sirs, we have had bandit trouble, we meant no offense,” the man stated and shrugged as way of apology, Pran just nodded to him and kept his hands up before reply, “No offense taken, we mean no harm, however, my friend and I,” as he gestured towards Zanarath. “We came across several bodies further up the road, I assume they died for a righteous reason but, if possible, could we borrow a pair of shovels to dig them graves, its bad fortune to leave the dead untended to, regardless of their sins?” The villagers all looked between themselves, clearly uncertain, and clearly scared. ‘What by all the gods would compel these people to kill bandits and take their weapons? Nothing, so someone else must have killed the bandits and brought back their weapons. They must be trying to be tough, could work but they need more gumption!’ 

The lead villager, still looking between the others, finally looked back at Pran and nodded, “Aye, it is bad fortune. Did you know them?” Pran was actually shocked by the question, he never would have guessed a peasant farmer would have the nerve to ask that kind of question, true back in the Republic a farmer would ask it and demand much more, but they weren’t in the Republic. “No, merely traveling by that is all, we hear there is a war on and hope to sign on with a noble house to fight for silver. Just don’t like to leave corpses about, ill will towards the gods, bad fortune to those that pass by, and of course don’t want plague,” All the villagers nodded to this, they all clearly felt the same way, ‘What by the gods has them so ready to challenge strangers while clearly wanting to be left alone!’ “Aye, you be very right in all of that and the gods would not take kindly to it, no trouble, let me get you a pair of shovels then sirs,” the village leader said before heading back to his hut. Pran looked over at Zanarath, who as always was covered by his hood, yet he couldn’t help but detect a sense of bemused confusion by their reaction to them. Almost right away the village leader returned with a pair of shovels and handed them to Pran, only looking once towards Zanarath’s towering and hooded figure before bowing slightly to them and backing away. “It would do the gods justice to see them buried,” the village leader said before backing away. Pran decided not to press the issue about their initial resistance and decided to chalk it up to so much more of a problem for a true Praetor nodding to Zanarath before they headed back up the road. 

* * *
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THE SUNNY DAY MOCKED Arthur as his horse carried him towards King’s Court, around him was a constant chatter of nobles and knights but Arthur ignored it all. Word had arrived two days ago by one of Gulos’ magical messengers that his father, King Fredrick, had been assassinated in Luc Cormaine. They had just started their march deeper into Triest when the news came, to say that it had shaken Arthur’s very world to its core would be an understatement. He had barely slept since the news reached him, since he was told that he needed to return immediately to the capital at King’s Court for the funeral, with almost every single noble and most knights insisting that they needed to come as well. In fact, the entire army had begun to march back, the hard-fought victory against Triest, the Battle of the Charge as they were calling it, a second thought now to everyone, especially Arthur. He needed to see his father’s body one last time, to give him the proper rites and see him buried and honored, to make his peace with his father. 

Few things but that could hold his attention, most of the day to day of the army had been passed off to his uncle John Tveren, Duke of the Lakelands, as the great army of Eadrin had begun to slowly turn itself about, his uncle had insisted that he and most of the nobles go ahead. Arthur was deeply grateful for the kindness, he couldn’t miss his father’s funeral, he wouldn’t miss his final chance to say goodbye. So, they rode onward, usually at the pace of the following wagons and carriages, far too slow for Arthur’s liking however he knew the countryside they now rode in, they would arrive back in King’s Court in only four more days. Word had reached them a day ago that Duke Crestlin of Luc Cormaine was leading a procession with the body to the capital and was still a week away. 

Then the only other thing that could hold his attention came sprinting back into his mind, who had killed his father. The assassin had never been caught, they had somehow evaded all of the knights, guards, and even Gulos. However, the word that had come with the news of his father’s death was that during that very same night some terrible calamity had struck Luc Cormaine. Gulos had said he was investigating, but from what Arthur had gathered much of the city was now in ruins and the dead were still being counted. ‘Was this some kind of invasion, the first volley of an all-out assault?! If so, then who could be behind this?! The Republic! They are the only ones capable of such horrors!’ His mind went back to his year spent in the Republic occupied Breaker Islands, about the last stand of the Eadrin army against their tyranny utterly destroyed by their terrible sorcery. He would find answers and then he would have his vengeance, ‘No, not vengeance, justice!’ That would have to wait though, he would first see to his father, then he would find answers and get his justice, and he would kill anyone who got in his way. 

Not for the first time, Arthur wished that Clause was still alive and with him, the man had sacrificed himself to save Arthur’s life and now when he needed him most, he was gone, with Mori Lutum. Arthur knew that Clause could have helped him here, would already be out searching for answers, instead, Arthur now looked up and over his shoulder at Conrad, his father’s old bodyguard who had been instructed to guard Arthur now. Arthur couldn’t stop himself from hating the man, directing all of his anger at the man, he was a worthless old drunk but for decades he had guarded his father’s back and the one time he wasn’t his father was murdered. Once back in the capital, Arthur had already decided to send him on his way, give him whatever pay and rewards his father had promised him and get him out of his sight. Arthur didn’t need the old man, the man who had let his father die.

* * *
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“I HATE THIS PLACE,” Nuvve stated simply, crushing another bug from the tall, green grasses that seemed to stretch endlessly around them that had landed on her neck. At her side, Ronin, simply stood stock-still staring up at the sky as he had done for the last, well she didn’t actually know how long. Time seemed to move far differently here, wherever here truly was. ‘Fuck this place and these damn bugs!’ Nuvve thought sullenly to herself before once more following Ronin’s gaze up towards the sky. At least where the sky should be, above their heads the sky was a fractured image, like a painting with tears in it. Whole chucks of the sky were missing, the blue sky had great pieces of it simply gone, in their place was well, nothing. Nuvve’s mind wanted to understand it as a second sky or maybe darkness, but that simply wasn’t it. Looking at it, her mind simply couldn’t assign a color to it or any characteristics except for nothingness. It wasn’t black or white; it wasn’t anything at all. It was just nothing. 

Nuvve finally managed to pull her gaze away, she realized then that she didn’t know how long she had stared into that nothingness, into those breaks in the sky but the sun, at least that was still in part of the sky, had started to set in the distance. She would assume west but who really knew. It occurred to Nuvve at that point that she hadn’t eaten or drank anything since they had arrived, but she felt no pangs of thirst or hunger. ‘Damn these strange paths, best to leave this to mages to explore who don’t mind not coming back!’ Nuvve well knew the dangers of the endless paths, some like this one held danger far greater than simply some terrible denizen of the place, this one it seemed you could lose yourself in the nothingness forever. Deciding she had enough of it, she reached over and grabbed Ronin’s arm to try and get his attention, to this he merely replied quietly, “I am nearly done, then I will lead you back.” He had said that half a dozen times by now, Nuvve was starting to feel the annoyance building inside of her. She had given up her mission to stay with the brothers and had instead helped Ronin to escape Luc Cormaine. Though she knew that he would have been able to escape on his own, his body had healed remarkably fast from his terrible wounds thanks to Nicos’ intervention, she on the other hand had assassinated a king and was being hunted by every soldier and mage of the city. ‘A stupid infatuation, that’s what this is!’ 

Nuvve was just about to grab Ronin’s arm again when he now reached out and gently placed a finger and thumb on her chin and said, “There look,” his fingers gently raising her head, to which she promptly knocked them away, before looking up and followed his other hand that pointed to the fractured sky. As she looked, a piece of the sky simply broke away into the nothingness beyond, like glass being shattered. It was truly breathtaking, enough to cause her to gasp in... awe. Part of the sky had just been well shattered and fell into the nothingness beyond. “I... What by any god that will listen was that?!” Nuvve said in a whisper, so transfixed on watching the sky fall away. “This place is dying; it is the end of it. There is nothing to be done but witness.” Ronin replied quietly, his gray pupil less eyes staring at the fractured sky. Nuvve forced herself to blink a few more times, only then realizing that the sun had set and now stars flooded the parts of the sky that were still there, the rest just nothingness. 

“Ronin, we have to leave here, how long have we been here for?” To this Ronin finally lowered his gaze and turned to face her. “I will guide you back now,” Ronin said simply, before moving over to his small pack, powerful magic had created it, Nuvve knew that it held far more than it looked, as well as his weapons and belt. She had managed to find him some simple clothes in the city before they left, not that she had minded the sight of him without them, but decency demanded it. As he fixed the weapon belt to his waist and cinched on the strap holding the pack across his chest, Nuvve shook her head to clear the thoughts of this place before joining his side. “Will we be close to Luc Cormaine when we get back or can we go anywhere, I have never seen someone open a path the way you did?” Nuvve asked as he finished putting his gear on. “It will be where we left, I do not have the knowledge of the paths you do, I can only come here and return,” Ronin answered, ‘Great, now I’m the expert in paths! Wait!’ “Why this place? Why did you take me here?” Nuvve asked slowly, desperate to learn the reason. “This was my home, before it all, I want to be here when it dies,” Ronin answered simply, in that emotionless voice he always used, before he extended a hand and made a few gestures with it and the air shimmered before him. “Why did you want me to see this, to come here with you then?”

“I have never shown anyone else this place, to my knowledge the only other entity that knew of my home was the Crimson Moon Huntress and now you.”

“Why me?”

“Since I was taken, since I was enslaved by the Crimson Moon Huntress, you were the only person who was ever kind to me despite gaining nothing from it.” 

Nuvve couldn’t find any words to respond with, she was struck by what he had said. Finally, after a few moments of staring at the shimmer in the air before them, “Come on, bullshit I wasn’t even nice to you!” Nuvve shouted, trying to find some way out of this infatuation she had with him. “I bet you have taken a hundred girls here!” Ronin just stared at her and for the first time he actually smiled at her, “You came for me when I was dying for no personal gain, you tried to save me, since I was taken by the Crimson Moon Huntress, I have never known such kindness.” With that he simply stepped through the shimmer in the air. 

* * *
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A SUMMER STORM BEAT against the windows of the monastery, battered old windows that let in too much of the howling wind outside of this early summer storm. Trickles of water were already leaking down edges of the window, forming a small puddle at its base. The water was pooling at the base of every window in the room, likely every window in the whole monastery. On a nearby bed, the largest by far in the monastery lay a dying man, a dying king. He had been slashed through the right side of his neck down into the chest, there were no healers known that could mend such a mortal wound, only keep his heart beating for a little while longer. So that is what it did, his heart kept beating like the drops of water from the barely sealed windowsill. He would keep on living so long as the healing magics from the monks kept coming and held, King Vureen, king of Triest, lay dying, ever so slowly, on a bed in a tucked away monastery while his lands were in turmoil. 

‘Gods should damn me to a place like this to watch my father die!’ Thought the crown princess of Triest, Celeste. She had been ready to take the throne from her, well-to-be polite absent-minded father, for a very long time. She had been ready since she was only eleven, even more ready when she was the age of adulthood at sixteen, now at twenty-three, she was far more than capable of running the kingdom than he had ever been and had done so for almost a decade now. However, the one thing she was never allowed to be in command of until she was the proper queen was the military affairs of the kingdom. Celeste had long argued with her father, long into the night after council meetings, since she would never embarrass her father by bringing them to light in council meetings, that Triest needed to rebuild its military and prepare for the inevitable retaliation of Eadrin. Triest had managed to steal away the city now known as Tel’Osas from Eadrin after the disastrous defeat of the Eadrin army on the Breaker Islands by the Republic, but that success was always going to be punished by the much larger and more powerful Eadrin. Once they had resolved the succession war they faced, they would start gathering their strength to attack Triest. But her father had never listened, had always assumed that Eadrin would never dare, that they would always respect the old treaties. Because of that, Celeste was now forced into the position that she now found herself in. Her father had been mortally wounded and barely carried away from the battlefield, the battle already was being called the Stand of the Blue Swords, he had been spirited away by his loyal elite Blue Swords from the rest of the retreating army due to fears that disgruntled elements of the army might either kill him or take him prisoner to present to the invading Eadrin army. 

Now, because of that, Celeste cowered like a frightened animal in a monastery far from the front lines with all the Blue Swords that were left standing. Most had died in the battle. Her father, slowly dying but never allowed to die behind her. And there was a reason for that hesitation for letting him die, word had already gone out to all the noble lords of Triest that the king was still alive and was regaining his strength and rebuilding his army, but the moment word got out that he was dead, well then every noble lord would start looking out for themselves, it would only be a matter of time before nobles started openly defecting to the Eadrin side. Celeste was in an impossible situation, her father’s rule over Triest had been so poorly managed that even if she were to declare herself queen, many nobles would simply refuse to follow her. After all, Tel’Osas and Osas had fallen to the Republic not long ago, then the Eadrin army had crossed the border and sought battle with the Triestian army and had utterly defeated them, now with their king dead most nobles would start looking out for themselves. Soon enough, she would barely have a kingdom to hold onto. 

Leaning her head against the cold window before her, the heat of the stress being relieved by the cold glass for a bit, Celeste thought about what her next move could even be. ‘Fuck it, I offer to marry Arthur the damn prince of Eadrin, that’s the move, we end the war and I somehow convince him that it’s an equal marriage despite the fact I have no army and we become some kind of dual crowned kingdom with are fucking kids being the inheritors of both!’ Celeste knew that was the best move now, that would end the war and at least keep some of her kingdom together, obviously there would be those that refused to swear that new oath like Duke Weshlin who had organized the retreat from the disastrous battlefield and had the skill and resources to resist. ‘Weshlin would have a point to, marrying my father’s murderer would be a betrayal of not just my family but of the crown itself! How long before we are hunting down my own people, so they obey their new Eadrin masters?’ She was at a loss for her next move could even be that wouldn’t end in disaster. 

There was a soft knock at the door and Celeste called for them to enter, the door opened and closed quietly while she still stared out the window into the storm and from the reflection she could see Commander Kevest, the leader of the Blue Swords behind her, he was only elevated to that rank because the previous commander and the next two Blue Swords in line for the position had died in the battle. Still, it was good to have the loyal Blue Swords with her, despite how ragged their number was now. “Your Royal Highness,” Kevest intoned behind her and offered a low bow, “Yes, Kevest, what is it?” Celeste said without turning around. “Just now, a rather unusual messenger bird arrived.” Celeste swung away from the window and stared at him quizzically, “A messenger bird flew through the storm?” Kevest only nodded, clearly that made the bird unusual. “Was it a message addressed to the monks?” Kevest shook his head in the negative before producing a sealed, soaking wet messenger tube fit for a bird. “Your Royal Highness, it was addressed to you,” Kevest told her, his face completely neutral but Celeste already knew from the short time she had known the man that he wasn’t a fool, he had already considered the possibilities. Celeste had gone with the army from Tel’Trien, the capital, but no one should know where they had taken the king to. It was simply too dangerous right now for anyone outside of Celeste and the Blue Swords to know. “Are all of the monks accounted for,” Kevest nodded to this before saying, still holding out the messenger tube, “All of my Blue Swords are accounted for as well.” ‘Thank the gods for that and that I didn’t have to ask it! If the Blue Swords, if even some of them betray me...’ “Thank you Kevest, I never doubted the loyalty of the Blue Swords. And the bird that delivered the message?” 

“It is still waiting at the front of the monastery; I would assume it is magical and is waiting for a response.” 

Celeste wished she had some mages that she could trust with her, those that had survived the battle were mostly mercenaries and couldn’t be relied upon, the Court Mage, Thane, had gone missing after the battle and she assumed he was either fleeing or had even defected. “Well, let’s see what it says,” gesturing for him to open the message, Celeste forced herself to face the window again, but her heart was beating quickly now, she needed a few moments to hide the fear she felt inside of her, that fear like a primordial force that wanted to break free. The soft sounds of the waxen seal being broken before more silence, Celeste watched through the window’s reflection as Kevest read the single piece of fine vellum and seemed to be rereading it again. “What does it say, Commander?” Celeste asked, doing everything she could to keep her voice even, to keep the fear from it. The commander was silent for a few more moments, clearly reading the letter again, she would give him time, it was likely that he had only a limited ability with his letters. “To her Royal Highness, Crown Princess Celeste of House Wyren, heir to the throne of the Kingdom of Triest. In these dark times, we would like to offer aid to your cause and to your land. If permitted, we will send a representative to your sanctuary in three days-time to discuss how best to secure your victory.” Celeste swung about now and approached Kevest who offered the message. She read it over quickly and then read it again. It wasn’t signed by anyone; there were no seals on the paper. 

“What should we do, Your Royal Highness?” Kevest asked after an extended period of silence while Celeste read the message again and again, turning the words over in her head. ‘It sounds like I would be making a deal with a demon, there must be something so terrible about who sent this to not tell me who they are! But what choice do I even have now?! I have less than a hundred battered Blue Swords!’ “I want to see this bird,” Celeste demanded, her mind already made up. Kevest bowed again and opened the door for her. She quickly left the room, a pair of Blue Swords on guard saluting as she passed with Kevest behind her. She barged into the main floor of the monastery and the Blue Swords sitting about there immediately stood up to salute, the few monks working this late over their parchment not even bothering to look up. She didn’t care about that right now as she marched past them to the main doors of the monastery where another pair of Blue Swords stood guard. “Open it,” she demanded as she arrived, one obeyed immediately and went to the door while the other took a position in front of her with his sword out. They exchanged a quick look before the door was swung open. Outside, the storm raged, wind howled into the monastery as rain pelted the entryway. The parchment of the monks fluttered about, but the monks simply gathered them up without concern. The huge back of the Blue Sword blocked Celeste’s view, so she put a hand on his shoulder, and it was enough for him to immediately move out of the way, sword still at the ready. There before her was a raven, simply standing there as the rain pelted it and the wind whipped at its soaked feathers, ‘Magical indeed, unsettling,’ Celeste even thought she could see some kind of intelligence behind its black eyes. 

Staring down at the bird, patiently waiting, Celeste for a moment thought she had gone mad for taking this action, but she was desperate. She turned about from the door and demanded, “Paper and a quill,” a Blue Sword grabbed a blank piece from one of the tables as well as a quill, dipping into an ink well before bringing it to her, the monk at the table not even seeming to notice. She took them and wrote right away, without any more hesitation, ‘I will meet your representative,’ before she signed it. She would have used the King’s Seal but that had been lost in the frantic retreat from the battle. Blowing on the ink to dry it, she handed it to Kevest saying, “Reseal the letter,” Kevest did so without comment, Celeste didn’t bother to watch if he read it as soon enough the commander was at the door and crouching before the bird. As soon as he straightened, the raven cawed once before taking flight back into the night’s storm. Flying unerringly south. “Now, we wait.”
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[image: ]


Pel’tak never would have believed it would be so easy to fool the dragon, Teles had flown off to the devastated city of Luc Cormaine to utterly annihilate it and the brothers. However, with but a small bit of trickery and magic, Pel’tak had masked the pair since they weren’t constantly holding onto their prodigious power and placed a faint trail far to the north. Teles was busy flying there now, soaring high above the land beyond any mortal’s sight. Had she known it was this easy to fool a dragon, she likely would have done so before, however that would also require her to encounter a dragon up close, which wasn’t a healthy idea. 

Pel’tak was confident in the plan that Teles and her devised, but she knew that Teles didn’t need to be a part of it any longer or even survive. Also, Teles was almost certainly planning to betray her at some point. That meant that until the brothers were ready to face Teles she would shield them and lead Teles on a merry chase until it was time for them to kill the dragon. It also meant that Pel’tak would need to use another method to prepare them, Nicos in particular, his raw strength would be the key to slaying a dragon. However, since she couldn’t approach Nicos as she had before she would need a new plan. Thankfully, the casual brutality of humanity had provided her with the perfect vehicle to begin that preparation. 

Even now, she passively followed the pair, they were riding in a carriage of all things towards their destination, it meant that along the way there would be plenty of opportunities to train them for what was to come, for their role in her new plan once Teles was out of the way. All it took was a simple nudge. 

* * *
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DOING ANOTHER VISUAL inspection of his squad as they relaxed on the deck of the ship they had commandeered from Luc Cormaine, Darius was pleased to see that most of them were still relatively sober. He then looked over at the crew, most were ashore still taking on fresh water and foraging while the rest were finalizing the ship to sail again, but as Sergeant Pelts, whose squad was on watch today, had told him not one of the sailors was missing. It was surprising to say the least, however the two stowaways they had found when they escaped Luc Cormaine, an old man named Rufus and a young man named Kellen, had managed to work miracles with the crew. It seemed Rufus and Kellen had taken on the unofficial roles as liaisons between the captive crew and the Republic marines. Rufus had even managed to start building some bonds between the crew and the marines, he clearly had their trust since the new captain of the ship had told them about this hidden cove and more importantly the buried loot from his days as a privateer. Now, the sailors were well paid in silver, and the marines got a chance to decompress after the horrors of Luc Cormaine and so long as they didn’t overstay their welcome and ensure the sailors could return to their lives as privateers or more likely pirates, everything should be fine, for now at least. 

Darius was always ready to take on new recruits like the pair, and they had already earned their keep as far as he was concerned. Those first few tense days after Luc Cormaine had been dangerous, keeping the captain informed of everything while not letting on too much. Keeping a watchful eye on the sailors without making them feel like they were prisoners, sailing at a safe distance from the coast to not be recognized while also not sailing too far out that the sailors might think they were being taken far from their homelands and more importantly letting them think they now had more control since the marines couldn’t sail the ship properly. It had all been a careful balancing act, but Rufus and Kellen had performed miracles to say the least. It seemed that their young lieutenant Trem and their rather terrifying mage Clarissa seemed to rather enjoy Rufus’ company and his work and that kept the pair away from the sergeants so they could do the actual work of keeping the marines ready for the next fight. ‘And I get the feeling there will be a lot more fights before this mission is over,’ with that bitter thought Darius now looked over at Kellen. He seemed to have fit right in with the marines, and it seemed that Darius’ squad had already adopted him. He didn’t look like he would be much use in a fight, but they were already calling him their lucky charm. 

Darius chaffed a little at that, scratching at his still growing beard, but he was always happy to have more luck. Besides, Kellen did seem lucky, he had watched as both marines and sailors just seemed to open up to him, maybe it was just his disarmingly open and quite frankly naive personality, but either way it was working. He had also found the chest of silver for the crew, and the booze, which seemed to have helped everyone. ‘Can’t ever have too much good luck,’ Darius thought to himself, scratching at his beard again. Darius now turned his attention back to his crossbow, tightening the strings and polishing the metal bracing of it, it helped him relax and stay focused and his squad needed some time away from him to relax as well. They had all been through hell in Luc Cormaine and while they had all escaped with their lives, Darius knew the stress and fatigue could creep up and overwhelm even the best soldier. 

After a short time on the weapon, satisfied it was as ready for combat as possible, Darius stowed it away and turned his attention to his sword, oiling it against the salt air, as he did so almost mindlessly, he looked back at his squad. La Fleur, Pots, and Kellen were all passed out on the deck, they had stumbled back with the rest of the squad and promptly fallen asleep on deck, the rest of the squad had just sort of settled around them. Deadman and Tumble gambled of course, oddly though, Darius noted that Skelt, his corporal, just watched, not drinking either. Darius knew something was up with the man, he had served beside him for years, but this wasn’t the time to pull him aside, Darius would give him space and see if he pulled himself out of whatever rough patch, he found himself in. Taung and Stony were nearby, Taung had drank one of the bottles himself and it seemed it didn’t affect him while Stony appeared to be trying to goad him into drinking another. Deft was checking her gear, as always, but seemed utterly content with her work, her way of relaxing. 

While he wasn’t in his squad anymore, the Kid, well the Shadow, still was someone that Darius needed to keep an eye on. It was never wise to have an assassin at your back, especially one that wouldn’t hesitate to stab them in it. Worryingly enough, Darius hadn’t seen the Shadow since they had left Luc Cormaine. He hoped that he was off reporting to his superiors or better yet had fallen off the side of the ship, but Darius knew he wouldn’t get that lucky. The Shadow was still out there and was still going to be a problem if they couldn’t bring Pran Furek back alive, ‘Still need to figure out a way for us all to get out of this alive, still no idea how I’m going to do that!’ Darius thoughts were interrupted when Tumble suddenly stood up and looked back towards the south where they had come from. He had a worried look on his face and everyone sober saw it right away and stood up too, even though they couldn’t sense what the squad mage Tumble could. Coming to his side, Darius asked, “What is it? More of those Order bastards behind us?” Tumble just stared out, his face pinched up like he was concentrating, suddenly there was flurry of motion and Darius nearly jumped to see the mage Clarissa, this time in a flowing blue gown, suddenly at his side staring to the south too. Looking back towards the cabin, Trem had emerged and looked just as confused as Darius no doubt did, however their activity had alerted the sailors who had all stopped working and now just stared at the gathered marines. 

“Do you know that ritual, I have never seen it before,” Tumble just asked, to apparently no one, his face still pinched up and his eyes on the distant south. “Vaguely, necromancy certainly,” Clarissa just replied, her eyes to the south and her face slightly red, to this Deadman, the squad healer, just stated, “I sense nothing of Mori Lutum out there...” 

It seemed that neither Tumble or Clarissa heard them as they just kept staring south. Trem was at his side, “Anything sergeant?” He asked quietly, 

“Not yet sir, some ritual I guess,”

“Recall the sailors and the squad that are ashore,” Trem commanded, “Whatever it is I want to be far away from here before we find out.” Darius just nodded and shot a quick order to Stony and Taung to get ashore and get them back to the ship, before ordering Deadman and Skelt to alert the marines on the ship before finally turning to a nearby sailor and ordering him to get their captain up here. ‘Well so much for a few days of rest, looks like we are running again!’ As his marines and the sailor ran off, Darius just looked back over to the south. The cove they were in was shielded by forested hills on all sides, he couldn’t see anything but knew from experience that some mages could send their senses out to see from beyond what mundane eyes could. 

Suddenly Tumble’s face returned to normal, and he leaned over the railing of the ship to vomit, he kept going and soon it was just dry heaving as Darius and Deft pulled him back up. Darius looked over at Clarissa, and she seemed to be sweating heavily in the summer sun, but he didn’t think it was from the heat. “Sorry sergeant, I’m fine now just got too close,” 

“Yes, you did,” Clarissa remarked as she steadied herself at the railing, “I don’t think you were detected though, did you confirm it?” Tumble just nodded and Clarissa looked over at Trem, “We need to talk. Now. And bring the sergeants,” Trem looked confused but he didn’t argue, clearly he understood that whatever had bothered Clarissa this much was a problem, the captain of the ship, Joss, who at this point had arrived and Trem simply told him that they were recalling everyone from the shore and that there was danger to the south, it was time to keep moving. At first, Darius thought the captain would argue but instead he just nodded and muttered some curses about Luc Cormaine before he started barking orders to his crew. 

The other sergeants on the ship had gathered and Trem gestured for the cabin, Darius started to head there and looked back to see Clarissa had grabbed Tumble by the arm and was dragging him along with them, he looked miserable about it. Soon enough, three of the four Sergeants Grange and Konos joining them, Pelts still being ashore, Trem, Clarissa, and Tumble were all crammed into the cabin. It was clearly not fit for this many people, but there was nothing to be done about it. “Whatever powers did battle in Luc Cormaine a few nights ago are back, at least one of them is just to the south of us,” Clarissa said without preamble as soon as the cabin door closed, Darius was confident there weren’t any eavesdropping from the sailors as no doubt Deft was standing guard. No one spoke but everyone looked at each other, there was no hiding the fear on everyone’s face. The horrors they had seen in Luc Cormaine, when it seemed like the world was ending as the city was being destroyed by white fire, were not something any sane person would ever want to witness again. “How far south,” Darius managed to ask when no one filled the void of silence, “About a day, maybe less, but they seem to have stopped at one of the small fishing villages we passed. There is some kind of ritual about the village, its necromancy but of a kind I have never seen before.” Clarissa provided as she stared at Tumble, the man looking like he would rather be anywhere else at the moment. 

“What do you make of it?” Trem finally asked, maybe just now realizing he was in command and it was his job to figure out what the situation was. “I don’t know,” Clarissa admitted quickly, “But whatever the ritual in the village is, I think it was meant for that the entity that is wielding the power that nearly leveled Luc Cormaine.” Outside of the cabin, muted shouts could be heard
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