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      For my father.
    

    
      I’m sure you would have been proud.
    

    
      Wish you were here.
      



      Prologue
    

    
      Musings Of A Scholar
    

    
      
    

    
      We speak of him in whispers. The Final King. Some believe him dead, yet his legacy persists. The last Great Age of Man began and ended with him. He sat on his throne and watched his kingdom turn to nothing but ash and dust. He had brought suffering and strife to the world by his hand alone. From his tower he watched darkness swallow all he could see. 
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      The sand blew through the cave opening, and I adjusted my mask to keep it out of my mouth. “Can you hurry?” I asked as I leaned on the stone wall, tapping my foot. “It’s a door! What is taking you so long?” 
    

    
      “It’s heavy. Unless you want to do it?” My companion huffed, his voice strained with the effort of pushing against the iron. I hated this assignment, and the fact that we had to work together.
    

    
      Still, he had his uses. The old iron door screamed as he finally pushed it open. Sparks flew as the metal scraped along the stone. The smell of dust and paper greeted us as we stepped into the sealed room.  
    

    
      Our footsteps echoed in the quiet, the only light coming from the glaring sun outside of the cave entrance. Dust danced in the air. The room was cast in an artificial twilight, only the outlines of bookshelves could be seen lining the walls. 
    

    
      I looked at my companion and sighed before marching over to him. 
    

    
      He held a torch in his hand, fumbling with a box of matches. “Is an open flame really the best idea in a library full of dust and old books?” My voice echoed off the stone walls, and though I doubted he could see me, I was positive he could feel the scowl on my face. 
    

    
      “Right, the lantern then?” He said, the frustration rolling off of him. He did not wait for my answer before dropping the torch on the ground, the wood bouncing slightly, before digging in his pack and pulling out the oil lantern. His large hands dwarfed the delicate glass, but with surprising dexterity he struck a match and brought it to the wick. 
    

    
      The soft glow of the fire illuminated the room, filling in the details that the darkness hid. Shelves lined the walls of the room, each stuffed to the brim with books. Another chamber was to the left, filled with more shelves, more books. Tucked in the centre was a small desk, neatly arranged with a dried inkwell, a quill with a broken tip, and sheets of paper. A simple chair was delicately tucked into the cavity. I pulled it out and unceremoniously sat, running my glove over the top of the desk, the brown leather coming out piled in dust. 
    

    
      There were many books, but we were only interested in one set. 
    

    
      The memoirs of the Final King. Some who knew him remain. They argue he did what he must. The rest of humanity disagrees. They say he went mad. That the power corrupted him.
    

    
      We have searched for so long for his story, the full truth of it, and finally we found it. Did he offer salvation or sin? These books alone contain Osric, the Final King’s, full history.
      




    
      Part One
    

    
      The Sun Must Set,
    

    
      The Moon Must Rise
      





      Chapter One
    

    
      To Rise, One Must Fall
    

    
      
    

    
      There are many places to begin this story, but perhaps it would be best to lay all bare. The village I started my life was small. It lay on the edge of the map, its only claim of use being as a pass between former borders. Despite the village’s lack of use, both as a trade route and strategic point, the small settlement did not want for services. The roads were cobblestone. The buildings, a handsome mix of grey stone and wood, nestled in the foothills of the mountains. There were three places of note: the Church, made entirely from the grey stone, a squat square building with a beautiful stained glass window; the general store, which sold the goods from the surrounding farms and hosted the bakery; and the blacksmith, set further back from the main road, only a minute walk through the large evergreens. 
    

    
      I was the first child born in the village, and I was told it was a day of celebration. I grew with the love of not only my parents, but all the people. There was no lack of things to do for a curious toddler, whether that was sitting in a farmer’s field, playing in the square, or attending Church every week. The days passed by idly, as though in a dream. The only thing changing was the seasons. 
    

    
      My mother, a blacksmith, was ever loving and ever soft, and knew how to make the metal the same way, bending it to her will, as was her class. 
    

    
      My father contrasted her. His class was soldier, but he left that life, finding comfort in baking. Their differences made their union stronger, her tempering him to softness, and him focusing her from distractions. 
    

    
      My father rarely talked of his past as a soldier, except to say that leaving when he met my mother was the best decision he could have made. It was clear they loved each other, and clear enough that they loved me. 
    

    
      As is the tradition, on the day of my eighth year, my parents took me to the Church to awaken my class. The Church taught us that the Pantheos of Humanity was widespread, exalting the human gods who had created us to be used in the divine wars. Humans were the newest race to be formed, and the deciding factor in the final battle between the Old Gods and the new, and once the war was over, we worshipped them for granting us life. The Gods granted us classes, divine guidance on how to live, and the skills to do so, in return for our aid. Most awakened simple classes, such as farmer, merchant, or guard. However, there were some whom the Fates blessed with greater ones, or cursed with classes that were considered nefarious. 
    

    
      Excitement and fear filled me, and like all small boys, I wanted to follow in my father’s footsteps. Not as a baker, but as a soldier. I prayed to the Fates and the God of Combat for a class under his domain. However, they had another plan for me. 
    

    
      We approached the church, the grey stone smooth, but the small imperfections in the material glinted in the bright sunlight above. My father held one of my hands as we approached, my mother holding the other. Awakenings were private moments, between the family, the Church and the Gods. I do not remember what my parents were saying, ignoring the contented chatter between them as we approached the church elder.
    

    
      Tarry seemed so tall to me at that age, his hunch making him loom over me. His face was a mess of scar tissue, completely obscuring one eye. I had asked my father what had happened to him, but he only shook his head and said, “The past is best left in the past.” The townsfolk only spoke to him when needed, but I used to find comfort in his presence. He always spoke as if he were handling the finest glass. Afraid of breaking something. I used to wonder what would have happened if he had spoken at full bore, if the world would break around him. 
    

    
      My parents greeted him, his gnarled face twisted into a lopsided smile as we approached. He stooped further down to meet me at eye level. “Happy birthday, Osric, are you excited to awaken your class?” I nodded, with a grin on my face. My parents released my hands, looking down at me with pride. 
    

    
      As Tarry straightened as much as he could, my mother bent down and pulled me into her arms, squeezing me tightly before she released me. “Go on, Osric, we’ll be here when you get back.” My mother said, smiling at me, my father’s grin next to hers, before Tarry took my hand. His hands were soft and uncallused, a sharp contrast to the rest of him. 
    

    
      My parents waited outside as the elder led me into the church. Our footsteps reverberated through the small stone room. I had been inside countless times, but I had never taken it in before. The simple grey stones that made up the single room, the singular stained glass window, depicting the fates, the three of them spreading a dazzling rainbow on the floor. 
    

    
      The dais stood across from the entrance, three simple stone steps leading to a large stone bowl. A circle surrounded the platform and steps, a faint purple glow emanating from it. 
    

    
      He stayed quiet as we approached the stairs at the bottom of the dais. I felt great anxiety swell up in me, stopping me in my tracks at the bottom of the stairs. 
    

    
      “Do not fret now, little Osric. The gods have guided us for centuries and will guide us for centuries more. Go, drink the nectar, and see what they have in store.” He spoke encouragingly, barely above a whisper.
    

    
      With that, Tarry let go of my hand and gave me a small push on the back. Stumbling forward, my foot landed on the first step of the dais. After crossing the threshold, it was as though the Fates themselves pulled me forward. 
    

    
      Often I wondered if this life was what the Gods wanted from me, but on that day I had only certainty. 
    

    
      Each step had me growing in confidence until I was standing in front of the bowl. The shimmering liquid in the basin was mesmerizing. 
    

    
      I recognized the constellations reflected in the water, reflecting the stars above the village, despite the sun still being high. 
    

    
      I lowered my hands into the glistering liquid, seeing my face reflected in the water. My black hair, dark and thick, matched my father, and the bright turquoise eyes of my mother. I mustered all the courage a child could, silently praying to follow in my father’s path, and drank the liquid.
    

    
      It ran down my throat, cold and viscous, before settling in my stomach. It was nauseating, the liquid churning in my insides. I doubled over as the visions came rapidly, a staggering amount of information seizing my mind. Every potential future of myself laid out in blinding vignettes, the pasts of empires rising and falling, of kings and despots, of endless wars, victories and defeats played out in a split second. Overlaying it all was one word imprinted in my mind, burned into my very soul. 
    

    
      
    

    
      KING.
    

    
      
    

    
      My balance wavered, and I fell backwards from the dais. I felt Tarry’s arms catch me, his scarred and weathered face coming into view. 
    

    
      His singular eye was glowing the same violet as the dais, seeing the class that the Fates had thrust upon me.  
    

    
      I tried to speak, to scream from the pain of the knowledge that was viciously imparted to me, but my body did not respond. Panic set in, and I lashed out against my mind. It was too much for me to take in, a boy of eight, suffering under the crushing weight of time and knowledge. None of the Church’s teachings ever mentioned there would be that much pain.
    

    
      My mind frayed from the onslaught of information. My body stopped responding to me, and like a rat caught in a jar, I scrabbled against the walls of my psyche, desperate for escape. The twisting visions forcing themselves onto me, all that kings had done in the past, all that I could do in the future, it was too much for me to make sense of.  
    

    
      Tarry set me down gently on my feet and took my hand. The hands that were so soft entering the Church dug into me as he dragged me back to my parents. I could see only the path in front of me, unable to raise my head. My shadow looked imperceptibly long, stretching across the cobblestones. Time seemed to spin out with it, and I did not notice that we were already standing with my parents. 
    

    
      I tried to raise a question, but in what seemed like a moment, my mother had wrapped her arms around me. I wanted to hug her back, but then I was standing next to Tarry again, the sun still high in the sky. 
    

    
      The day replayed itself, skipping back and forth. I was next to Tarry; I was sitting in the grass in our yard; snow was falling in unfamiliar woods; I was walking hand in hand with my parents; my mother hugged me; my father shook me in an attempt to wake me. Fragments of time left my mind chaotic, and my body revolted against me. Wave after wave of nausea pulsed in my stomach, my skin itched all over, my lungs struggled and my blood burned. I could do nothing but stare as I struggled in vain to regain some sort of control. 
    

    
      I felt my body break its connection to my mind. All physical input halted, leaving me just enough control to listen to my parents and Tarry. “A king awakens. This means great changes are on the way. The winds of the Fates are stirring, and this town cannot weather the storm.” Tarry’s voice boomed out of him, as though the Gods spoke through him. His back cracked as he stood to his full height, towering over my parents, his shadow creating a furrow through the bright sun. My parents stepped in front of me, my mother holding out her arm to protect me, while my father squared his shoulders, ready to fight. 
    

    
      “Tarry, we have built our life here! You cannot expect us just to leave. A class can be denied. Look at me! After everything we have been through together, you would forsake us?” My father spoke in a low, heated voice, his teeth clenched, his hand near his side, as if reaching for a nonexistent sword. 
    

    
      “Exactly that. The fates can expect things from us, but we can refuse the call.” My mother’s voice wavered, tears filling her eyes. She set her jaw, and despite the tears, she spoke with the steely resolve she put into her own work. 
    

    
      It pained me to cause my parents such hardship. The fight for sanity inside my mind was growing towards a standstill, yet my body still would not respond. I wished to fight for myself, to help my parents at their side. Instead, I could only watch. Tarry stood taller than them both, his authority hanging between them. His voice grew harder and louder. Others in the village had come to see what was happening. 
    

    
      “You may not stay here, for this boy will be our ruin. Are you willing to risk that, Heinrich? You have seen what great power can do. We all have.” Tarry said as he gestured to his face. “It will be hard, but it is necessary. I cannot keep this from the church. They knew he was going to awaken. You also know that I cannot lie to them. Please, Heinrich, Theresa, do what you must.” His voice had softened again, filled with a sadness that brought tears to my father’s eyes.
    

    
      “No, Tarry, please! We have nowhere else to go. We cannot go back to living like that. The war took so much from us already. We can’t kill for coin again.” She covered her mouth as she spoke, her tears now flowing freely down her face.
    

    
      Whispers spread among the villagers. The words ‘assassin’, ‘necromancer’ and ‘summoner’ rose above the quiet murmurs. Fear and worry were apparent on their faces. They did not know the specifics, but they knew the awakening had gone awry. 
    

    
      My father deflated; his voice came out hollow and broken. “Theresa, it must be done. Tarry, we will leave as soon as we are able.” My father then turned to address the village. “My boy, who you all know, has awakened. His class would put you all in danger. We will leave the village, but we need supplies. If not from the goodness of your hearts, then from the fear you must feel, please aid us.” His voice was strong and clear despite the lone tear hanging from his jaw, the trail of it visible in the midday light. 
    

    
      “I will gather what I am able and bring it to you. I am… sorry that it came to this. Heinrich, Theresa, the road ahead will not be easy, but the gods will always be watching.” Tarry said as he gave my father a salute, bringing his hand to his forehead, then went to speak to the crowd of villagers. 
    

    
      My mother led me back to our house. The squat building blended into the forest behind it. Large logs made up three of the four exterior walls, with white stone completing the home. A forge attached to the stone wall, a small well next to it. My mother led me to the back of the house, and she released my hand as she quenched the forge. 
    

    
      The sizzle of the embers was sharp and distinct. My mother frowned as she flitted back and forth between the various equipment, gathering the tools of her trade. She wrapped them in a soft leather cover. She slipped her apron over her head, fastening it at the back. Grabbing her heavy blacksmith’s hammer, she slung it through a loop at her hip.
    

    
      She then took my hand again and led me inside through the kitchen. My father had already taken what food he could, anything that would not rot on the journey ahead, and dumped it into sacks on the table. Three rooms formed the house’s interior: a large common room with a kitchen and sitting area, and the bedrooms. 
    

    
      My mother left me in the common room alone with my father, while she disappeared into the bedrooms. The stress of the day accentuated his age, bringing the grey in his hair and the small wrinkles to notice. His eyes swept over me as he scanned the room, avoiding the sword above the hearth. He flashed a weak smile at me, but his eyes settled on the blade.
    

    
      He said nothing as he strode to it and took it from its mount. He ran his hand over the brown leather scabbard before gently pulling it from its resting place. The gentle ring of steel chimed as it slid, the gleam of the weapon sending fractured rainbows across the room. 
    

    
      It was about 3 feet in length, a fuller travelling three quarters of it. A simple design, a brown leather-wrapped grip with a steel pommel and crossguard. My father cradled the blade, eyes locked on the sword as hints of a wolfish smile played on his face. He set his mouth in a thin line, sheathed it again and fastened it to his waist. 
    

    
      As my mother emerged from the bedrooms, she carried three large sacks filled with clothing and linens, dropping them as she saw my father. Wordlessly, she walked over to him, pulling him into a hug, her sobs muffled by his shoulder. They stayed together, his arm gently rubbing her back as she heaved into him, for only a few moments, breaking apart slowly, their arms lingering. 
    

    
      After they separated, she knelt before me, her turquoise eyes red from tears. “Osric, I have to believe you can hear me in there. If anything happens to us on the road, run. Run as far and as fast as you can.” Her voice was resolute and unwavering. She kept eye contact with me for a few seconds longer, then stood up, turning to face my father. “Tarry will probably be here soon. Let’s be ready to leave.” 
    

    
      The morning flowed into the afternoon, then into the early evening. My father moved me to the front of the house and sat me in the grass. My parents made the final preparations for our departure before Tarry arrived. He brought with him a thin horse and a cart with a few sacks haphazardly tossed into the bed. He looked at me as he approached, but quickly looked away, guilt clear on his face. My mother and father must have heard the cart and left our home to meet him. 
    

    
      “There are about a month’s worth of supplies here. Enough to get you out of the area at least.” He sounded tired. He had hunched back over, appearing small after this morning. “Heinrich, I know it’s not much, but I can likely delay telling the church for about a week, until they send someone from the Cathedral.”
    

    
      My father had donned a well-maintained gambeson and chain-mail shirt, its links reflecting the setting sun. My mother had added thick forge gloves to her outfit, adding to the apron and hammer. Both of them had aged through the afternoon, their weariness growing as they had funnelled whatever they could into bags and boxes they set next to me. 
    

    
      My father nodded at Tarry and extended his hand. Tarry looked genuinely surprised, the remnants of his face twisting. He took my father’s hand and pulled him into a tight hug. “I’m so sorry. We’ve been through so much, and now I cannot help at all.” His voice cracked as he spoke, tears rolling out of his eye. My father returned the hug, and after a second they separated.
    

    
      “Do what is right for the people of the village. That’s why we came here, why we followed you. I would do the same.” My father gave him the same salute he had received earlier, his voice rough, a melancholic smile pulling at his lips. “It was a pleasure, Sergeant.” My father said, then sighed and stepped aside for my mother to say her farewell. 
    

    
      She saluted Tarry as she approached. “Take care of yourself, Sergeant Chaplin. Keep the village safe.” She gave him a quick hug, a mixture of grief and determination. The three of them loaded the cart. They moved slowly, extending their separation until the sun was fully gone. My father lifted me and put me next to my mother on the driver’s bench. He climbed onto the cart himself, sandwiching me between himself and my mother. Tarry waved as my father flicked the reins and the cart began to move. My mother made a small noise, and my father coughed. Though I could not turn to see them, the burden of sorrow lay across us. 
    

    
      The village was empty as we went through it, though there was light in the windows, no one came to see us off, no one waved. We left with no fanfare, heading north at the crossroads. I would not set foot in the village again. The sound of the wheels on the dirt road filled the silence as we departed into exile. 
      



      Chapter Two
    

    
      The Separation Of Thought And Action
    

    
      
    

    
      Time passed slowly as we were on the road. Each day blurred into the next, my mind still reeling from the shock of knowledge forced upon me. I retreated further into my mind, picturing it as a castle under siege. The invading force had made camp at the edge of the grounds, pressing their advance on me. 
    

    
      Endless waves of them battered against my walls. Worse was the fact that I could not tell the past from the future as they came, thrusting disjointed visions of both melded together into a twisted scenery. 
    

    
      The only way to begin to deal with the onslaught was to separate the past and the future. Peeling them apart and setting their camps on opposite ends of my mental palace. The toll this took on my sanity was great, pushing me to the precipice of madness. In an act of self-preservation, my mind forced me from my internal domain more than once, forcing me back to the dreary reality around me. 
    

    
      My body still refused to move, forcing me to be fed, bathed, and dressed daily. We joined caravans only to be ousted; no one wanted a mouth to feed that could not contribute. Occasionally we stayed at an inn, especially as the nights grew colder and leaves piled on the side of the road. My very existence was like a puppet in a show, life in front of me a series of tableaus out of my control. 
    

    
      Months of this cycle passed, and progress was being made. I had carefully sorted the past and future, and then began sealing them away. The assault lessened as I imprisoned them piece by piece, imagining them trapped in the depths of my castle’s dungeons. 
    

    
      I could feel myself shivering, a thin blanket spread over me as I sat between my parents. The storm had finally passed, my mind quiet. The back of the horse blocked most of my view, but I could see the snow piled on the lifeless branches of the trees surrounding us. There was a serenity to the chill, the land hushed in winter’s embrace. The only sounds were the gentle crush of wheels and hooves on the covered ground. 
    

    
      Though my mind was now free, my body still did not obey. I did not want to push myself to break. I took the time to contemplate the nature of my class. Under normal circumstances, the Church would offer guidance when one awakened, enlightening them to their divine duties. It seemed the Church did not think my class required this luxury. 
    

    
      The king class had only appeared as a villain in the stories. An ill-defined tyrant, evil for the sake of it. The awful despot, thwarted by the hero, to save the captured hapless damsel. None of the stories ever described the abilities of the class, and the king’s personalities varied from dim-witted and greedy to cunning and vicious. Without the guidance of the Church, it was impossible to know what I was capable of, or why I was so hated.  
    

    
      Though these stories also included honourable royalty, the stories never stated their class, but they ruled with compassion and justice. If I was sentenced to be a king, could I not emulate these royals instead of the caricatures that seemed to be the norm? 
    

    
      A king also implies rulership, a mandate from the Fates for sovereignty. I was no religious scholar, but should the church turn from the Fates’ whims so quickly? The Church taught us that the Fates preside over us all, and to trust in their machinations, so why would they excommunicate me for merely awakening a class? There were stories about brave assassins, and even the mythical city of Umbrafell, ruled by a necromancer, were told by the church as examples of how to live righteously by one’s class, but society seemed to denounce only the king class. 
    

    
      The snow continued to pile for days as we continued along the barren road. Eventually, we had to stop in a small village to wait the rest of the winter. My parents worked in the tavern during that time, my mother serving and my father chopping wood and other manual labour. They had both aged in the time I was locked in my mind. My father’s dark hair was now more white than black, he smiled easily, but there was a constant tension in him, as though he could strike at any moment. My mother had gained silver streaks, her eyes full of laughter, hollow and sweet. 
    

    
      The seasons turned as we stayed, the first of the spring flowers broke through the last snow, until rain washed them both away. Wracking storms crossed from the mountains in the distance, the thunder shaking the bottles of liquor behind the bar. 
    

    
      I tested my body, my mind straining to move it, but still it eluded me. I could feel myself growing, my shoes becoming tight, my pants short. My only connection to the world beyond the tavern was the window. Often my parents would sit me in front of it, hours spent watching the clouds, the sun, and the road. I watched my father practice his sword work from my seat, the seasons changing around him as he flowed through his stances and forms. Travellers were scarce, but the locals flocked every night. 
    

    
      As the spring storms ended, so too did our stay at the tavern. I could feel the sticky heat of summer rise as I sat in our cart. The horse’s tail swinging languidly, flies buzzing around us. A wagon set out before us, a rugged arm giving a halfhearted wave. My father flicked the reins, and with a snort we began moving after them. The gentle rhythm of the cart, the sun gently warming me, and the cool breeze lulled me to sleep. 
    

    
      The cart jolted, tumbling me into consciousness. Twilight painted the canopy of branches above us in an array of blues as the sun skirted the horizon. Trees encroached on either side of the path before parting to surround the dell. 
    

    
      We had arrived at a small farm. I did not know how far it was from the village. The house was smaller than our former home in the village, with a covered square porch and a shallow wooden step leading to the front door. There was a small field, neatly lined with crops, just beginning to sprout, and a covered paddock with a lone cow. An older couple was standing in front of me, both of them tanned and leathery from a life lived in the sun. 
    

    
      The man was short but broad. He had a large black beard flecked with grey. His head was shaved bald, and his eyes were a piercing blue. He had a serious look on his face, but smiled gently at me, softening his features. 
    

    
      The woman was tall and lean, her grey hair tied into a tight bun. Small glasses hung on a string around her neck. Her stormy grey eyes twinkled with joy as she gave me a warm smile.
    

    
      “Osric, this is Amos and Ella. We’re going to be staying with them for a while.” My mother guided me out of the cart and stood me in front of the farmers. They took me in, a flash of concern passing over Ella’s face before she bent to look into my eyes. 
    

    
      “Hello Osric. Hopefully, you’ll be able to relax here. You don’t have to worry about a thing.” Ella’s gentle smile was infectious, her soft voice carried on the breeze. “May I give you a hug?” Though the question was directed at me, she looked to my mother, who nodded. She drew me into a big hug, holding me tightly. She smelled of sweet flowers and fresh dirt. “I’ll help Heinrich get everything set. Amos, say hello and then come help.” She released me from her embrace and marched off with purpose, rolling up her sleeves as she left my line of sight. 
    

    
      Amos stood above me, shorter than my father, but his broad shoulders cast a wide shadow in the setting sun. “Don’t you worry, kid. A year here and you’ll be right as rain.” His voice was husky and warm. He clapped his hand on my shoulder as he passed me, following Ella. 
    

    
      My mother circled to my front, bending down and pulling me into her arms. She held me without saying a word, then guided me to the front step and sat me down. My father called for her, and she went to help the others. 
    

    
      I could not see the field or my parents, but I could see the paddock. The cow ambled from patch of grass to patch of grass, its head devoid of thought. We made quite the pair, a creature with no thoughts but a body that responds, and me with only thoughts, lacking a working body. At some point, they had moved the cart. Our horse was no longer attached; instead, the tired beast had been tied to a nearby tree, drinking its fill from a bucket. 
    

    
      I watched the cow move around the paddock, eating as it ambled, until my father came to get me. He pulled me up gently by my arms. “Osric, we’re going to go see where we’ll be staying; would you like that?” Since I had awakened, he had begun to speak to me gently, coaxingly, as if I were a stray dog. It was galling, but I could say nothing about it. 
    

    
      I could only stare as he guided me along a well-trodden path that wrapped between the house and the field, the grass already growing past my shoes to tickle at my ankles. His hand was strong, the clutch gentle but secure. I could feel new calluses on it, the grip of his sword creating hard patches covering what was once soft. 
    

    
      A small cottage stood in disrepair. The structure itself was in reasonable condition, but nature had partially taken it over. Vines weaved their way up the walls, and moss covered the roof. Wildflowers had taken over the remnants of the windows. The other three were already hard at work. Ella was pulling weeds near the entrance while Amos and my mother tackled ripping the vines off the wall. 
    

    
      My father left me standing and cleared out the fire pit. He removed the brush from the small circle of stones and lit a small fire. With a quick and strained smile, he disappeared for a moment, returning with a bucket. 
    

    
      He set the bucket over the fire and left it to warm. Turning from the fire, he began to aid Amos and my mother in removing the vines. 
    

    
      The sun had truly set, the light from the small flames casting shifting shadows against the cottage and trees behind it. The water in the bucket soon began to boil violently, sending sharp hisses into the air as droplets bounced out and hit the coals. My mother came to me, giving me a kiss on the forehead, before grabbing the bucket in her gloved hand and retreating to the inside of the small building. I heard the water splash as she began to scrub. 
    

    
      By the time the cottage became livable, it must have been the middle of the night. They all looked haggard, collapsing to the ground around the dwindling fire. Ella maneuvered me next to my mother, gently forcing my body to sit. She vanished from view, but quickly returned with mugs for each of us gathered in one hand, and a tray of sausages in the other. 
    

    
      My mother began to stand to help her but was quickly waved off. “Don’t worry about me dear, sit with your husband and your boy. We’ll have these over the fire in just a second.” Ella said as she passed the mugs out. 
    

    
      “Hard work to fix this up, but it needed doing.” Amos said as he took the mug Ella offered him. A sheen of sweat covered him, his arms slick with it, causing his clothes to stick to him. “Hope you folks make good use of it.” Smiling at me before he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small tobacco pipe. 
    

    
      Ella set my drink beside me on the ground before sitting herself. Amos helped her skewer the sausages on some sticks, then drove them into the ground to roast gently above the fire. I came in and out of focus on what they talked about, my thoughts meandering, as it seemed to be mainly my parents thanking the farmers and the farmers thanking my parents. They drifted back to the village, and although it was difficult to leave, I did not miss it. I had no friends of my age, and the betrayal of the adults I almost considered family left a bitter feeling in my heart. 
    

    
      My mother held the cup up to my mouth, delicately giving me water, careful not to choke me, and tore small bites of sausage for me. My body chewed mechanically, only doing the bare minimum to survive. I had come into focus to see Amos pack his pipe, the dried tobacco spilling slightly as his thick fingers pushed it into the bowl. I had expected to see him strike a match. Instead, he brought the pipe to his mouth, and the soft glow of embers burst from the bowl. It was magic. 
    

    
      I had heard of magic in fairytales and stories, but to see it in front of me was mesmerizing. I watched the tiny sparks fly off the end of the pipe, turning to ash as they fell to the ground. Each pull from his pipe renewed the embers. There were no magic words, no chanting or glowing circles. I did not know that kind of magic was even possible. He pulled the pipe away, a stream of smoke coming from his nose. Though there was no way to tell if I was looking at him, he still smiled and wagged his eyebrows 
    

    
      at me. 
    

    
       I struggled against my body, my mind thrashing with renewed vigour. It did not budge. I was already impatient to regain control, and hundreds of questions flooded into my thoughts. How could he do it? What was his class? And most importantly, could I learn it? I cursed my body, but hope renewed within me. My family would not stay on the farm forever, and if I wanted to learn what Amos knew, I would have to regain control.
      



      Chapter Three
    

    
      Words Are A Weapon That Cuts Both Ways
    

    
      
    

    
      The days seemed to skip, like a stone across a pond, as we reached the peak of summer. I had made little progress, but that did not stop me. The long days in the sun were spent attempting to move something. My pleas to the Fates for a breakthrough to happen proved useless as I still found myself trapped. My parents slept soundly in the small room, while I lay awake trying to break my mental shackles. 
    

    
      I thought I had tried everything until one day I heard Amos talking to the cow and the horses as he cleaned the paddock. “You all stomp around here. The damn gentry of the pasture.” His displeasure and attention were focused on the cow. “But I’m the one actually in charge here. If you were free, you’d be in charge, but here I’m the king. All you’d need to do is jump the fence, but you won’t.” His tone changed as he spoke, becoming almost wistful. I did not know much about Amos and Ella, but it was clear that freedom was built into their lives.
    

    
      His words resonated with me, and something at my core stirred. I had been left immobile, with only my thoughts for company. Trapped in a pen, just like the animals. After my awakening, something had changed in me, leaving my body and mind as two separate entities, though both still me. I delved into my mind, searching for the thread connecting the parts.
    

    
      I could still use my senses, and I focused on them. The humidity in the air, causing rivers of sweat to run down my back, the step scratching at me through my pants, the smell of grass and wood, the haze of heat rising from the gravel, the dryness in my mouth and the subtle taste of blood. Slowly more came into focus, itching from a bug bite, a slight sunburn, the scent of cooking, and the buzz of insects. 
    

    
      I pictured my body as a puppet. Cautiously, I drew the string to raise my arm, and waved towards Amos. He did not see me at first, and I moved my mouth slowly, trying to speak. My voice had faded from disuse, coming out as barely a rasp. Still, the noise was enough for him to notice and call out for Ella. 
    

    
      I could hear her footsteps thundering on the wooden floor of the house behind me. Water ran down my back as she stopped suddenly, the mug sloshing over and cascading down on me. I turned with a painful jerk, my control still rough. “May I have some water?” I sounded strained, my words coming out as little more than a whisper. 
    

    
      She handed me the mug, half empty. I grabbed it, eager to drink, but my arms shook, spilling the rest. “Don’t worry, Osric, I’ll get you more.” She gently stroked my hair before heading back into the house and calling, “Theresa, Heinrich! Osric’s moving!” 
    

    
      The crash of wood hitting the ground was followed by the clatter of metal and pounding steps as my parents rushed to me. Their words blended into a cacophony, overwhelming my senses. Ella returned with more water, the mug spilling more over me as I twitched it towards my mouth. They all watched as I cautiously brought it to my lips and savoured the chill that came as I swallowed. My arm jerked out as I offered the mug back. “More please.” My voice was still gravelly, but I was already louder, more confident. 
    

    
      My mother threw her arms around me, crying out. “Osric, thank the gods.” Her arms trembled as they held me, and her warmth was a welcome contrast to the sun. Hers was loving and tender, the sun’s was all-encompassing and dispassionate. My father approached, a gentle smile on his face as tears gathered in the corners of his eyes. I could feel the tears in mine too, as we clung together. 
    

    
      “I’m so sorry.” The tears flowed freely from me. “I could not reach you.” My father knelt down and gathered us both in his arms, holding everything he cared about. Ella and Amos stood together, leaning on each other, relief and joy washing over them. They knew that this moment was not theirs. A family reunited thanks to their hospitality, their willingness to take a risk on a child unresponsive to the world around him. 
    

    
      I untangled myself from my parents and turned to the farmers. “Thank you. If it were not for the both of you, I would have been trapped even longer.” I pushed myself to stand. My father held out his arms, ready to catch me. Every movement was a conscious effort, a deliberate thought directed to placing one foot forward while maintaining balance. My legs shook and twisted awkwardly, stumbling like a fawn. My knee jarred as I took the first step, the impact of the ground on my leg shocking me. I took a deep breath, pushing myself towards the farmers, my entire concentration focused on moving. 
    

    
      The last step toppled me forward into Ella’s chest as I stumbled. My arms wrapped around her, finally able to return the hug she gave me on our arrival. She gasped softly before wrapping her arms around me, her hand delicately stroking the back of my head. “Thank you.” I said. Her shirt muffled my voice, but the sentiment remained.
    

    
      The hug broke, and I turned to Amos. “I jumped the fence.” I said, smiling at him as confusion played across his face, then he broke out into laughter. His laugh was like finding gold, rare and valuable. He pulled out his pipe, packing it with shaking hands. 
    

    
      “I guess you did, good job, boy.” Amos said. He smiled as he puffed, wisps of light smoke wafting around his face, obscuring it. He turned from us, waving the haze around him away. I could have sworn I saw his eyes glisten, but as he exhaled, a thick cloud concealed him. “Good work, boy.” He murmured, the quiet joy in his voice tinged with melancholy.
    

    
       
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
      They all doted on me after I regained control. It was a laborious time, refining my control over my body, attempting to realign my subconscious with my actions. During those weeks, my parents told me, “Don’t push yourself” and “You need to ease into it”. My impatience was far greater than any chiding they could give me. Balance was the hardest thing to restore, the careful act of ensuring I did not topple was no longer instinctive to me. Through the practice of those weeks, I was able to regulate my movement and senses to the back of my mind, aware but not my entire concentration. 
    

    
      When I could move without stiffness, I began to ask to work. My family had taken care of me for too long, and was eager to aid in any way I could. Due to my imprisonment, I struggled with reintegrating with my body, and needed to rebuild the mental pathways. The other benefit was that I could speak again. After almost two years silent, yearning to be heard, my mind burning with questions the entire time. 
    

    
      I was shy to ask questions about my class, but I had a multitude of other things I wished to learn, and I did not hesitate to voice them. The vicious stream of knowledge forced into me by my class had been isolated, but it had awakened a hunger for knowledge in me. 
    

    
      I began with my mother, helping her with laundry. The sun was high and hot, sweat sticking to me. I was hanging the clothes while she scrubbed on the washboard. “Mother,” I said, draping a shirt over the line. My voice had returned to its previous cadence. She raised her head and eyebrow at me. “What was the war about?” 
    

    
      My mother sighed and let the clothes sink into the tub. “Come here for a moment.” She patted the ground next to her, a weary smile on her face. I cocked my head with curiosity, joining her on the grass. “Osric, you are so clever. You’ve always been bright and curious, but sometimes there are questions we don’t need to ask. You’re not in trouble, but remember, when you have nothing else, you always have your words. And those words can hurt people.” She put her arm around my shoulder and pulled me against her. I could smell the lavender of the soap as she held me close. 
    

    
      It only lasted a moment, but she released me and pulled the clothes out of the tub, scrubbing them again. A smirk crossed her face, and in a flash she twisted the wet piece over my legs, water pooling in my lap. I jumped up as she laughed like a sunbeam made into sound, and tossed the wet shirt at me, a dull slap sounding as it hit me. I managed to stop it from hitting the ground before laughing myself.
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      Work continued on the farm, and I continued to ask questions. I was careful not to ask about the war, but in my mind anything else was fair. My father, after being bombarded with questions, decided to focus my attention on the basics of swordplay. We spent many afternoons together, with me holding a branch, and him wielding his sword, still in its scabbard. He would guide my stance, nudging me with the broad of his covered blade, and instruct me in how to gain the most power and speed from my facsimile of a blade. 
    

    
      When I spent time with him, Amos avoided the subject of magic, and instead gave instruction on husbandry, foraging, and farming, occasionally taking me into the woods. I enjoyed walking among the broad trees, the smell of leaves and mulch, the dappled sunlight dancing on the forest floor. Amos taught me how to build a fire, follow small game trails, and which plants were edible or not. He also showed me how to make a simple shelter. 
    

    
      “A place of your very own!” Amos said. I had just completed a basic camp, and he sat on a fallen log watching me. My shelter was basic but effective. The large evergreens had thick and sturdy branches, which made it easy to stack them together. A quick cut into their bark let out a steady flow of thick resin, which I liberally applied to the needles, creating an almost impenetrable seal. I stood facing him as he puffed on his pipe, the embers igniting without a match in sight. He groaned as he stood and walked over to me. His hand landed on my shoulder, and he said, “Osric, good work. Let’s go back.” I felt my heart warm as we meandered back to the farm. 
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      Ella had a smattering of knowledge across a breadth of subjects. She was a joy to speak to, going over the basics of etiquette, economics, and species of birds she knew. I felt at ease around her, and I would aid with her chores as we spoke. 
    

    
       As we were cleaning after breakfast in late summer, the lesson my mother had imparted to me seemed less important, my curiosity almost forcing the questions from me. “Did you and Amos fight in the war? What classes are you two?” In my mind, they were innocent questions, but her face grew serious, and she stopped cleaning to face me. 
    

    
      “Osric, I want to give you a lesson.” Her voice was not harsh but her brows furrowed and her lips set in a line, it was something I had not encountered from her before. “Some people want to leave the past where it is. You shouldn’t ask questions like that unless you’re ready to upset people.” A mix of frustration and grief crossed her face. She went back to her task, turning away from me. “Why don’t you go help your parents for a bit?” 
    

    
      Guilt ran through me as I wished I could take my questions back. “I am sorry, Ella. Truly.” I left the kitchen, slowly at first and then running to my father. He had been chopping wood, but set his axe down as I approached. I ran into him, forcing him a step back as I wrapped my arms around him. 
    

    
      “Osric, what happened?” Concern threaded itself through his voice, furthering my guilt. I had ignored my mother’s advice, hurt Ella, and then forced my father to stop his work, just to comfort me. 
    

    
      “I asked Ella about the war, about their classes. Now I have hurt both of them and my mother.” I felt his hand on my shoulder, delicately moving me away a half step, just enough to see him as he knelt in front of me. His face softened, his dark eyes looking downward with a sad smile as he gently shook his head. 
    

    
      “Osric, your mother told me about your conversation, and you knew better, but still went ahead and hurt someone.” My father said. He stood, pushing himself from the ground. “All you can do is ask for them to forgive you, and hope they agree.” He smiled at me, motioning for me to step back. “Why don’t you get some flowers for her? You can’t buy forgiveness, but sometimes you can nudge it along.” He hefted the axe before bringing it down on the log with a sharp crack. 
    

    
      I had been thoroughly chastised. After picking some wildflowers in the forest as an apology, Ella was back to her normal self that night. Still, the lesson had been learned. Words had power, both to hurt and potentially to heal. I never brought up the war or their classes again to the farmers. Instead, focusing on the more practical skills and knowledge they could offer.
    

    
      The days passed like dandelion seeds in the wind. The summer faded into fall, the leaves changed, the harvest came and went. All of us worked on our little cottage to get it ready for winter. The first snow came with no warning. I helped through the seasons, learning all I could about as much as I could.
    

    
      The months I spent on the farm were serene and peaceful. They were over far too soon.
      



      Chapter Four
    

    
      Gently Into The Arms Of The Gods
    

    
    
      I awoke to screams and the sharp scent of smoke. My parents had already left our small cottage, and I was alone. The clang of metal on metal reverberated into the night. Firelight danced through the windows. Fear shot through me, raw and undeniable. I mustered what courage a ten-year-old could, and slowly crept out of my bedroll. I inched to the window with a terrible fascination, peeking through.
    

    
      The farmhouse was on fire, already half collapsed. Ash and blood stained the snow, the screams of a woman echoing through the farmstead. My mind went blank, panic descending upon me. I tried to fight through it, but only my mother’s words echoed in my head.
    

    
      “Run. Run as far and as fast as you can.” The serious tone in her voice before became a desperate plea in my mind in that moment. Instinct took over, and I bounded out the door. The snow was still light on the ground, but patches of ice had formed where the morning dew froze. The sun was just below the horizon, almost ready to break. I crossed into the forest, ignoring the angry shout behind me, running like a rabbit from a fox.
    

    
      Footsteps thundered after me in pursuit as an arrow sunk into a tree to my right. I weaved through the trees, with only instinct and fear guiding me. Eventually, the sound of my pursuers grew more distant, soon disappearing altogether. Only after running even further past my breaking point did I stop to catch my breath. The sun had broken free from the horizon, and morning had truly arrived. 
    

    
      I collapsed on a fallen log, my legs giving out from under me. The trees towered above me, and as my body ached, my mind began to fight past the adrenaline. I did not know what was going on, when to go back, or if I could even go back. The clear morning sky clouded over, and snow fell gently, drifting in senseless spirals to the ground. Heavy tears welled in my eyes, and my body wracked with sobs for the farm, my family. What was the purpose of it all? If I had never been born, my parents could have lived comfortably, and the farmers would have been safe. I cursed myself, my class, and the Fates themselves. Despair and rage flooded me in equal parts, leaving me exhausted. The snow piled around me, and all I could do was weep. 
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      The chill of the wind broke me out of the trance I was in. I had to go back to see if anyone had survived. The sun had pierced through the clouds with weak light, and it was now midmorning. My knees ached as I stood. The burst of activity and then the hours of sitting had caused them to stiffen. I did not know where in the forest I was, as the fresh snow had covered my previous tracks. Traces of panic rose in me again, but this time I swallowed it. I had not spent all that time locked in my mind only for my emotions to disobey me now. 
    

    
      The air clouded my breath as I tried to think logically about my next steps. I needed to check for survivors, and failing that, gather any supplies I could find at the farm. The fallen tree collapsed as I pushed myself off of it and began walking in the direction I had come. Small signs of my path were still apparent, the small cracked branches, trampled bushes, and where the snow did not reach the ground, my own footsteps. It was an arduous process, and I often had to pause or double back to find my path again, but by late afternoon I had finally rediscovered the farm. 
    

    
      I was glad for the fresh snow, despite it hindering me, as it hindered the scent of blood and burnt skin. I had no tears left in me as I wandered through the area. The blackened husk of the farmhouse stood in stark contrast to the dusting of snow that lay gently upon it. The roof of the house had collapsed inward from the fire, and only the two side walls stood straight. Our small cottage was gone, debris scattered across the field, as if crushed by a giant hand. 
    

    
      Amos had died by the cottage, his right arm and leg charred black, then finished with a blow to the head. His face a mix of blood and char, the thin layer of snow melted in patches from the heat. His pipe had spiralled out of his pocket, crushed into a boot print. 
    

    
      I found Ella in the farmhouse rubble, her legs crushed under the roof and left to die. Claw marks gouged into the ash as she had tried to escape, frozen tears dotting her cheeks. Her bun undone, her grey hair spread in a burnt halo around her. 
    

    
      I walked in a daze, the shock of everything numbing me, towards the paddock. My father lay in the path, the snow around him crimson. The stillness of him was so disconcerting, so unnatural to me that I could tell my mind was trying to protect its own sanity. I could feel the tears well in my eyes as I approached him, my mind once again disconnected from my actions. His stomach sundered, a fleshy gape running across him. He still had his sword in hand, the bright silver now stained red. His eyes were clouded over, staring at the desolate winter sky. 
    

    
      My control broke, looking at his face. I felt the rush of emotions as I could no longer hold them back. Raw sound poured out of me as I screamed and wailed, my anger and despair unleashed. I do not know when I collapsed to my knees, then fell to my side, or when the sun had set, but when the anger ended, I felt only despair and the cold winter winds. 
    

    
      I was shivering, watching my breath fog as I lay there in the snow, more gently tumbling down. A blanket of white spread over everything, masking the carnage that had taken place. The moon had risen, full and bright, casting an ethereal glow over the farm. I wallowed in my grief, relished it, and wished I could hope for death, but the desire to live screamed out stronger than any grief could. 
    

    
      As I lay next to him, I reached over and gently closed my father’s eyes. My tears flowed freely, but I ran my arm across my face and pushed myself to stand. I locked down my despair, focusing solely on survival. The animals in the paddock were gone, taken by whoever had done this. I searched the wreckage of the farmhouse and our cottage for anything, but I found only ash and dust. It seemed the murderers had all either taken or burned any useful supplies. 
    

    
      As I searched, a faint hope grew. My mother was not there. She had either escaped or they had taken her as a hostage. I held the hope that she was alive close to my heart. I scoured the farmstead for some clue, something to give me a reason not to give up. 
    

    
      I had been trying to ignore the smell of blood, bile and burnt flesh, but it was that smell that drew me to him. His group had left him for dead. The corpse lay exposed under the tree, leaning against the trunk. He wore a simple leather chest-piece and black clothes underneath. Hundreds of precise cuts marred his legs and arms, but the burn seemed to be what killed him. Charred flesh covered his face, the skin looked like wax dripping from a disturbing candle. I should have felt upset for him. I should have cried. Instead, I felt a sense of vindication, my family had killed at least one of them. 
    

    
      The snow was not yet deep, but I still tread carefully to the corpse. Whatever weapon he had was discarded or taken, and his armour was too large for me to wear. I hesitated to touch him, but if he had some answer to this tragedy, I needed to know. Gingerly, I slid his chest-piece off and rooted through his pockets. They were empty except for a clearly used handkerchief, but I then noticed the emblem on his shirt. A book lay splayed open above an anchor, which itself lay above a bridge. All encompassed by an ornate circle. 
    

    
      It was not much to go on, but it was something. I clawed at the shirt, slowly expanding the tears in the arms until I could remove the emblem from the corpse completely. The scrap of cloth in my hand felt so light, but I clung to it as I felt the sting of tears prick at my eyes again. If I could learn what this symbol meant, I could potentially find my mother. I could get my revenge. 
    

    
      I returned to the farmhouse and knew I must do something for the dead. The Church did not hold any funerals in the village, but I could at least ensure the animals would not eat their bodies. Ella was trapped under the collapsed roof, and I knew I lacked the strength to move it. Amos was further from the farm than my father, and I wished for him to be sent to the Gods with Ella. 
    

    
      The snow crunched under my feet as I grabbed Amos by the legs and dragged him into the burnt-out farmhouse. He was heavy, and I had to move him inch by inch, until Amos and Ella were as close as I could get them. I hoped that with them being so close in life, they would have some comfort in being that close in death. 
    

    
      My sweat froze on my brow as my breath came out in heavy clouds. I needed to move my father, but the thought of touching him, moving him like that, made me nauseous. I looked skyward, hoping for some sense of what to do. The moon glared back at me, mocking me under its bright silver light. I steeled myself and set to moving my father. 
    

    
      I began by gently taking the sword from him and washing it with the snow. My hands shook as I unbuckled his scabbard from him and stored the sword inside. I wish I could have lifted him, carried him gently into the waiting arms of the gods. Instead, I pulled him by his legs. He was lighter than Amos, the lean muscle honed through years of swordsmanship versus Amos’ toiling farm work. With each step I took, another part of me wanted to give up. Only the burning passion for survival carried me through. 
    

    
      I kept repeating that I would get revenge, that I would kill whoever did this. The mantra blocked out the sound of my father’s corpse dragging through the snow, the dull thud of him hitting the step as I dragged him up, and the final crash of his legs hitting the floor as I dropped them next to Amos’s head. The winter silence stretched out, my heartbeat clear in my ears. I left the farmhouse, with most of my family in it, and collapsed into the snow, exhaustion and emotion overwhelming me. I curled around my father’s sword and clung to it as I waited for dawn. 
    

    
      I watched the sun rise as I leaned against the sword. My fingers flexed on the grip, cracking in the early morning cold. My joints screamed as I stood, the labour of dragging two fully grown men catching up to me. I brushed the snow off my pants and looked across the farm. 
    

    
      The fields held no crops, and the paddock gate swung lazily in the chill breeze. I stumbled over to it, my legs moving stiffly as they stretched out their aches. I smiled as the shelter came into view. The small chest tucked into the corner was still there, untouched. My mouth quivered as I thought about how much Amos had loved that old mare. I faltered as I stepped towards it, landing hard on my knees in the frozen mud. It contained the old horse blankets, patched and roughly sewn together by Amos. The rough material of the covering scratched my cheek as I held it to my face, staining it with my tears. 
    

    
      By midday, the sky had become bright and clear. Though the temperature had risen, I could not survive another night without a fire. As happy as I was about finding the blankets, it would only delay the inevitable. I dragged myself out of despair again and set to work. 
    

    
      I scrounged the surrounding forest for any kindling and wood I could find, dumping it all in the farmhouse. To solve both of my immediate problems, the farmhouse would have to burn. My movements were clumsy as I worked. The wood was wet, but I hoped it was not too wet to burn. It was late afternoon by the time I deemed I had enough to catch the building. 
    

    
      I stood at the bottom of the steps and began smashing rocks together to get a spark. The rocks came together with a crack, my hands shaking with each impact. I could no longer feel my feet or hands, the redness creeping up my limbs. 
    

    
      The sun crept through the sky, connecting with the horizon. My breath was short and rapid, my rocks began to miss each other more often than connect. I began to cry as the moon appeared behind the trees. 
    

    
      “Spark damn you! Catch!” A panicked frenzy rose in me. If all of this was for nothing, if they died so I could live, I had to live. The fire burning in me needed to become the fire outside of me as well. Tears were frozen to my cheeks, ice in my hair, the cold numbing all but that passion in me, until it was all-encompassing. “I will not die here! You! Will! Burn!” Pain shot through my body, sending me sprawling out on the snow. 
    

    
      I spasmed and shook, my veins on fire. I screamed again and again, the burning sensation taking over all my senses. A face made of fire filled my vision. I heard wood crackling, and my nose filled with the scent of smoke. My body jerked and writhed, the pain changing to warmth, the fire flowing from my senses and into the air. I could see it dancing, a shifting flame of yellows, oranges and reds, floating through the air until it made contact with the kindling. 
    

    
      The fire crawled along the wood slowly until it suddenly exploded. In a blink, flame engulfed the farmhouse, though it did not stop there. It leapt from the structure, landing on anything flammable and quickly consuming it. Thick black smoke poured from the clearing as the fire ate away at anything
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