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Prologue

The End


The waves broke gracefully across the surface of the fractured black spires, scattering a clear blanket of foam over the shallow puddles between the rocks. Jutting up out of the sand like a thicket of pitch-black thorns, it was as if the natural anatomy of the bay had created a shallow walkway through the mixture of jagged stones, some of which stood nearly twenty feet tall while others seemed to have been beaten down by the fury of waves and time. However, despite their subtle differences, all were similarly positioned in a unified direction tilting east, as if facing into the ocean itself and whatever strange lands might lie beyond it. 
Along the beach, a small procession had gathered. Consisting of only a few dozen people, they rallied together in silence, gazing out into the spires as if searching for something in them that only they might understand. 
From among the group, a young woman and her child stepped forward. Holding her son by one hand and a set of old letters in the other, she watched as the setting sun began to cast an orange glow across the water’s edge. Looking out over the mesmerizing splendor before her, a single spire inevitably caught her eye. Nested in the center of that mangled growth of crystals, it prominently stood out from among its peers, polished completely smooth with a simple line of text chiseled into its base.
This, and only this, was all that remained of him. Something that served as an eternal reminder for anyone willing to remember his name.
Or for anyone unwilling to forget it…
– HERE LIES THE BODY OF GUILE SERDIO –

FROM THE SEA HE WAS GIVEN TO US AND TO

THE SEA WE HAVE RETURNED HIM TO YOU

As all those along the beach stood motionless, the child began to tug on his mother’s arm. 
“Mama, why are we here?” he asked, a tinge of fear and curiosity in his voice.
Peering out into the harbor, the woman noticed a ship preparing to dock. The flags hoisted along its stern were ones that she’d only heard rumors about from a man now long gone. Shivering, her eyes flitted back and forth, tracing the entire distance between the spires and the horizon beyond them, almost as if she were looking for something she was destined to never find. Sadly, whatever she was searching for had already been lost.
Rather, it had already been taken. 
Tucking the letters into her purse, she turned and knelt down next to her son. Running her fingers through his hair, she spoke softly.
“Let me tell you a story, my love.” 
“About what?”
With traces of joy and pain in her smile, a stream of tears began trickling down the side of the young woman’s face.
“About why we’re here,” she whispered.
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Chapter One

Oceans Apart


With each rocking wave, the ship groaned and creaked as if speaking in some sort of uncommunicable harmony with the waters around it. It was here, in the damp, dark belly of this vessel, that a stranger found himself constantly shifting his weight around while tucking an envelope into a worn leather sack. With only the twinkling of a dying lantern to offer any light, he murmured quietly to himself as the all-consuming darkness growled around him, gently swaying back and forth in the waves of an ocean that both connected and separated him from everything he'd ever known. 
As far as he was concerned, that vessel was what landed him along these unfamiliar shores, when in reality, it was nothing short of fate that had guided him there. Though, in all fairness, he wasn’t aware of any of this at the time, nor would he be privy to it before his untimely death.
As he continued gathering his belongings, a voice pierced through the darkness. Thin and weathered, a deckhand stood in the stairwell, calling to him like an old friend. 
“We’re tied down, stranger. This is where you get off.” 
Waving his hand in silent acknowledgment, the stranger finished tucking his things away before strapping a sword to the side of his satchel. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a plug of chewing tobacco and bit a piece off. Taking one last look around the shadowy abyss he found himself in, he slung his things over his shoulder and departed from that place forever. 
“This way, lad,” the deckhand gestured. “Welcome to Almaris.”
Exiting the lower quarters, he was forced to squint as his eyes struggled to adjust to the glare of the rising sun. Cupping one hand over his forehead, the stranger began making his way across the deck. As he passed, it was apparent that his hulking figure was a stark contrast to those of the surrounding sailors, all of which were busy tending to the ship’s cargo. Standing almost a full head taller than most of them, his thick brown hair had started turning grey in places with a stream of tobacco spit appearing to have permanently stained a portion of his beard. There was no doubt in anyone's mind that at one time or another he was probably a true mountain of a man. However, now he was just an aging foreigner about to step foot into a land he knew almost nothing about.
Finally adjusting to the sunlight, he began taking in his surroundings. The first and most obvious thing he noticed was the colorful brick buildings packed tightly together along the coastline. Each uniquely constructed, they were painted a hodgepodge palette of random colors that didn’t seem to have any real rhyme or reason to them at all. Gazing past the harbor, his attention was then drawn to a cluster of jagged, black spires near the far end of the bay. Along the shore, a group of a dozen or so people were walking along the beach close to where they jutted up out of the sand. Perhaps they were collecting shells, or maybe they were fishing among the shallow pools between the rocks. From that distance, it was hard for him to tell. But then again, at the time, he really didn’t care.
Approaching the edge of the ship, the stranger stopped suddenly and reached into his pocket. Pulling out two gold coins, he turned back to the deckhand that had come to grab him. 
Waving his hand dismissively, the deckhand smiled.
“No need. It’s already been paid for. Courtesy of your friend back home.”
The stranger’s face churned a bit. Grumbling under his breath, he turned back around and made his way down the stairs to the docks below. As he passed through the crowds of sailors, he flicked the two coins out into the water, letting them sink to the bottom of the bay.
Whether he liked it or not, he’d just arrived at his destination – the trading port known simply as East Fleet.
Known as the Gateway to the East, the city of East Fleet looked exactly like what anyone would have imagined, yet nothing like what could have been described by someone who had never seen the ocean before. With its bustling markets and near endless sea of faces, the entire port seemed to move and sway like the ocean itself – a sloshing sea of busy people going about their busy lives and doing their busy little things. And it was in the very center of this crowd that the stranger among them found himself cursing under his breath.
Shuffling his way through, he couldn’t help but feel slightly annoyed at the sheer number of people constantly brushing past one another as they raced around aimlessly. Unsurprisingly, he soon found that the only way to make it out of the crowd was to force his way through, something that was quite easy given his size and stature. So, tucking his shoulder forward, he did just that. Along the way, he made it a point not to shove anyone around or cause someone else to trip and fall, but then again, that was easier said than done. Likewise, he was also kind enough to wait until there were small breaks in the crowd before spitting his tobacco out along the ground so that he wouldn’t accidentally get it all over some poor man’s feet.
Continuing along one of the main roads that cut through the market, the crowds gradually began to thin out as he slowly weaved his way into the heart of the city. Coming to an intersection, he noticed a small alcove off in the corner of the street where a set of benches had been placed beside a building that had been painted an obnoxious shade of pink. Walking over, he took the time to gather his bearings and check his pockets. As he did, he couldn’t help but think about how he’d never come back to a place like this again if he could ever help it. Satisfied that his pockets were just as empty as they were before, he looked at the rising sun to determine his direction of travel before making his way north along another winding road. 
As he meandered along, it was apparent to all those around that this stranger didn’t quite belong there. Perhaps it was his size and his disgruntled demeanor. Or perhaps it was his clothes and how they were a stark contrast to the colorful garments that everyone else was wearing. Regardless of what it was, he quickly managed to catch more than a few people staring at him as he passed by, though this did little to damper his resolve. As far as he was concerned, he wasn’t here to impress anyone, nor was he here to acclimate to their culture. His only goal at that moment was to get out of that maze of a town and head north. What his plans were after that, well, not even he knew yet.
Resolved to indifference, he continued on his way, stopping here and there at various intersections to figure out where he was. More than a few times he caught himself walking back over roads that he’d already passed through earlier. Each time he did, he’d let out a low groan before retracing his steps and starting over. Likewise, he could feel himself growing increasingly more frustrated every time he had to weave through another crowd of people that seemed to spawn out of nowhere like a swarm of gnats. 
As this wore on well into the afternoon, he couldn’t help but feel like he had unwittingly found himself caught in the middle of a great big mess. What’s more, he couldn’t shake the awful truth that despite how hard he tried, he wasn’t able to figure a way out of it.
It was an idea that frustrated him to no end, but then again, that’s life.
Eventually, he managed to travel along some random alleyway that led him up a hill. Cresting the top, he was able to look out over a majority of the city. 
It was no wonder he had such a hard time finding his way around. 
Every brightly painted house. Every oddly shaped store. Every awkward alleyway and side street. All of it seemed to weave a tapestry of mass confusion; a living testament to just how little planning had been put into the layout of the city’s infrastructure. 
Turning back around, he spotted a side-alley just up the road. From where he was standing, it seemed like it headed north, but then again, it was impossible to know for certain. Seeing as how he didn’t have any better options though, he decided to press on. However, he hadn’t made it very far when he suddenly noticed a young man wearing a polished breastplate walking in his direction. Sword at his side, he had a pompous bounce to his gait, the kind that suggested he considered himself to be much more important than what he really was. By the looks of him, he couldn’t have been over twenty years old – most likely a city guard out to make a name for himself. That, or some young man who had just joined the army and wanted to show himself off to his peers.
Either way, the stranger wasn’t impressed and decided to simply continue along his way.
As fate would have it though, it was around that same time when the young guard noticed the large, unfamiliar man walking toward him. Standing up straight and puffing his chest out, he held up his hand and spoke firmly. 
“Sir!”
The stranger stopped and stared at him.
“Yes,” he huffed.
“Name and business,” the young man asked while walking over, realizing that the closer he got the more he was forced to look up at the stranger.
“Who’s asking?”
That seemed to strike a nerve in the young man. 
“I’m asking! Corporal Rygar Sullivan of the Orenian Town’s Guard. Now, I will not be asking again! Name and Business!”
The stranger let out a deep, drawn-out grumble as he stared down at the guard, making sure to pay special attention to his hands. He looked young; far too young to have any business carrying a sword. Moreover, he looked naïve. Again, far too naïve to have any business carrying a sword. Still, there wasn’t any reason to start a fuss now, especially considering that he’d just gotten here.
“Guile Serdio,” the stranger finally answered. “And I have no business here. I arrived earlier this morning.”
“Arrived this morning, huh?” Rygar echoed back, resting his hand along the hilt of his sword. “Fresh in from Mal’athru, I suppose? Be it your clothing and all seems of sort.” 
Standing there like an obelisk, Guile seemed completely unphased by the young man’s presence.
“No. Not from Mal’athru, I’m afraid.”
“Rosewood?”
“Can’t say I’ve heard of that.”
“Huh… Odd. Well, where are you from then?”
For a moment, Guile was reluctant to answer, though he also knew that not answering would only cause more unnecessary tension. So, preparing for the worst, he replied with a deep groan.
“Sandora.”
Immediately, the Corporal’s slack nature tightened. 
“Sandora?! Is this a joke? If it is, then I must admit that it’s not a very funny one!”
Staring a hole straight through the young guard, Guile watched as he tightened his grip around his sword. Fearing that the conversation might turn sour, he slowly slid his hand along the seam of his trousers, preparing to pull out the dagger he always kept hidden under his belt.
“Tell me! Are you really from Sandora?”
“I am.”
“And you have no foul business here?”
“That’s what I said.”
“And you expect me to believe that?!”
“I don’t really care what you believe.”
For anyone watching this unfold, they would have been forgiven for thinking that these two men might have begun trading blows at a moment’s notice. Both seemed ready to stand their ground, but in the end, and rather unsurprisingly, Rygar was the first to break. Perhaps he did so out of fear of causing a scene, or perhaps he did so out of fear of something much worse. Either way, it was a smart move on his part.
Releasing his sword, the young Corporal extended his hand and offered a proper greeting.
“Well, Guile Serdio of Sandora, welcome to East Fleet. Corporal Rygar Sullivan, at your service.”
Breathing a sigh of relief, Guile reached out and shook the boy’s hand, though he made sure to keep his other one close to his dagger, just in case.
“So, tell me! What brings a Sandoran to East Fleet?”
“Just passing through. I’m actually trying to find a way out of the city so I can travel up north.”
“Ahh! Makes sense!” Rygar said with a smirk.
“Makes sense?”
“Why you look so damn lost,” he chuckled. “The roads here can be quite confusing, especially for anyone not familiar with the city. One wrong turn and you’ll find yourself wandering around all day like a stray dog.” 
As Rygar spoke, he began walking down some random back alley, gesturing for Guile to follow along. 
“Yes, this place used to be just another backwater fishing hole. But when they began establishing trade routes with the Eastern Continent, the whole city was built up overnight. So I’ve been told, at least. That was before I was born.”
“You mean when they began funneling weapons and men to the Eastern Continent,” Guile quickly corrected.
“Ahh. Yes… most likely. The Orenian Empire annexed East Fleet some time ago. They’ve used the city for many things over the years, but of course, trading with the east is what it’s commonly known for. I assume mostly to Mal’athru, though I couldn’t say for sure. It wouldn’t surprise me if the Empire sought to extend their influence by sending aid to various countries when the wars broke out.”
As they continued along, they eventually emerged next to a set of large wooden doors serving as one of the city’s main gates. Likewise, it was about that same time that Rygar noticed the slight limp in Guile’s gait.
“Did you serve in them? The wars?”
“Yes,” Guile answered, biting off a fresh plug of chew.
“If I may ask, which one?”
“All of them.”
“All of them?” he repeated under his breath, “Damn… I don’t know what to say.”
“Then say nothing.”
Understandably, Rygar felt slightly insulted by the comment, but in the end, he decided that it was best to just let it go. After all, the man standing beside him had most likely endured more than he could have ever imagined. Meanwhile, he’d never even drawn his sword on anyone, let alone had someone try and take his life. So, taking the remark at face value, he humbled himself and pointed down the road.
“Right then. This road will take you north, straight to Oren. It’s about five days’ walk, so best make sure you’re ready before you leave. Hopefully it won’t rain on you too much along the way. This time of year, the weather’s hard to predict. Oh, and do be mindful of gypsies and poachers. Both are prevalent around here. One will rob you blind and the other will leave you with a nasty itch. Stick to the road and you should be fine though.”
“Thanks, but I’m not going to Oren.”
“You said you were going north, right?”
“That’s right, but not to Oren.”
Rygar seemed puzzled. 
“Where do you plan to go then?”
“I’m going to Hanseti.”
“Han Hanseti?!” Rygar scoffed. “Hanseti-Ruska? And why in the world would you want to go to a place like that?! A true brew of mis-breds those ones are.”
Looking out across the fields of freshly planted buckwheat, Guile’s face went stoic as he turned and glared down at the young Corporal.
“Would you rather I stay with a group of people who helped fight against my country? Or would you rather I stay with people who helped fuel our civil war before that? Because last I remember, Oren had a hand in both!” 
All at once, Rygar’s heart sank into the pits of his stomach. His face went bright red, then pale white. As Guile’s gaze hung over him like a foreboding storm cloud, he could feel his own confidence slowly being snuffed out. 
“I    I didn’t mean    ”
“No! You didn’t think!” Guile snapped again.
By this point, he could feel his face beginning to turn red as over twenty years’ worth of fury slowly festered to the surface. However, as he continued to glare down at the young guard, he couldn’t help but see the countless faces of men he once knew. Much like Rygar, they were once young and ambitious – eager boys ready to fight and die for what they believed in. Little did they know, living through such horrors was almost worse than death itself.
Feeling somewhat sympathetic to the young Corporal’s dilemma, Guile spit out a stream of chew and let out a loud huff. 
“But you didn’t have anything to do with that, did you son?”
Lifting his head, Rygar noticed Guile’s expression beginning to soften. 
“No, sir,” he sheepishly replied.
Nodding gently, Guile held out his hand for a shake. 
“Do yourself a favor, Corporal Rygar Sullivan; for my sake. If anyone asks, please don’t mention that I passed through here. I came to Almaris for a fresh start. It would be nice if I could leave whatever past I had across the ocean.”
Shaking Guile’s hand, Rygar slowly felt his vigor returning to him. 
“I was just a boy when the wars broke out in the east. And I hope you know that I have nothing but respect for your people. Not only did you fight for your freedom, but you found a way to hold onto it. So, whatever it is you’re looking for in Hanseti, I hope that you find it, my friend.”
“I hope so too,” Guile replied. “I hope so too.”
Waving Rygar off, he then began his lonely trek northward. However, he hadn’t made it very far when he heard the young Corporal yelling out to him again. 
“The road intersects before hitting Oren, at a place called the Crossroads. From there, head east into the Longolian Valley until you reach a village called Vellweb, then travel north. If you reach the ocean again, then you’ve gone too far.” 
Raising his hand, Guile gave a silent wave as he continued along.
Watching as the stranger waltz away into the rising sun, Rygar hummed quietly to himself.
“Guile Serdio of Sandora,” he murmured with a smirk. “Till we meet again, my friend.” 
Offering a simple salute, Rygar jovially turned on his heel and went back to patrolling the bustling streets of East Fleet. Meanwhile, Guile marched on alone into a land that he knew absolutely nothing about. Little did he know that from that day forward his actions would change the fate of Almaris forever; actions that would ultimately change the fate of the entire world.
And it would all start with two random women, a bar fight, and a severed pair of testicles.
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Chapter Two

Declaration of Filth


Springs in Almaris were among some of the most awe-inspiring splendors that anyone could have ever hoped to witness before departing this world. Far removed from the hustle and bustle of the neighboring cities, the land unfolded itself in all directions, revealing an otherworldly majesty that even a skilled painter would have had trouble capturing. Aside from the single, dirt road that snaked its way through the countryside, everything else was as wild and pure as the day it was created, with even something as simple as the weather seeming to carry a measure of tranquility that had enough power to make some of the most morbid of men stop and give thanks. Every evening, a cool mist would inevitably roll in, leaving a fine layer of dew along the ground like miniature diamonds clinging to the switchgrass. And every morning, the sun would rise and shine upon it, revealing its brilliant glory before calling those watery crystals back up into the heavens so that they could be born again the next day. 
And then, it would rain.
Oh, the rain! Spurred on by the warm ocean currents colliding with the cool winds that flowed down from the Almaris Mountains, it came and went as it pleased, sometimes storming for days on end and sometimes giving a light drizzle that only lasted for a few minutes at a time. Though it was a crucial element to the sustained majesty of this pristine landscape, it was also an unpredictable nuisance that caused many a man to curse up to the skies as they went along their way.
And as fate would have it, this is exactly where Guile found himself along his way to Vellweb.
The first few days of his journey were by far the easiest. As he followed the road north through the heavily wooded areas between East Fleet and Oren, he didn’t seem to have any trouble staying dry and warm. When it rained, he could always hunker down under a tree until the storm passed, and when it got dark, he could gather a few dry twigs and have a fire built in a matter of minutes. However, this all changed as soon as he reached the Crossroads and began heading east, as advised by Rygar. 
Entering the Longolian Valley, Guile watched as the thick forests gradually gave way to expanses of open plains that stretched out as far as the eye could see. Having no natural shelter and very little tinder for a fire, it quickly became evident that unless someone was well prepared to make this journey, escaping the elements would have been nearly impossible. 
And as one might suspect, Guile was not prepared.
At night, he’d make a small fire using whatever dry brush he could scrounge up only to see it snuffed out well before dawn. Likewise, every time it would rain, there was little he could do other than tuck his head and hope that it passed quickly.
Nevertheless, despite being ill-prepared, he still couldn’t help but feel a small sense of pleasure from his own discomfort. As if it somehow called back to the distant memories of his youth, he would regularly find himself cursing at the weather under his breath in the morning only to smile about it later during the day. It was a nuisance for sure, but one that he was more than happy to put up with.
However, even considering all these things; the weather, the beautiful landscape, the rain, what was actually most notable about Guile’s trip was how he would spend his evenings. 
Day in and day out, it was the same routine. First, he would find a place to bed down for the night – somewhere off the road and out of sight. If he was able to start a fire, he would, but only a small one. Once that was done, he would go through his satchel and inspect his belongings. After ensuring that everything was safe and secure, he would bite off his last plug of chew for the day before lying down and staring up at the stars. Sometimes he would stare at them for just a few minutes. Other times, for hours on end. Likewise, some nights he wouldn’t move an inch, while on other nights it looked like he was doing everything he could just to hold himself together. Nevertheless, regardless of his mood or his demeanor, one thing was always the same. Each and every evening, from the time he laid down till the time he fell asleep, Guile would lay there and whisper something to himself so quietly that not even a field mouse could have heard him.
One could say that it was a rather peculiar thing to behold, but then again, no one was there to witness it firsthand either. In the end, only Guile would ever know the words he spoke on those lonely nights.
Him and whoever he was speaking to, that is.
After nearly six days of traveling through the Longolian Valley, he eventually noticed a faint speckle of lights glimmering on the distant horizon as the dirt path curved north. Assuming that it was the village called Vellweb Rygar had told him about, he set up camp a few miles outside of the city so that he’d be able to pass through the following morning. His plan was to arrive shortly after dawn, buy a few things, and then leave. If all went well, he’d be back on the road to Hanseti by midafternoon.
At least, that was his plan.
Arriving the next morning just as another spring drizzle started to settle in, Guile was a bit taken aback as he approached the city’s southern gates. To be honest, the whole place looked more like a fort than an actual settlement, and it was about as run down as anyone could have imagined. Wooden walls reinforced with cobblestone footers encircled most of the perimeter with poorly built watchtowers spaced out in equal intervals. Meanwhile, outside the city, any buildings that had been erected seemed to have been done so with whatever scrap lumber was left lying around, most of them looking like they were only one bad storm away from being piles of rubble. A little ways off, carved into the western hillside, a massive mineshaft had been dug out and was clearly the highlight of the whole area. Passing by, Guile counted roughly three dozen carts filled to the brim with iron ore as nearly a hundred giant, bald, soot covered men labored away in the rain.
Entering through the southern gate, he quickly realized that the inside of the city wasn’t any better. 
Bisected by a single dirt road that ran the entire length of the town, the street was lined with rows and rows of wood framed buildings stacked so tightly together that it was hard to tell where one ended and another began. Left to the elements, some of them looked like they might have been painted at one time or another, though by this point they’d all turned various shades of dingy grey. Even the road itself seemed to have been left in a sad state of disrepair. Made of nothing but dirt, the spring rains had turned it into a sloshy muck that was constantly being churned up by mule drawn carts.
All in all, it was a stark contrast to the colorful, bustling streets of East Fleet he’d passed through just over a week ago. Though, in all fairness, at least here he wouldn’t have to worry about getting lost.
Weaving around wagons and dodging mud puddles big enough to swim in, he didn’t seem to draw any immediate attention to himself as he went along. It was only when someone stopped to take a second glance that they might have noticed his unfamiliar face and broader stature. But even then, anyone who did notice him seemed either too busy or too disinterested to say anything. Much like the town they inhabited, they were merely trying to trudge through another day.
Making his way down the muddy street, it wasn’t long before Guile spotted a rickety sign hanging over the door of some rundown building. Hung along a set of rusted hooks, it simply read: ‘STOR-HOUSE’. Hoping to pick up a few provisions, he quickly made his way across the road and went in. Unsurprisingly, the inside of the small shop was exactly what he would have expected from a place like this. 
The smell hit him first. A thick aroma that smelled like an unnatural mixture of barley and vinegar, it was nearly enough to make his eyes water, and more than enough to make him forget about being cold and wet. Looking around, the entire room looked more like a hoarder's dump than an actual store. The walls were lined from floor to ceiling with poorly built crates and worn-out barrels. Baskets of half spoiled vegetables were stacked here and there, forming small walkways just big enough to squeeze through. Hanging along the walls were sets of shelves that looked like they were about to collapse under the weight of random knick-knacks, and everything in sight was covered in a thin layer of dust that had been collecting for who knows how many years.
In short, it was a great big, jumbled mess, but at least it was something.
As Guile stepped up to the counter, the shopkeeper yelled to him from somewhere in the clutter.
“Be right with ya,” he piped up in a raspy, high-pitched voice. “Just let me set these aside.” 
Looking across the room, Guile heard something hit the floor with a loud thud before watching an old man emerge from behind a wall of crates. Wiping his forehead with a dirty rag, he walked over to the counter and let out a long, drawn-out sigh that smelled like spoiled onions.
“Help ya?”
“Yes, I need to buy a few things.”
“Really?” the old man chuckled, rolling his eyes. “I never woulda’ guessed that. What’cha lookin’ for?”
“Do you have any tobacco?”
“Chew or pipe? Gots’ both.” 
“Chew.”
Motioning to the back wall, the shopkeeper pointed to a set of barrels nestled in the corner of the room labeled: ‘T-BAC-O’. 
“I can’t say how fresh she is, boy, but you’re welcome to er’. We sell by the sack full.”
Examining the leaves, Guile realized that besides the top layer being a little moldy, everything underneath appeared to be relatively fine. Pulling out a small leather sack from his satchel, he began packing them in as tightly as he could.
“Anythin’ else?” the shopkeeper asked, propping his elbows along the countertop.
“How far is it to Hanseti?”
“Hanseti… Hmm. I’d say bout’ a week’s walk on foot. Horse’ll get ya there in maybe four days.”
Pausing for a moment, Guile made some quick calculations in his head before continuing to stuff his sack with whatever fresh leaves he could find. 
“A week’s travel,” he murmured back. “In that case, I’ll need four loaves of bread, two pounds of cured meat, a small cast iron skillet, a    ”
“Hold on! Hold on! Hold on!” the old man grumbled. Scratching around for a quill and something to write on, he began ranting to himself in a voice that wasn’t as quiet as he probably thought it was. “Damn stranger coming in and talkin’ so fast! I can’even think that damn fast! Now where’s me damn ink? Bloody kids probably took it when I wasn’ lookin’. Ah! There she is.” 
Opening the ink pot and dabbing his quill a few times, the shopkeeper squinted his eyes and let out another drawn-out huff. 
“Now, go again, boy. But this time, go slow so’s I can write it down!”
Chuckling, Guile proceeded to go over a list of materials he needed for the journey ahead. As he did, the shopkeeper would write them down one by one, pausing here and there to mumble to himself before moving on to the next item. Once he was done, the old man wasted little time scurrying around the room to gather it all up. Rummaging through different nooks and crannies, he grabbed this and that in no particular order, disappearing between the rows of crates only to emerge a few moments later with a handful of things that he’d line up along the countertop before diving right back into the fray. Within just a few minutes, he had finished his work, and to Guile’s amazement, everything was accounted for.
Examining it all, the shopkeeper dabbed his head with the rag while counting along his fingers. 
“Let’s see, that’ll be… uhh… three full coins, boy.” 
Without even questioning it, Guile reached into his pocket and pulled out his coin purse. Counting out three gold coins, he placed them along the countertop before methodically packing everything into his bag. 
Picking up one of the coins, the shopkeeper squinted his eyes as he gave it a closer look. 
“Say! What type’a coin might this be? None of the Orenian Empire, for sure. None of Hanseti-Ruska neither.” 
“It’s from the eastern continent. You have my word, they’re real.” 
Eyeing the coin, then Guile, then the coin again, the old man commenced to gnawing at it with his rear teeth. Inspecting the small indentations, his eyes narrowed with curiosity. 
“They ain’t got no face on em’. What kinda king doesn’t want the people to know his face?”
“The kind of king that doesn’t care what people think about him.”
The shopkeeper immediately burst into a fit of laughter. 
“Well! I can promise that ya won’t find no royalty like that round here! The whole damn lot of em’ want ya to know their faces, and their kids’ faces. Hell, I would’n be surprised if they have coins with the royal dog on it!” 
Comical as the idea was, the old man did have a point. Of all the noble things a man could print on a coin, it never failed that someone important wanted to make sure their face was plastered all over it.
Tempering his own laughter, the shopkeeper slipped the coins into his pocket before leaning against the counter. 
“So, that’ll be it, boy?”
Looking outside, Guile noticed it was still coming down a light drizzle. 
“Actually, do you happen to have a tent?”
“I gots a blanket.”
“No, I really need a tent. Is there a place around here where I might be able to find one?”
The shopkeeper stared at Guile like he was an idiot. 
“Yeah, this is the place,” he stated, pointing around the room, “and I ain’t gots a tent for ya. Right now, all I gots is a blanket, and seein’ as how ya look like a wet dog, I’d say that’s more than what ya got, boy.”
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Walking back outside, Guile struggled to fold his newly acquired blanket into his already overstuffed satchel. Realizing that there was a small break in the rain, he turned north and began slowly making his way out of town. However, just as he was about to approach the northern gates, he noticed a tavern tucked into a side alley right off the main road. 
At first, he didn't think much about it. After all, he’d just bought everything he needed to make his way to Hanseti. But as he continued to meander along, the thought of enjoying a fresh ale and a warm meal gradually began to tug at him a little more. Tossing the idea around for a moment, he figured it wouldn’t hurt anything to stop in and have a quick bite to eat. Besides, as far as he was concerned, he had the time and coin to spare. 
And so, with little more than a passing thought, he did just that.
As anyone might have guessed, the tavern was nothing fancy. Far from it in fact. Scattered around the room were sets of mismatched tables and chairs, most of which looked older than the building itself. Meanwhile, along the far wall was a mostly empty bar with kegs of ale stacked up on one end and a cast iron kettle sitting over a small brick stove on the other. And if all that wasn’t enough, just inside the door, a prostitute was there to greet him with a well-rehearsed smile and a perfectly timed wink.
In short, it was about as homely as a diner could get. But then again, he wouldn’t have expected any less from a place like this. After all, it was Vellweb.
“Well, hello there, love,” the prostitute hummed, adjusting her blouse a little lower. “Don’t think I’ve seen ya here before.”
“Just passing through, ma’am,” Guile replied with a soft smile.
“Really? For how long?”
“Just long enough to get something to eat, ma’am.”
“Wanna stay long enough for anything else, love?”
The woman didn’t realize it, but when she lowered her blouse to show off her cleavage, she also revealed a nasty bruise on her shoulder from where someone else had already gotten a little too rough with her. It didn’t look like the kind of bruise anyone would want, but then again, it wasn’t Guile’s place to judge.
Still smiling, he shook his head.
“Just a meal, please, ma’am.”
Somewhat disappointed, the woman nodded and waved him to the bar. 
“Alright, love. Let me know if ya change your mind.”
Taking a seat at the counter, Guile sat his satchel on the floor beneath his stool and patiently waited for the barmaid to come over and offer him a drink. She was a young lady, perhaps twenty-something, with frizzy brown hair and bright blue eyes. Under any other circumstances she would have been a rather attractive young woman, however, in this dull place, she was just another grey person simply trying to make it through another grey day.
“Help ya, sir?”
“Yes, ma’am. An ale, please.”
“Fancy something to eat?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
The barmaid started to blush.
“Yes ma’am,” she repeated with a smile. “Not often that I get called ma’am. Your mother must’ve raised ya right.”
“Not exactly, but my wife would beat me senseless if she found out I didn’t show respect to a lady.”
“Well then, I suppose I should be thankful for your wife. Please send her my regards.” 
Guile nodded his head but ultimately chose not to say anything.
As the woman combed a few stray hairs out of her face, he couldn’t help but notice a fresh bruise just behind her cheekbone. However, unlike the prostitute, she immediately realized this and quickly attempted to cover it back up.
“Yes. Umm… Well, all we gots is liver and okra today, sir. I hope that’ll do ya well.”
“Sounds perfect,” he said with a smile, trying to make her feel more at ease.
“Right. Just give me one minute.”
With that, the young lady turned and poured him a drink before walking away to prepare his plate. Coming back a few minutes later, she scrounged under the bar for a fork and knife, offering a warm smile as she sat everything out in front of him.
“Here ya go, love. Just let me know if ya need anything else.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Still blushing, she thanked him again before walking off to tend to another table, leaving him alone to eat what looked like a slice of undercooked liver and a batch of overcooked okra. It wasn’t much to enjoy by any means, but it was warm, and it was a meal, and that was enough.
As he sat there, he didn’t bother paying much attention to the people around him, much less who was coming and going. Every now and then, the door would creak open, someone would walk in, and someone else would walk out. Each time it did, the room would hum for a moment before quickly settling back into its usual silence. And truth be told, despite the food being bland and the company being mostly non-existent, in that brief moment, Guile found an unexpected sliver of peace in that rundown diner; a hint of joy in the simple pleasure he’d allowed himself to partake in.
Unfortunately, it was all about to come to an end.
Unbeknownst to anyone there, when the door swung open once more, that peace was about to be shattered. Moreover, when that tavern door creaked open for a final time, all hell was about to break loose in Almaris.
Without warning, a stampede of stomping boots and vulgarity echoed throughout the tavern. Flanking Guile on both sides, three young men slammed into the countertop, nearly knocking his plate into the floor. 
“Hey, bitch! We’re here!” one yelled.
A young man with greasy black hair to Guile’s left began slamming his hand against the countertop. 
“We’re hungry!” he cackled, his two comrades egging him on.
Wearing a look of absolute torment, the barmaid sheepishly made her way over to them. As she approached, all three of the boys cried out in a jovial act of disrespect. 
“There ya are!” the one to Guile’s right shouted.
“Please, stop!"
“Please, stop,” he mocked with a toothy grin. “Hows about ya just worry about making us some food, ya little whore.” 
“I’m working on it!”
Clearly agitated, she hastily readied a round of drinks for the three of them and began setting them out along the counter. As she did, the young man to Guile’s left took the opportunity to reach over the bar and smack her across the backside, making her accidentally slosh beer all over her dress.
“Stop that, Markus!”
“Wha ya gonna do about it? Go tell ya daddy? Oh wait! He’s dead!”
As tears started forming in the corners of the poor girl’s eyes, the three men continued to hoot and cackle at her. Hanging her head in shame, she turned to Guile and apologized for their behavior. 
“I’m sorry, sir. Please feel free to have a seat at one of the tables if you’d like.”
To her surprise, Guile didn’t say a word. As if nothing were happening at all, he chose to simply sit there and continue eating in absolute silence.
Noticing this, the man to his right nudged him on the shoulder.
“Don’t let her fool ya, mate. This little cunt ain’t sorry bout nothin!”
“She ain’t sorry for what she did last night!” the third young man piped up. “Her or her sister,” he laughed, motioning over to the prostitute standing by the doorway.
About that time, the black-haired man standing to Guile’s left began to study him a bit closer. 
“Say… You ain’t from round here, are ya?” Taking a look under Guile’s stool, he noticed the satchel and sword lying on the ground. “What’cha carrying in there?
“Markus, please!” the barmaid pleaded. “Leave my guests alone.”
Paying her no mind, he turned to Guile and began pointing to the barmaid and the prostitute. 
“Ya might not know this, but these two here are the best lays around. They be sisters, and believe me, they will do anythin’ for your coin,” he grimaced, pointing down to Guile’s crotch. “Don’t let em’ fool ya, though,” he added, waving his fist in the air. “Every now and then they can be some real nasty bitches. Sometimes ya gotta rough em’ around a bit to remind em’ who’s boss!” 
“Or to get what ya want for free,” the third one added with a howling laugh.
As this went on, Guile continued to quietly sit there and eat his food, periodically looking up at the barmaid or over to her sister standing by the door. It was obvious that they were ashamed of the whole charade, however, what was more obvious was the fact that they seemed completely powerless to make it stop. And although he had every intention of simply enjoying his meal and being on his way, when he looked back up and saw the bruise across the young woman’s face and the tears in her eyes, he had already made up his mind. If these two women couldn’t get these men to leave them alone, then he would gladly do it for them. Furthermore, he’d make sure they’d never bother anyone again.
So, taking a deep breath, he locked eyes with the young lady and pointed over to a metal spoon hanging on the wall near the stove. 
“Do me a favor, ma’am. Can you place that in the coals, please? Just under that kettle.” 
“Yeah! Do what he says!” the man to Guile’s right scoffed.
Somewhat confused by the request, she did exactly as he asked, placing the end of the spoon directly into the burning coals under the large cast-iron kettle.
Turning his attention back over to Guile, the man standing to his right reached over and plucked a piece of okra off his plate. 
“Ya never did answer my friend’s question, mate. What’s in that bag there?”
By this time, all three of the young men had begun circling around him like a pack of mangy wolves. Fearing what might happen next, whatever patrons had remained in the tavern slowly began to get up and leave.
“Please, stop!” the prostitute begged while walking over to intercede. “Let me take care of you boys! We don’t want any tro    ” 
SMACK!
A backhand across her face sent her scampering behind the bar with her sister.
“We jus wanna know what’s in the bloody bag, ya stupid whore!” the black-haired boy shouted.
As the two women embraced each other in a fit of tears, the young man to Guile’s right leaned over once more. Grabbing another piece of okra off his plate, he hovered just a few inches away from Guile’s face. 
“Now, I won’t be asking ya again. What’s in the bag, ol’ man.”
“Nothing that will save you,” he sternly replied.
“Save me from what?”
“From me.” 
“Really now? And what might ya be plannin’ on doing, mate?”
Sitting up straight, Guile pointed over to the greasy-haired man standing to his left.
“I’m going to cut off his dick, and then I’m going to shove it down your throat.”
Scoffing, the boy began turning the chewed-up bits of okra around in his mouth. 
“And how ya plannin’ on doing that?” he asked, spitting it all over the side of Guile’s face.
All at once, the three men burst out into a fit of cackling laughter, though unbeknownst to any of them, it was about to come to a swift and bloody end.
In a flash, Guile grabbed the knife he was using to eat his food and stabbed it into the boy’s kneecap. With a quick jerk of his wrist, he torqued upwards until he felt the tendons snap, causing the young man to fall to the floor in a fit of agony.
With a flick of his wrist, he re-indexed the blade in his hand before turning and slashing the second man across the face, nearly cutting off his nose. Shoving him to the floor, Guile threw the knife to the ground, piercing the boy’s foot and sticking deep into the floorboard below.
Suddenly, the third thug leapt over and tried to tackle him into the bar. Pulling out the dagger he kept hidden under his belt, Guile stabbed him once in the stomach and again in the back of the shoulder. 
Recoiling in pain, the boy turned to run, but it was too late. Forcing his arm onto the countertop, Guile plunged the dagger straight through his wrist, nailing him to the bar.
And just like that, the fighting was over.
Blood was smeared across the floor. A symphony of wails echoed off the walls. The smell of sweat and fear permeated through the air. In an instant, this place had been forever changed. What was once a quaint retreat from Guile’s travels had now become just another one of his many masterpieces; a testament to a craft he had been honing since he was just fourteen years old.
But as horrific as it all was, the worst was yet to come.
Turning around, Guile’s eyes landed on the man he’d slashed across the face – the black-haired boy called Markus. Kneeling beside him, he placed one hand on the boy’s shoulder and another hand on his chest, watching as seeds of terror began taking root in the young man’s eyes. In return, all Markus could see was an empty gaze staring back at him; an endless abyss composed of half madness, half trauma, and an overflowing abundance of regret. 
Leaning closer, Guile whispered into his ear. 
“It’s best if you don’t move during the procedure.”
With a quick snap, he dislocated the boy’s shoulders one at a time before turning and doing the same to his hips. With each crack of splintering bones, Markus wailed out in pain, adding to the crescendo of brutality that permeated through the air.
Pinning him to the ground with his knee, Guile ripped the knife out of the boy’s foot and tucked it up under his groin.
“Now then… Shall we?”
As Guile began cutting away at the boy’s trousers, Markus did everything he could to squirm away, but it was hopeless. Screaming at the tops of his lungs, he pleaded to be let go, begging for any sign of mercy.
Unfortunately, it fell on deaf ears.
Eventually, Guile had cut through the young man’s pants and was able to grab him by the testicles. Pulling them taunt, Markus’s cries quickly turned into high pitched yelps.
Over and over, he continued begging for mercy!
Again and again, none was ever found. 
Instead, Guile simply began to count.
One… 
Two… 
THREE!
By no means was it a clean cut. As dull as the blade was, Guile found himself having to saw through the spongy flesh rather than slice away at it. Nevertheless, with each passing stroke of the blade, bloodcurdling screams echoed off the walls until his gruesome work was finally complete.
Prize in hand, he picked himself up and walked over to the far side of the bar. Reaching across the countertop, he grabbed the handle of the spoon that had been sitting in the coals. Inspecting it, he ensured it was glowing red-hot before making his way back over to finish the job the knife had started.
“Wouldn’t want you to bleed out, would we, son.”
Forcing the searing end into Markus’s groin, the blood pouring from the wound began to sizzle and pop as the boy’s screams became more and more detached from anything that might have resembled a man.
After making sure the wound was cauterized, Guile stood up and made his way back across the room. Passing the boy whose wrist was still nailed to the countertop, he gave the blade another firm push, ensuring that he would remain stuck there for a little while longer. 
Standing over the young man who had spit in his face, Guile watched for a second as he feverishly tried to crawl toward the door. Grabbing him by the ankles, he drug him back into the center of the tavern, snagging his kneecap on a chair leg as he went. Flopping the boy over, he stomped on his chest, pinning him to the floor.
“Now then. This is how I plan on making you eat it, boy.” 
Leaning over, Guile reached down and wrapped his hand around the young man’s cheeks, prying his jaw open with his fingers. Like an animal caught in a snare, the boy thrashed around on the floor, kicking and grunting as he desperately tried to keep his mouth clamped shut. For what felt like a miniature eternity, he feverishly struggled against his own self-inflicted damnation, tears streaming down his face as his jaw was slowly forced open.
And just as quickly as it began, it was over.
Suddenly, the young man felt a light thud atop his collarbone as Guile let him out from under his boot. Through tear-filled eyes, he struggled to raise his head and see what had happened. That’s when he realized that sitting atop his chest was a bloody penis and a pair of severed testicles. Seeing them, the boy quivered for a moment, vomited on himself, and passed out.
Snickering, Guile watched as one of the testicles rolled across the tavern floor.
“I wouldn’t really make you eat it,” he laughed to himself. “I’m not an animal.” 
Leaving the poor boy on the floor, he made his way over to the third young man he’d left nailed to the bar. Wrapping his hand around the back of the young man’s neck, Guile pulled him in close. 
“Tell me your name, son.”
“ALLAN! MY NAME’S ALLAN! PLEASE DON’T KILL ME!”
“Calm down, Allan. I’m not going to kill you.” 
Glancing around the now empty tavern, Guile spotted the two sisters huddled together in the far corner of the room. Grabbing Allan by the back of his hair, he forced him to look in their direction. 
“Now, I need you to listen to me very closely, Allan. You and your friends wanted a helpless bitch that you could use and abuse whenever you wanted.” He then forced him to look down at his castrated friend lying in a pool of his own blood. “Well, here you go, Allan. Consider this my gift to you – a helpless bitch.”
Locking eyes with the young man, Guile gave him a cold, heartless stare. 
“Now that you have exactly what you want, you and your friends will leave these young women alone. And if I ever find out that you hurt them again, you can rest assured that I’ll be taking more than just your balls next time. Do you understand?”
“YES, SIR!” the young man cried. “I SWEAR! WE WON’T TOUCH EM’ AGAIN! I SWEAR!”
“Good boy.” 
With that, he slammed Allan’s head against the countertop, shattering his jaw and knocking him unconscious. Yanking the dagger from his wrist, he wiped it off on his shirt before tucking it back under his belt. Examining the gruesome scene once more, his attention eventually fell back on the two women huddled together in the corner.
“I, uhhh… I enjoyed the meal,” he awkwardly shrugged. “It was very nice.” 
Neither of them seemed very convinced, but then again, they were far too frightened to say anything meaningful.
“I don’t think these men will bother you again… Ahh… Well, I hope this covers everything.”
In a state of disbelief, the two women watched as Guile reached into his pocket and dropped a half dozen gold coins along the bloody countertop. Then, without another word, he slung his satchel over his shoulder and left.
Emerging from the tavern, Guile was immediately met by a crowd of bystanders all fearfully waiting to see what had just happened. Looking around for a moment, he let out a low groan before reaching into his pocket and biting off a fresh plug of chew. Realizing that there was no way of hiding what he had just done, he instead opted to simply lower his head and casually walk away.
As he made his way down the muddy street, not a soul dared speak to him, let alone come within arm’s reach. Like water splitting around a boulder, everyone in the crowd made way as he passed through, terrified of what he might do if they got too close. Some people looked at him in a state of shock. Others looked at him with fear. Even more with confusion. However, when a sudden scream echoed out from the bar, they all eventually looked at him with the same expression of utter disgust.
And so, alone and covered in blood, Guile left Vellweb the exact same way he had entered it – filthy.
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Chapter Three

Something For Nothing


His footsteps boomed like war drums as he marched across the balcony of that small stone keep somewhere north of Delita. In the air, there was a discombobulated orchestra of warfare that had yet to be properly tuned. To the beat of steel clambering against steel, and spears striking against shields, young men honed themselves for a battle they were ill-prepared to fight, wielding weapons they barely knew how to use. Peering out over the yard, a gruffy looking man silently studied each of them one by one, measuring their timing, examining their footwork, and weighing their resolve. Like a farmer preparing for spring, he looked out over that company of young men as if they were a field ready to be cultivated – fertile soil ready to nurture the seeds of freedom that would be watered with the blood of a tyrant. Though, to his dismay, it would have been a barren field at best. 
As his gaze shifted back and forth over the young men, one of them managed to catch his eye, and not in a good way. Tall and skinny, he struggled to grow a beard, let alone hold up a shield. What’s more, the fear in his eyes was a dead giveaway that despite being dressed like a soldier, he was hardly a threat to anyone other than himself.
‘Pity,’ he thought. ‘Poor boy will probably be the first to die.’
Making his way down into the yard below, one of his soldiers quickly came over to meet him.
“Captain Darius,” he greeted with a salute.
“Sergeant,” Darius flatly replied, keeping a watchful gaze on the young men now under his command. Eyeing them up and down as he passed, he began to walk through their ranks as they went about rehearsing their battle drills.
“Our numbers, Sergeant?”
“Sir, we have four hundred and seventeen fighting men,” the Sergeant boasted, almost as if he had been practicing that line all morning. “All volunteers, and all eager to serve!”
Darius hummed.
“Tell me, Sergeant. How do you know these are fighting men?”
“Sir?”
“How do you know that these are fighting men?” Darius asked again, this time with a tone that demanded an answer.
The Sergeant froze. 
“Well, we’ve been training them every day for nearly two weeks, sir.”
“On what?”
“Mainly small unit tactics, sir.”
“And?”
“Well, sir… We’ve also been training them on battlefield first aid.”
Darius shot him a cold, unimpressed glare.
“Uhh… I’ve also taught a few of the local farmers how to    ”
“Trading their pitchforks for spears is hardly considered training, Sergeant!” 
“Sir, I    ”
“These are not fighting men! These are boys! Children!” 
Stopping in the midst of his new recruits, Darius’s brow furrowed as he stared straight through his young Sergeant’s would-be resolve. 
“Do you even know how old any of them are?!” Pointing to the taller boy that had caught his eye earlier, Captain Darius waved his hand around in disappointment. “That one there doesn’t even look like he’s old enough to have had his first bout of morning wood, let alone know how to hold his own in battle! Poor boy looks like a stork dressed in leather! He’ll amount to little more than arrow fodder in a few weeks, and you expect me to believe he’s a fighting man?!”
The Sergeant could feel his heart dropping into the pits of his stomach. Defeated inside and out, he hung his head in shame. He had known that this hodgepodge group of young men were far from being considered battle-ready, but they were all he had to work with at the time. Hoping to save whatever shred of dignity he had left, he said the only thing he could think of. 
“Captain… They’re all orphans, sir. At first, we turned them away, but when no one else showed up to volunteer… Eventually we just quit asking how old they were.”
The silence that followed washed over them like a pungent odor. Feeling the crushing weight of his Captain’s stern glare, the Sergeant eventually motioned over to the tall boy that Darius had pointed out earlier. 
“Ahh… That tall boy over there. That’s Guile Serdio, sir. He arrived about a month ago and was one of the first to volunteer. He requested to be a shield bearer on the lines.”
Darius scoffed. 
“Shield bearer? Shield bearer on the lines!” Stretching his arms out over the group of young boys dressed up as soldiers, he erupted in an explosion of fury. “WHAT LINES, SERGEANT?! We won’t have any damn lines if this is all we have to work with! We are on the brink of war! WAR! And you expect us to win it with an army of children?! Don’t you understand that any day now we’ll be standing face to face with the full might of the Sandoran army! And if this is all we have to meet them with, not a damn one of us will be left alive to remember it! Your little fighting men will be nothing more than food for the ravens!”
As Captain Darius continued to reprimand his subordinate, something caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. Turning, he realized it was the young, thin boy he had noticed earlier – Guile Serdio. It seemed that while he was sparring with his partner, he had been thrown to the ground and was now stuck wallowing around in the mud. 
Instantly, Darius’s eyes lit up with unbridled rage. Carving a path straight toward him, he shoved his way through the ranks of young men until eventually he was towering over the boy. Grabbing his shield, he began shaking it wildly, unleashing the full weight of his wrath.
“GET UP, GUILE!” he hollered, thrashing him around on the ground like a rag doll. “GET UP YOU MOTHERLESS BASTARD!” 
Terrified, young Guile clung to his shield for dear life as this seasoned Captain jostled him around in the mud.
“YOUR BROTHERS ARE DYING, GUILE! AND HERE YOU ARE WITH YOUR ASS IN THE MUD! IS THAT WHAT YOU PLAN ON DOING WHILE DOEL’S MEN SLAUGHTER US?! GET UP! GET UP AND FIGHT!”
[image: ]
With a violent jerk, Guile shot awake, flailing his arms into the air and nearly knocking down the makeshift tent he had made with his blanket. Half-crazed, his eyes darted back and forth, scanning the area around him. In his ears, he could still hear his Captain’s words from beyond the grave.
‘Get up!’
Gathering his bearings, he riffled through his bag and pulled out his pouch of chewing tobacco. It wasn’t a permanent fix by any means, but at least it helped keep his hands from shaking. Biting a piece off, he chewed on it in silence for a long while, allowing the sweet mixture to settle into his mouth while he focused on controlling his breathing.
‘Get up and fight!’
Closing his eyes, he could see the faces of his dearly beloved. He could see the fields of Delita where they grew up together. He could see the old oak tree they would sit under overlooking the valley below. 
But most importantly, when Guile closed his eyes, he could see her.
Opening his eyes once more, he watched as the sun began to crest over a set of hills off in the distance. For better or for worse, yesterday, and all it had brought with it, was now behind him. It was a new day, and all that was left was to keep traveling north. So, taking a deep breath, he spit out a stream of saliva, mumbled a few words to himself, and rose to his feet.
Continuing along, Guile couldn’t help but notice the air gradually beginning to change around him, with each passing day bringing crisper mornings and cooler evenings the further north he traveled. As the open valley slowly began to give way to a rolling forest of spruce wood trees, the morning dew was collectively beginning to leave behind thin sheets of frost that would survive just long enough for the sun to smile upon them before collapsing under the weight of their own existence. However, as beautiful as it was, it was ultimately just another nuisance that he found himself forced to endure. Much like the rain that had ushered his arrival into the Longolian Valley, he now found himself fighting against the frigid winds flowing down from the mountains. Armed with only a blanket to keep him warm, he would bundle up as best he could, though he often found himself cursing under his breath as each sudden gust of wind chilled him to the bone. 
In the end, it was just another reminder that he was little more than a stranger in a strange land.
He didn’t belong here. Even he knew that.
Nevertheless, despite the hardships, he continued anyway. Be it faith in something greater than himself, or be it his last stubborn act of defiance, he had no intention of turning back due to something as simple as the weather. He had come too far, and in all honesty, it’s not like he had anything to go back to anyway.
He was alone and unafraid. At least, that’s the lie he told himself. In reality, he was terrified. Though, at what remained a mystery for many years.
On the morning of the sixth day after departing from Vellweb, Guile finally spotted something on the horizon that reminded him that he wasn’t completely alone in that valley. Far to the east, sitting atop a set of rolling hills, stood a tall, spire-like structure. From what he could make out, it appeared to be a burnt orange color, but then again, it was hard to tell from that distance. Truth be told, were it not for the faint glimmer of light emanating off of it during the early morning hours, he probably never would have seen it at all. Try as he might, he couldn’t make out if there was any activity around the tower itself, though, he assumed that if anyone was there, then they most certainly would have noticed him long beforehand. Furthermore, as far as he was concerned, unless whoever was there decided to intercept him, he had no reason to turn around. So, keeping a watchful eye on the horizon, he pressed on.
Later that
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