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The Gathering Storm

Vicini Ramavo peered over the bow of the trading vessel Maiden’s Charm. The sea was calm and the merchant was grateful for such good fortune. After the rougher seas of the southern lands, he needed a few days of calm. Vicini’s partners at the merchant guild had advised him wisely against taking on any volatile goods when crossing those seas. He had every intention of returning home in one piece with more coins in his purse and goods to sell at the markets of Ramana. 

He examined the coastline, which had finally come into view. He had worried that the navigator had steered them off course, as there was no sign of life for miles around. Caldonia was a renowned trade port and fishing center. On any given day, ships clogged the harbor, coming and going from the famed city. Vicini anticipated unloading much of his precious cargo and leaving the city a bit wealthier.

Yet, he had seen no ships for days in the area. It was an ill omen that had dampened the mood of many of the men on the ship. This time of the year the trade routes were bustling.  Yet as they got closer to Caldonia ships became more sparse. They had tried to hail a few passing ships, but they seemed to not acknowledge the Maiden’s Charm. Vicini worried that they had wasted precious time on their trade mission, yet the captain assured him they were on the correct course. Vicini ordered his guards to keep an eye out for pirates. If they were attacked out in this part of the sea, there would be no escape.

The sight of the familiar coastline calmed his original fears but caused new concerns to enter his mind. The harbor was full of ships from where he could see, but there was no port movement. He heard none of the familiar noises of a bustling trade port except for the random ringing of bells as the waves shifted the anchored vessels. It was as if everyone was asleep.

Vicini examined the position of the sun in the sky. Early in the morning, from his estimate, it was high time for the fishermen to be out casting their nets. Anyone who made their livelihood on the sea knows that the morning was the best time to catch the fish that lived along the coasts. The absence of the sight and sound of seabirds did little to put him at ease. Vicini suppressed a shiver as a chill ran down his spine.

“Very strange,” Captain Morvini said at his shoulder. The stink of rum was on his breath and his cheeks had a rosy quality to them. Vicini would complain to his superiors in the Orsiniti trade house when they returned home. He looked forward to when he would be rid of the uncouth sailor. While the captain had steered them true, drunkenness was unbecoming of a gentleman. Then again, Vicini thought, no one would accuse Morvini of being a gentleman. His dirty uniform and unkempt hair may have been acceptable out at sea. Still, they would not do in the finery of the grand city of Ramana. As much as Vicini loved the sea and visiting some of the grandest cities in the world, the company of the sailors was a necessary inconvenience. 

The sailor turned his face to Vicini and squinted at him with one eye. “The place seems deserted. And is that snow on the ground? I didn’t think it got cold enough in this place for snow.”

They were too far out to be sure, but there did appear to be a delicate whiteness to the land. It was late spring and unseasonable for the region. There was a warm breeze coming from the south, which should warm the coastline.  Winters were mild, and snow was rare in this part of the world. Things continued to become more strange the closer the ship got to land.

Vicini chewed the inside of his cheek, a habit he did when he was thinking.  “It would appear it is the captain. Something strange is going on here. Still, we must investigate. Hopefully, there is someone in the city that can give us some answers. Prepare the men to disembark within the hour. And exercise caution.”

Morvini nodded his head and walked away to bark orders at his men. Vicini gave the old sailor credit for one thing; he understood social standing. He may be captain of his ship, but he would listen to Vicini if he wanted to be paid when this voyage was over. Vicini was sure if the captain had his way the vessel would already be turning towards more welcoming lands. Still, the ship stayed its course to the strange shore.

The merchant went to his cabin. His servant Paulo awaited him. The young boy was an apprentice to the trade house and was obliged to join Vicini to learn about the world. He was a bright boy and literate. Paulo took meticulous notes in his ledger and Vicini  gave him advice on how to make sound business decisions. In a few years’ time, the boy would be a successful merchant in his own rights, if the gods willed it.  

Along with Paulo’s education in business, the boy also functioned as a servant to the elder merchant. It was tradition in Ramanan trade houses for apprentices to not only learn from the more experienced partners, but also to take care of their daily needs. The intent was that washing clothes, emptying chamber pots, and serving meals built character and humility. Paulo tended to his duty without complaint, which Vicini  was grateful for. His last protege was the son of a minor lord and after a few months decided that he would rather serve in the army than serve a master.

“Are we finally approaching land, my lord?” Paulo stood, ready to attend his master. The boy was barely old enough to grow a beard, but the few whiskers on his chin and upper lip showed he was going to do his damnedest. Vicini smiled when he saw the boy was modeling his facial hair on his own; smooth cheeks with a mustache and whiskers on the chin. “Shall we prepare to disembark? I can lay out your finest clothes.”

“No,” Vicini waved the suggestion off. He often entered a port wearing his most acceptable silken shirts and jackets, with a smartly tilted cap and polished boots. All who saw him knew him as a man of importance, a man not to be trifled with. But what he beheld of the coast made him rethink his approach. “Something tells me there will be few if anyone to impress. I will need my warmest coat, however. And make sure to bring a pen and ink. I want an accurate account of what we see and find here.”

“Sir, far be it from me to question your judgment. But is it not a bit unseasonable for a coat?”

“Indeed it is. Yet just the same, do as I request.” Vicini waited as the boy dug out a heavy fur-trimmed coat from his sea chest. The fabric was black, and the fur was that of a bear from the northlands of Grandia. He felt the sweat building on his back immediately. Paulo looked at his master a moment, but when Vicini gave no hint in changing his mind, the boy went about his other duties to prepare for their landing. Paulo followed his master’s lead and put on his own fur coat and was sweating by the time he was ready to follow his master out. Still, he did not complain under his obvious discomfort.

When Vicini exited his cabin, he became immediately grateful he went against his instinct to toss aside the bearskin coat.  As they approached the harbor, the air had become drastically colder. The chill almost cut to the bone, despite the thickness of the fur. He closed it tighter to himself. Then, as an afterthought, he called back to Paulo, “You best bundle up as well, lad. It is devilishly cold out here.”

Vicini saw many of the sailors and crew scramble to find warm clothes as well. In the climate and given the time of year, warm weather was expected. So the crew stowed warmer clothes below decks. Several men created a work line, passing up coats and blankets, anything that would keep off the sudden cold.  Vicini saw Morvini looking around, slack-jawed and confused. The captain shook his head when he caught the merchant’s eye.

As they neared the harbor, the captain heard the mummers of sailors. They did not wish to leave the relative safety of the ship. Finally, one of the merchant’s men looked at him and voiced the fears of the men. “This cold isn’t natural, sir. And the quiet; there isn’t even a seabird calling.”

The servant was right. It was hauntingly quiet, with only the sound of the wind and the slap of the steady waves on the ship. No seagulls circled hunting for fish. Vicini scanned the surface of the water and saw no fish to catch even if there were birds. 

The whole place appeared void of life. Vicini steeled his nerves; he was the leader of this company, and he would find out what had occurred in this city. He gave his man a smile and an assuring pat on the shoulder. “And what kind of men would we be if we didn’t investigate? What if there are survivors that need our help? Would you wish a passing merchant vessel to leave you? Besides, if it is abandoned, we need to let others know so they do not waste their time sailing this way. And if there is anything worth bringing with us, it would make the diversion worth our time.”

Vicini was pleased to see he convinced the man and those within earshot to investigate the area. If one cannot appeal to a person’s human decency, the pocketbook usually did the trick. Also, Vicini admitted to himself that there was a sense of curiosity and adventure to set foot in this city. Something had occurred in Caldonia, and some unknown force was calling him to find out what happened there.

“Bodies!” Someone shouted from the crow’s nest of the ship. The lookout pointed to the shoreline. They were close enough to see the land now. Vicini squinted and shielded his eyes from the sun. Paulo, who had found his fox fur coat and gloves, handed his master a spyglass. Vicini nodded in thanks and held the glass to his eye. 

Indeed, the shoreline was littered with fallen bodies. Both human and animal corpses lay strewn about. A fresh shudder of fear ran through the assembled group. The bodies all had a light dusting of snow upon them, which meant that they had been there a while. Vicini tried to tell himself that was not a bad sign. If it was an attack, it was over, and the invaders were likely gone. If it were a disease, the cold would keep the contagion at bay; at least, that was the doctors’ prevailing theory. To be safe he gave orders to not touch any of the bodies.

“I don’t like this at all,” Morvini said as he reappeared at Vicini’s elbow. His breath steamed from his mouth, and Vicini imagined it had a greener color on account of his consumption of rum. The captain continued. “This isn’t natural. I fear the men are right. We should turn back, head on to our next port.”

“Captain,” Vicini answered with a perturbed expression. Even if fear took hold of him, he had to remain in control. He was in control. He leveled a severe eye at the old sailor. “Do you still expect to be paid when this expedition is over?”

“Yessir,” Morvini replied. The meaning behind Vicini’s words dawned on the captain. His face set in an angered scowl. “But I also plan to be alive to spend it.” 

Without further comment, the captain walked off and prepared his crew for docking. The Maiden’s Charm eased her way to an empty spot in the dockyard. The three-masted merchantman was an impressive vessel, one of the crowns of Vicini’s company’s fleet. Whatever port they landed, the smiling maiden figurehead with her golden tresses and ample bared bosom, was the subject of awe and wonder among the people. Local merchants clamored to not only buy the ship’s cargo but to sell their stocks for a profit from far-flung clients. 

This morning, no such merchants greeted them at the dock. Instead, the heavy anchors dropped, their splashing breaking the encompassing silence. It broke through a crust of ice on the water. The ship’s gangplank was lowered, and the crew stood hesitantly to step off. Fear chilled them quicker than the wind and cold ever could. The lifeless bodies strewn about made the quiet town less inviting.

Clearing his throat, Vicini announced, “Well, I do not think we shall have a welcoming committee. Let us search around this city and see what we can find. We will split into three groups. One group will go with me to the city center; another will go with Lieutenant Torvac to search the houses on the outskirts; Captain Morvini, you will take the third group to search the docks and mind the ship.”

Morvini gave Vicini a look of thanks. It was clear that the captain was scared to search the city but could not lose face with his men. Watching the ship and checking the docks gave him the perfect excuse to stay behind. Vicini also gave him orders to take on any provisions that they may find.

“Torvac,” Vicini addressed the lieutenant in charge of the military guard. He was a young man, with the hint of whiskers on his cheeks with the red hair that showed him as descended from the southern part of their home country. For his youth, he proved himself a capable soldier and respected among his men. Still, Vicini felt the need to give the man some guidance. “Search for survivors or any clues of what may have happened here. However, do not take any unnecessary risks, as we do not know what dangers may be here. I fear something unnatural happened in this city.”

“Will do, sir. I’d say a city this size with the men we have; four hours should give us enough time. No time to do a deep investigation, but enough to do a cursory search. Then we can be on our way.” Torvac saluted Vicini and began to leave with his men.

Vicini turned his attention to the men that were left to join him. His guard, a few of the sailors, and Paulo were to join him. He saw fear and doubt in their eyes as they surveyed the ground around them—bodies with empty eyes staring into space. Some showed signs of violence, cuts and missing limbs, while others seemed frozen in fear. 

Vicini was unsettled as they were but knew that fear would not gain them the answers they searched for. A leader had to instill courage in his men, even if he wanted to run and turn back. Vicini was no soldier, but had fought in his fair share of battles, and he could handle himself in a fight if he had to.

The group began walking towards the city center. They followed the main road from the harbor. As they walked, the bodies appeared to increase in their number. And the deaths seemed more violent. Where the harbor’s bodies appeared to have simply died of fright or something internal, the bodies around the city showed wounds. Cuts, bites, and missing limbs were evident, and the looks of anguish were apparent. He passed a man at a blacksmith’s shop, or at least Vicini thought it had been a man. The body slumped over an anvil, and a red pulp was all that remained of his head. The blacksmith lay not far from him, the hammer still in his hand and a mad look frozen on his face. A knife lay near his feet; the headless man must have used it against the blacksmith before he was killed. The blacksmith’s intestines coiled at his feet.

“There is a foul evil in this place,” Paulo whispered at Vicini’s shoulder. Even though his hands shook, the boy took feverish notes of all the saw as they walked. Then, finally, looking ahead of them, he pointed. “And it looks as if the worst of it is ahead of us.”

Vicini followed Paulo’s shaking finger to the town square. A mountain of bodies lay before them. Twisted in agony, some ripped apart. Men, women, and children all centered around one place in the square. It was a vision from a nightmare or the depths of hell.

Several of the men muttered prayers to their gods. Vicini gave a silent prayer to Prospera, goddess of fortune. Though his prayers were often to succeed in his business ventures, he hoped the goddess would grant him, and his crew safety in this place. Vicini was never a religious man, but he felt the need for some higher power on this day.

Once his prayer was complete, Vicini took a deep breath and led his men closer to the square. As they neared the site of the worst of the slaughter, a thought occurred to him. Vicini turned to one of his men; Terrance was his name. “Terrance, do you smell something?”

The sailor gave a hesitant sniff, then a deeper breath. He shook his head. “No, sir, I smell nothing.”

“Does anyone find that odd? With all of this death, there should be an overwhelming stench of rot.” Vicini stepped gingerly around the body of a man on the ground. He had been eviscerated, his guts spilling out on the ground. Vicini had seen wounds such as that; the pink and grey coils gave off a horrible smell that gagged those that had never smelled it. This corpse had no such stench. 

“Could it be the cold?” Paulo asked. The young man was scribbling down more details of their discoveries. Vicini was glad he brought the lad with him. Whatever they had stumbled upon was worth being recorded.

“No,” Vicini replied. “It may cut down on the smell to an extent and slow down the rate of decomposition. But with this many bodies, we should smell something. We would have smelt it before we even came ashore.”

They pressed on, more alert than ever. Vicini realized at some point he had drawn his sword. He almost resheathed it but saw that several of his men had followed suit. Having the steel in hand gave him some confidence, even if the weapon might prove unnecessary. So he kept it in hand and continued to the square.

As they approached the epicenter of the massacre, a detail caught Vicini’s eyes. While many of the people around the rest of the city appeared to be regular citizens, many of the bodies around him wore similar yellow robes. He knelt beside one and examined the robe; both sides of the chest were purple coiled serpents. The body had a knife wound in his chest, but instead of a look of pain or surprise, the body had a peaceful smile.

It was the same with the other yellow-robed bodies. While many showed signs of violence, all had peaceful smiles on their faces. Those around them, however, did not go peacefully to their deaths. Instead, fear, shock, and anger were written on the faces of the victims. The sight was overwhelming.

Vicini rose and turned his attention to the building where the massacre appeared to have radiated from. It was a grand temple. In front of it was a golden idol of a cobra. Its hood was opened, but its mouth was closed. It was as if the snake was poised to strike but was waiting. The idol was similar to the image on the robes. Vicini approached the steps.

“Master, wait!” Paulo shouted and almost dropped the parchment he was busy writing on. His eyes were fearful as he continued. “This is a dangerous place we have arrived in. I fear that whatever happened here, the temple is the cause.”

“All the more reason that we must investigate,” Vicini tried to give his men a reassuring smile. He hoped he was as convincing to them in his lack of fear as he tried to tell himself he felt. “Come, if nothing else, we may find some texts or treasures of this strange cult.”

Vicini then turned his attention to the stairs. He eyed the idol worriedly, half-expecting it to snap to life. When it did not give any signs of doing so, he let out an easy breath and straightened himself as he went to the doors. They were a light oak, with purple serpents painted on them. He grasped the iron rings and pulled. The door gave out quickly, and he peered in hesitantly. The flicker of torchlight illuminated the corridor. Several statues of serpents lined the walls with the flames of the torches in their mouths. At the end of the aisle, he could see another figure of the same snake. From what Vicini could tell, the temple was empty of all life.

He turned towards his men and smiled, gesturing to the inner sanctum. “Shall I explore this temple alone then?”

Paulo made a hesitant step forward, then joined his master. The others soon followed. They entered the temple with looks of awe on their faces. The inside was decorated in rich stone and metalwork. Images were painted on the walls of serpents and a woman who appeared to direct them to people. Another picture showed a sphere with a cobra encircling it. 

Vicini approached the altar in front of the idol of the snake. He found a few golden candle holders, which he thought might fetch a fair price somewhere. He tucked them into his pack. There was a slight tinge of guilt at the idea of plundering a temple. Nevertheless, he promised himself he would take the artifacts to the museum and library at Pashpol. Selling them to the educated would make him come to peace with that. 

Terrance approached him with a book and several scrolls in his hands. “We found these tucked away in what appeared to be a private room. I think you will find this of interest.” 

Terrance set the scrolls on the altar and held up the book. It was bound in green leather, possibly snakeskin. On the cover was the exact image of the serpent. Vicini gently took the book and turned it to the first page. It was written in Rustivian, the language of Rusitvia, a country to the south and west of Caldonia. While his Rustivian was rudimentary at best, he spoke it better than he could read it; he could decipher some of the words. “It says ‘snake goddess.’ And then this word ‘Corva.’ Maybe that is the name of the goddess?”

He looked upon the serpent idol again. He felt another wave of unease as he gazed at the figure. Something in the eyes. They seemed to follow Vicini as he walked around the room. Finally, another of his men called from a room behind the idol. “Sir, you should come and see this.”

The room was a small chamber. It appeared to be the private inner sanctum of the priests of the temple. The walls were gilded with gold leaf and silverwork—ornately carved furniture decorated the room. Yet, the treasures were not the focus of their attention.

On the bed lay a figure. It was a woman dressed in fine red robes; her long black hair was draped over her shoulders. She had a sharp jawline and she had the shape of a woman that was well-fed but not gluttonous. Vicini felt she was the most beautiful woman he ever laid eyes on.  She seemed to be sleeping, but there was no rise and fall of her chest. She was long dead, just as the others in the city, yet she appeared to have just passed moments before they arrived. 

Vicini approached the body on the bed. He felt an uncontrollable urge to reach out and touch the body before him. He had to convince himself she was real, that his eyes were not deceiving him. Yet once his finger touched her arm, the skin crumpled. The whole figure collapsed on itself, like a wineskin that had sprung a leak, only instead of wine, it was the air that escaped the body.

“Like a snake that sheds its skin,” Terrance whispered in amazement. “And if the snake happens to still be here, I’d rather not be. There is queer magic in this place. I think I speak for the rest of the men when I say I’ve had enough exploring for today. Shall we return to the ship?”

Vicini looked at the crumpled figure before him and at his fingertips. Slowly he nodded his head. “Yes, I believe we have found all the answers we shall find here. Take nothing from this room, unless they are scrolls or books. Anything taken from here is going to the museum and library at Pashpol.”

Though Vicini sensed some men were disappointed at having any real profit from the treasures from the temple, no arguments were made. Hopefully, Torvac and Morvini had some luck in finding supplies and salvageable trade goods to take back. But, at the moment, the men were in a silent agreement that they had their fill of the dead city of Caldonia.

Their journey back to the docks was much quicker than before. No one looked to the ground or took any interest in the scenes of slaughter around them. One exposure to the horror show was enough; all Vicini and his men wanted was to get back to the ship.

Vicini spotted Morvini and his men loading crates onto the ship. The Maiden smiled on them from her perch. The familiar sight was welcomed after the sights he and his men had seen. 

The weathered captain waved at Vicini from the deck. “We found some silks, hides, and other goods in the warehouses. I’m not trusting any of the food stock since we don’t know how long they have sat. There is no point risking food poisoning for us or customers that we might sell it to once we get home. We should be good until we get to Pashpol as far as food and water go. And I figure the fish will be back once we get away from here.”

Vicini nodded in approval. His men quietly joined the others on the ship. Morvini must have noticed the haunted look on his face. The merchant spoke in a hushed tone. “Something terrible has happened here. We took some things from a temple, don’t worry, we will donate them when we get to Pashpol. There was no one to complain besides; this whole city is dead.”

Morvini muttered a prayer and made a sign with his hands. “May Orsha guide their souls across the infinite sea. And may he guide us to safe harbor.”

The crew was loading the last of the crates as Torvac, and his men returned. From the look on his face, Vicini knew that they had seen more of the same. The soldier mustered a calm face as his men loaded back on the ship, some with loaded sacks over their shoulders. “No living souls could be found, sir. This city looks like it fell from a siege, but no loot was taken. We took on some provisions that we found.  And the buildings are intact. But the slaughter...I’ve never seen the like, sir.”

Vicini looked at his hand, the one that had touched the dead woman. Or, more accurately, the skin he thought was a dead woman. He felt a slight tingling in his fingertips but shook it off as nothing. Instead, he looked to Morvini. “Captain, I believe our business is done here. I think it is safe to say the sooner we are gone from these accursed shores, the better.”

The captain gave the order, and within the hour, they were back at sea. An hour after that, the air was too warm for the bearskin coat that Paulo had given him, and the boy placed it back in his sea chest. Vicini then called for Paulo’s notes and his journal. The merchant began writing his account of their visit to Caldonia in his diary. 

As he wrote, Vicini’s gaze drifted to the book with the snake on the cover. There was something about the tome that he found drawn to. Perhaps some answers lay in its pages. He made an attempt to translate what he could with his limited knowledge of the language. Sadly it made little sense to him, and he eventually gave up. Maybe one of the scholars at the library could solve it.

Pashpol was a week’s journey. By the time the Maiden’s Charm arrived in port, Vicini Ramavo died of a sudden fever. Though he had complained of an itch with his left hand that never seemed to go away, the fever seemed to come out of nowhere. Within a day, the merchant was dead.. Paulo noted later it was the same hand that had tucked the ‘husk’ of the woman. 

As the new man in charge of the trading company, Paulo ordered the men that handled his master’s body to wear gloves. His heart was removed and placed in a jar to be buried in his family’s tomb when they returned home; the rest was buried at sea. Paulo thought that Vicini would approve, to be embraced by the sea he loved so well.

As his master requested, the temple’s treasures were donated to the scholars’ of the Pashpol museum to examine. The trader was given a modest compensation for the items. He did not care about the money, his heart was heavy and he was glad to be rid of the reminders of the events at the dead city.

The scrolls and holy books were donated to the library. After some thought, Paulo retrieved Vicini’s journal and presented that as well. Perhaps, some researchers will find it interesting someday. For Paulo, it was a sad memento of his visit to the dead city of Caldonia.

Paulo sent letters back to the trade house of what had befallen Vicini. The Maiden’s Charm still had stops to make and contracts to honor. The death of one merchant would not be acceptable to the trade guild. 

The young merchant would prove himself on this journey. If he could prove himself on the remainder of this trip, he would make his fortune. He smiled to himself, and thought that Vicini would be proud.
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A Homecoming

The wind blew hard from the Alshi Mountains.  The snow was thick and piled high from the winter chill. Yet spring was coming and farmers were busy planting the fields. The valleys below the high snow caps were surprisingly fertile. The great rivers that flowed down during the spring melt fed the soil and allowed the villages to grow massive wheat fields. The climate never became too cool or too warm, allowing for bountiful harvests.

Ruben Holland looked down on the valley and smiled. The village of Beckton was beginning to buzz with life as the townspeople roused for their day. The morning sun shone down and warmed his chilled bones as the wind continued to whip around him. He wrapped his wolfskin cloak around him tightly. In his twenty years of life, Beckton had been home for the first fifteen. After five long years, Ruben finally was returning home.

A hard hand slapped his back and roused Ruben from his thoughts. Beside him, Fashyall grinned. The large Northman smiled at Ruben through his fiery red bread. His ax rested over his shoulders. “So this is the hometown of the great Ruben Holland, eh?”

Ruben smiled and nodded to his friend. “Aye, it is my friend. My long-lost home. You will find the people very hospitable, and my father’s hearth quite warm. If we are lucky and quick, the cooks may have a warm rasher of bacon and loaves of fresh bread ready for us.”

“Say no more, lad,” Fashyall shouted and bolted ahead of his friend. The other four in their crew followed in suit, laughing as they pushed forward. The promise of a warm meal and bed after trudging through the mountains for the past two weeks was all the motivation they needed. 

Then a thought passed through Ruben’s mind, which caused him to shout for his friends to stop. After a few attempts, the crew stopped short of their advance on the village. 

The lithe elf Tolith focused her green eyes on Ruben. The cold did not suit her kind, and it is evident that she looked forward to the relative warmth of the valley. Her thick Eastern accent dripped from her lips. “And why should we stop, oh great leader?”

Sometimes Ruben regretted that he was ever voted leader of their company. He thought he would be given a modicum of respect and deference from the other members in their group. Instead, as he learned quickly, he was voted more because people seemed to fear him less, which came in handy when negotiating with townspeople, but not so much when squaring off against a company or orcs. Those moments were better served by the massive man Fashyall, whose very presence was only dwarfed by his ferocity in battle. However, the Northman was no great tactician and that could sometimes lead to trouble.

It was not that Ruben wasn’t effective in battle. He could wield a sword as well as the next man, but he was not the man who inspired much in those he led. He was young and of average build and stature, not overly muscled but not wiry either. His blonde hair marked him as one of the people from the northern valleys. Even in his home village, he was not seen as overly remarkable, which had motivated him to leave Beckton and seek fame and fortune.

Tolith and the others still awaited Ruben’s reply. He cleared his throat before beginning. “Well, for starts, Beckton is a fairly peaceful village. What do you think their reaction will be if five strangers come barrelling down the mountains? Five well-armed strangers at that. We will be welcomed with fear and possibly some arrows in our backsides.”

“But there are six of us,” Fashyall replied. The barbarian’s brow was furrowed. His hand fingered his ever-present ax at his hip. Ruben knew that it would not leave its sheath, but the barbarian’s habit of grasping the weapon still made him nervous.

“True,” Ruben replied. “I said, five strangers. I’m their lost son, coming home to regale them in stories of my adventures while I was away. If I’m at the lead, they will likely be less fearful, and it will put everyone’s mind at rest.”

“If they remember the whelp at all,” Derran spat. Derran let a gob of spit land in the snow and brushed his shaggy black hair away from his face. He wore black leather with a scorpion emblem. It was a symbol of the assassins of Aldeer in the far south. His swarthy features were out of place in the northern cold. His eyes scanned Ruben in a way that made him uneasy, though he knew that Derran would not harm him. He was a hard man, and Ruben knew that he was not one man to cross.

“Well,” Ruben said in reply. He learned long ago the best way to deal with Derran was not to show how much he scared him. So instead, he smirked at the assassins as he continued, “I would hope that I haven't changed so much in the time I was away. I guess we shall find out soon. Shall we?”

With that, Ruben took the group’s lead, and the others followed him down the mountain path. The walk took the group a full two hours. Ruben was thankful that the others allowed him to lead them down. While Quinton was their best tracker, Ruben knew the mountains’ paths better than any of them. Left to their own devices, Quinton would have taken an hour simply to find the best approach for them to take; and half of those choices would lead to dead ends or fallen rocks. Ruben knew the old game trails and the paths used by traders in the area. Besides Quinton having the group pause so that he and Tolith could track a nearby deer, they made fast time.

“The deer will go well to show we don’t mean any harm,” Quinton rationalized. Ruben could not argue the logic in his friend’s argument.

The rest of the group paused and rested as the elf and tracker disappeared into the woods, bows in hand. Ruben could smell the salt from the nearby sea. The sea’s warm air also aided the valleys around Beckton and the other villages to stay fertile. A half-day’s journey led to the great port of Pashpol, where exotic goods from the world over were traded. The port was the beginning of Ruben’s journey all those years ago. The day he decided he did not want to be a wealthy merchant’s son but to make his own way.  The memory brought another smile to his face.

Thirty minutes later, Quinton and Tolith emerged with their prize. It was a young buck, not the most prominent example of the species, but enough to provide a good supper that evening. His father would be pleased. The carcass was tied to a pole, and the two hunters carried it between them as they finished their descent to the village.
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