
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Chronicles of Galadria III - Lessons

David Gay-Perret

––––––––

[image: image]


Translated by Amy Trahearn 

“Chronicles of Galadria III - Lessons”

Written By David Gay-Perret

Copyright © 2018 David Gay-Perret

All rights reserved

Distributed by Babelcube, Inc. 

www.babelcube.com 

Translated by Amy Trahearn

Cover Design © 2018 Joshua Wright

“Babelcube Books” and “Babelcube” are trademarks of Babelcube Inc.

[image: katana]

The complete Chronicles of Galadria are made up of 6 volumes, which can be found in multiple languages in an e-book format (for a complete and up-to-date listing of translations and distributors, follow this link or look on the website www.gayperret.com, under the Chronicles of Galadria tab):

Chronicles of Galadria I - The Other World

Chronicles of Galadria II - Encounters

Chronicles of Galadria III - Lessons

Chronicles of Galadria IV - Tranquility

Chronicles of Galadria V - A New Beginning

Chronicles of Galadria VI - Hope

––––––––

[image: image]


Please note, some volumes of the series may not have been translated into the language you are currently reading yet. To verify which books are available and in which languages, or to see translation progress, follow the link above.

[image: katana]



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]



Foreword
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Before you launch yourself into the saga that awaits you, let me just mention that I would like to have this book available in as many different languages as possible, so if you’ve mastered a couple and you’re tempted by adventure, visit Babelcube to get in contact with me! The original language is French (but I will entertain offers based on a previously translated language), but the target languages depend only on you – although some have already been covered.
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It is important to understand that the “coming of age” aspect of the Chronicles is the result of a patchwork of themes and ideas that I added in as they came to me, in a spontaneous way, without really thinking about their effects on the overall stream of the story—a bit like an intimate diary or journal.  However, the completion of the writing process also marked a moment of comprehension and a new perspective on my life and the world; I now thought of elements that I ardently wanted to share, though the story was sadly already finished.  As I reread the story in the light of this new realization, I discovered that all that I now wanted to say was already there, though perhaps poorly expressed (as I hadn’t constructed the story with those ideas in mind). 

So, I would also like to mention my latest project concerning this series: I am planning on creating an animated series, divided into episodes.  For connoisseurs, it would be somewhat in the style of Japanese anime.  Ideally, I would like to work in collaboration with an animation studio (perhaps seeking a scenario?) so that the story can benefit from the knowledge, advice, and resources of professionals, all while maintaining my point of view, my ideas for direction, and my music.  Most important for me are assurances to respect the atmosphere and the story.  The creation of an animated series would permit me to begin the creative process again, but with those key themes and message in mind, so that I could transmit them throughout the story, but in a clear, structured, and logical manner.

So, if you know individuals who work in the field of animation who might be interested, or if you yourself are in such a position, don’t hesitate to contact me!

––––––––
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And here we go. It is more than time for you to discover the adventure that is to follow. Enjoy reading, and enjoy the journey...

To all who still know how to learn...
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Chapter 1
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THE two travelers’ bags hit the ground with a dull thud. Kezthrem had decided that when night came, they would pass it here, and now night was indeed falling. The place he had chosen wasn’t particularly special. There were just a few trees, situated at the summit of a small hill that would offer only a relatively small amount of protection to the two individuals, who decided to settle in there nonetheless. 

“The good part of this journey,” thought Glaide, stretching out his tired limbs, “is that it’s no longer necessary to set up guard duty.” The young man could now discern even the smallest suspicious sounds during his sleep. He and his mastered had been attacked during the middle of the night only once, but had been able to fight and vanquish their assailants easily.

While Kezthrem began to prepare their supper, Glaide took care of the fire. He found some twigs to use as tinder, along with some bigger branches that he could use to build up the fire. Everything was ready in a few minutes, and while the two travelers enjoyed their well-deserved rest and meal, the adolescent studied his map. It had now been three days since their journey began. In the beginning, Glaide had found it difficult to sleep on the ground, after having become so used to sleeping on a real mattress. However, he’d quickly fallen back into the habit of things, and the activity and lack of predictability that their travels were spiced with certainly didn’t bother him! He found Kezthrem’s traveling pace rather unsettling, though; there was no regularity to it. Sometimes, they would walk until late at night, and at other times, they would stop almost in the middle of the afternoon. The randomness made it difficult to calculate how far they’d come, but when the young man stopped to estimate the distance they’d traveled, he decided at long last that they’d barely advanced at all. He sighed, then stretched out on his back, his gaze fixed on the stars above.

“We should reach a village in about a week,” Kezthrem announced suddenly. Glaide jumped a bit, then settled back into his spot as the man continued, “It is marked on your map with the name Ojilon.” The adolescent turned his attention back to the map, and easily located the town. It was situated far to the east, near the border between the mountains of Oclin-Fer and the forest to the south of the mountains. 

“So that’s which direction we’re going, then,” thought the boy. His master hadn’t deigned to tell him anything about where they were going, so the boy had had to make do with a guess at best. It seemed, though, that their final destination had to be near Ojilon, because it would take about a dozen days in all to reach it, and Kezthrem had estimated that the entire journey would take about two weeks. As he thought about it all a bit more, he came to the conclusion that their destination was not one that was marked on his map. Whatever the case, he’d just have to be patient.

“Master,” he began, “will we come across any other people before we reach that village?”

“Probably, yes. I doubt that we’ll be alone for the whole journey. There are a number of villages of more or less significant size in the Known Lands, though only the biggest are usually marked on maps. And if we don’t come across any actual villages, we will at least come across the occasional isolated house.”

“And will we be able to spend the night in any of them?”

“I suppose that depends on whether they have space for lodgers or not. And of course, we’d need to offer something of our own to cover our room and board.”

“You know I have money,” exclaimed the young man.

“That’s true, but some of these people will need something else, instead: more of a service.”

“Really?” he sputtered. “Like what?”

“Well, I can remember one woman whose husband had left on a trip. He wasn’t expected home for a while, and they needed firewood. His children were too young to use an axe, so I offered to cut some wood for them. Believe me, Glaide, that was much more useful to them than a handful of dras.”

“Hmm,” his companion murmured, his interest piqued. “I’d be glad to offer aid to anyone who offered me lodgings, whether with my money or something else.”

Kezthrem smiled in response, then lay down to sleep, and his disciple did the same. After a moment, the deep voice of the man rose up again. “What do the stars mean to you, Glaide?”

Naturally enough, the boy didn’t know what to say; he didn’t understand the question. Kezthrem answered the question himself, instead.

“To me, they are happiness... serenity...”

“What do you mean, master?” questioned the adolescent, his interest piqued.

“Think about it, my young disciple,” he murmured. “The stars, though beautiful, are only visible at night. But they exist all through the day.”

“Just like happiness,” murmured Glaide, as he began to understand. “It is present in all circumstances, but we only see it intermittently, and often all too briefly.”

“And what happens when there is too much light around us?”

“The stars disappear from view. You have to know how to see them, to seek them out, to get rid of whatever is preventing you from making them out. Just like you must work to see happiness and joy in all things...”

Out of the corner of his eye, Glaide could make out the face of his master, lit at the same time by the moon and the flames of the fire. He was smiling.

And so passed their third night on the road.
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Two days went by, and the master and his disciple still hadn’t come across another person. Kezthrem had mentioned that their route was a little-traveled one, and the adolescent wondered why. The man hadn’t given a clear answer, however, instead simply declaring that the reason would show itself in time. And so it did, in the middle of the afternoon, while the two were walking in silence. 

Glaide stopped suddenly in surprise, as before him stood a small barrier blocking the road. It appeared to be a number of years old. The wood was rotten, and he doubted that it would hold his weight if he leaned on it to jump over. The most astonishing part was that it was placed in the middle of nowhere. It didn’t seem to mark the edge of anything, as there were no fields, houses, herds, or flocks in the area. It seemed to be just one part of what was once a much bigger structure that had long ago disappeared. 

Kezthrem approached the barrier for a moment, his face giving away with nothing, then he spoke.

“We’re drawing closer. You will soon learn why these roads are so little traveled.”

The young man said nothing, but looked about, trying to find the answer to his question, and soon spotting it a mile or so to the north, in the distance. A village stood there.

“Master, we could stay there!” he exclaimed, pointing toward the place.

“Keep it down!” commanded the man quietly.

The adolescent closed his mouth immediately. Something was obviously wrong. Kezthrem drew closer to him, his gaze fixed on the village in the distance.

“Listen carefully, Glaide. We must be very cautious, because if no one comes here, and if only ruins remain, as you can see they do, it is because of that place. You see before you the only village in the Known Lands that you should never approach. It is inhabited by disciples of Baras who have renounced their origins and their own people: humans with corrupted hearts, barbarians who’ve been blinded by despair, dark elves, dwarves driven by greed... It is a dangerous place, where many are kept as slaves and a thousand other atrocities are committed.”

The boy took a moment to process what his master was saying. Up until then, he had believed that all of the villages within the Known Lands belonged to men, and were under the control of Rozak. He had never once imagined that such a place could exist to shelter his enemies. Orks and other monsters lived in the wilderness, but it seemed they were not all so isolated after all. 

The boy grew angry at himself for never having imagined that his adversaries could also have true dwelling places in the Known Lands. Such negligence could have cost him and his friends their lives. They had approached every village they’d come across confidently, but any one of them could have been filled with enemies, and all four of them would certainly have been killed. 

The boy had always pictured the dwarves and elves as living along the edges of the kingdom, to the east and the west, with the barbarians living reclusively to the north. That had surrounded them with a sense of mysticism, of distance, the stuff of legends. But it only made sense that some people, even humans, would have decided to join Baras, and that they would then have a place of their own, as well. As Glaide’s thoughts fell into a logical order, he asked what he considered the most important question.

“And has no one ever attempted to stand against the inhabitants of this place? If it is the only village in the Known Lands that shelters our enemies, wouldn’t it have been wise to destroy it?”

“It would take a war,” sighed the man. “They are numerous, well-armed, and well-trained. And besides that, they have the orks and many other creatures on their side, as you well know. Confronting them is just not possible. As it stands, they attack the closest villages to pillage, steal, or even just to kill. So there are no—or I should say no more—habitations for a solid fifteen or even twenty miles around this place.”

Glaide squinted his eyes, trying to see the village better, but the image remained blurry and distant. It didn’t look menacing. It was the opposite, in fact. It looked just like all of the other villages the young man had seen up until then. However, if Kezthrem wanted them on their guard, he had his reasons, and it would be best to avoid getting too close to the place in the future.

“Master, do we risk crossing paths with any of the inhabitants of that place?” demanded the adolescent.

“Try not to make too much noise, and everything will be fine,” the other man replied. “If we had had more time, we could have skirted the edge of the Forest of the Worlds, then approached Ojilon from the south. We should hurry, though, and it is faster to travel as the crow flies, crossing the Known Lands on a diagonal. Try to be inconspicuous, and walk quickly.”

Glaide nodded, and the two began to move again, this time at a fast pace. A few hours later, though night had long since fallen, the two silhouettes continued to travel at that same pace; they didn’t seem interested in stopping. Kezthrem wanted to put as much distance as possible between them and Zakorth, the hostile village. However, Glaide was having trouble matching his master’s speed; he was out of the habit of traveling for such long distances, especially at such a quick, sustained pace, and suddenly, he collapsed from the fatigue. His master turned around at the sound, and the young man—afraid of disappointing him—struggled to get up. However, he found he couldn’t; his legs refused to hold him. After a great deal of wasted effort, he sat back down, and didn’t move again. Kezthrem circled back to join him, then he, too, sat down, facing his disciple.

“We’ll rest here tonight, though I doubt we are terribly safe here,” he declared, his voice rumbling ominously. “We’ll continue on our way in a few hours. Take advantage of the break to gather your strength.” As he spoke, he took a few pieces of fruit out of his sack. Glaide consumed his portion in record time, he was so hungry. Then, with his stomach comfortably full, he fell asleep. It took just minutes.
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The young man awoke with a start, though it was still night. His master was putting his things away in his sack and the sound, though quiet, had been enough to draw the young man out of his sleep. Seeing his open eyes, Kezthrem spoke.

“Oh, you’re awake, I see. That’s good. It’s high time for us to move on.”

Glaid got up, feeling more or less alright. His legs were still sore, but they were willing to carry him, at least for a few more kilometers. He knew though, that sooner or later, he would need to give them a proper rest. He knew, too, though, that it would be better if they were far from Zakorth before that. Kezthrem’s estimate of far enough was fairly pessimistic: it would take another two days at least before they could consider themselves out of the woods. 

However, Glaide wasn’t up to the task, and at the end of the first of the two days, he implored his master to let them spend one complete night in the area. Against his better judgment, the man agreed. Besides, as he said, it would be better to leave the area capable of fighting, rather than to remain exhausted and wind up being killed during an attack. The young man took full advantage of the break, though he made sure to keep one ear open. 

Before falling asleep, he thought back on their travels. More than once over the course of the journey he’d noticed how comforting the presence of his master at his side was. He knew he was in no real danger as long as his master was with him. However, deep inside of him, a voice warned him that one day, he would again be alone, or he would have his friends to keep safe, and if the time came and they found themselves obliged to travel in this area, things would be very different. He yawned despite those dark thoughts, and decided that he would have plenty of time to cross that bridge when he came to it.

The night passed without incident.

By the end of the next day, the two travelers had nearly reached the edge of Zakorth’s influence. However, the night’s sleep that the young man had asked for had slowed them down, and they found themselves forced to spend one more night within their enemies’ territory.

That night proved much shorter than the other. In the early hours of the morning, the senses of the two combatants alerted them to a sound. In a few seconds, they were both standing, both perfectly silent. Both were trying to distinguish the origin and nature of the sound that had awoken them, and they rapidly became certain of two things: first, that the sound they’d heard had been the sound of boots, which meant some time of humanoid creature, and secondly, that the strangers were numerous. Glaide and Kezthrem had nowhere to hide. They had found a few rocks that rose up out of the ground that had sheltered them some for the night. Around them, though, were empty plains. The emptiness offered one benefit, however: they were soon able to clearly distinguish the owners of the boots that they heard, and despite the remaining darkness, they could recognize them as a battalion of orks. Glaide estimated that there were about fifty of them.

“There is nothing we can do here,” murmured the man. “Let’s gather our things and try to distance ourselves from them. A few kilometers from here, we’ll be back in civilization, and perhaps we’ll find a unit of soldiers.”

The young man nodded, and as he gathered his things, he wondered if his master would be capable of confronting so many enemies at once. However, as the two began to move on, they glanced behind them one more time, and noticed that the group had divided in two. Most of the monsters had moved off in the direction of Zakorth, and only a dozen or so continued in the same direction as the two travelers. Glaide was sure they’d be capable of fighting them, and he could see no reason for avoiding the fight. “At least we can do that much,” he thought, hatred for them rising up in him. However, as he moved to turn around and go after the creatures, he felt the hand of his master on his shoulder. His master shook his head, and motioned for him to continue to follow. The adolescent obeyed, though not without protest.

“Why don’t we get rid of them? They wouldn’t stand a chance against us!”

“Glaide, we are in enemy territory,” Kezthrem pointed out. “We don’t know what might be hidden in the area. It could be that they are just one unit, and that the rest of the group is nearby. Do you remember what I told you? That with every battle, you put your life on the line?”

“Of course...”

The man had explained before that one should never underestimate their adversaries, and that one should always put their all into a fight.

“And that we have to choose which battles are worth fighting?” continued Kezthrem.

“Yeah, yeah,” grumbled Glaide, “I remember. And I want to choose this battle. Who knows how many people these monsters might kill in the future? If we get rid of them now, that could mean we’ve saved many lives.”

“Glaide...” began the man. The name hung in the air, though, as a loud noise interrupted him from nearby. The master and his disciple looked around them, searching for the source of the noise, then suddenly, Kezthrem roughly pushed the young man to the side. The boy somersaulted, quickly getting back on his feet. A mace dug into the ground where he had been standing just seconds before. 

Its owner appeared, and Glaide easily recognized what they were facing: a flatland troll. A little smaller than its mountain relative, less agile but much more massive, it appeared just as dangerous. The creature’s skin didn’t look as thick, though, and the adolescent thought he would be able to pierce it without too much difficulty. Though he was certainly capable of making his weapon appear directly in his hand, he decided to draw it; the sound of the blade exiting the sheath would give him courage. Then, he began his approach toward the creature. 

The monster hesitated, unsure whether to attack the master, who was closer, or the disciple. Kezthrem forced the decision by letting out a cry, and launching into the duel. The boy, however, didn’t get a chance to watch the battle, which promised to be epic. Behind him, he heard the telltale sound of orks. He spun around to see the ten creatures that Kezthrem had refused to confront. A dark smile appeared on his lips.

“Out of the frying pan, into the fire,” he murmured. As the older man threw himself into battle against the troll, Glaide charged at the group of orks. Soon, the battle had already been raging for about five minutes. From time to time, the young man had caught glimpses of his master, locked in combat with the much larger creature, but neither of them seemed to have gained any ground.  The boy found himself fighting with a frenzy unusual from him, probably due to his excitement at fighting at his master’s side—not as a student, but as a peer; each of them had an opponent to face, and had to trust the other to pull their own weight. 

The adolescent took out half of his enemies, but he had forgotten one thing that greatly complicated his task: his fatigue. He began to feel the weight of all the fatigue he’d accumulated over their many days of traveling, and he suddenly found himself out of breath. His adversaries, seeing his weakness, threw themselves at him with renewed strength, and this time, the boy began to feel the danger he was in. He could no longer breathe properly, and his blows were losing both precision and power. He managed to kill another ork, but his head was starting to spin. He saw stars, and felt himself beginning to pass out. The sounds of the battle began to sound more and more distant. He thought he could make out a dull thud in the midst of the fog that was taking over his mind. Suddenly, he felt someone catch him, then gently lay him on the ground. Slowly, he began to return to reality, all while still trying to catch his breath. Kezthrem stood at his side, his expression unreadable.

“I... I thought I was passing out...” murmured the young man.

“And I think you almost did.”

The adolescent looked around them, and realized that the dull sound had been the body of the troll hitting the ground. He could also see the bodies of ten orks, and he had to admit that his master had saved his life. However, it was not gratitude that he felt, but a deep anger—an anger directed within. Why this sudden weakness? Why, just five minutes into battle, did he already feel so exhausted?

“Why?” he murmured aloud.

“Oh, for any number of reasons,” replied the man, who obviously understood exactly what his disciple was talking about. “First of all, because we are fighting in the early hours of the morning, without having eaten anything. Then, because it was eight against one.” 

“But during the battle with Ydref and Arline, I fought much longer, without feeling tired at all! I...” Glaide stopped as he felt his senses failing again.

“At that time,” continued Kezthrem, “you were fighting for different reasons: to avenge Rackk, and to prove to yourself that you were strong. And at the time, you were perfectly rested. This time, that was not the case.”

“So what do I do?” demanded Glaide, hoping to remedy the problem quickly.

“Well, here is the main problem: every time you blocked a blow, you contracted your muscles to absorb the shock. However, by doing that, you lost flexibility, speed, and above all, endurance. Your entire body was held tense, and you blocked your breathing so much that you began to suffocate yourself.”

“And here I thought I’d finished my training,” muttered Glaide darkly. He realized now that he still had much to learn, and that he would now have to learn through practice. If he hadn’t become as exhausted during the battles he’d experienced up until then, it was only because they’d generally been less complicated, and because he’d been more rested. But in the future, how many times would he have to defend himself despite not having slept for days? How many times would he have to fight, even though the enemies far outnumbered him? Optimal conditions were never a guarantee. And it was out of the question to simply pass out! 

“I have to work on my endurance. That’s what I need to do now,” he said with a sigh as he got up. “I have the technical level to fight multiple adversaries; I just need to reach the level of physical strength.”

With that, the two travelers continued on their way.
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Chapter 2
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GLAIDE didn’t open his mouth to speak even once that whole morning. He was lost in his thoughts, most of which centered around the battle they had just had, and which he considered a defeat. He couldn’t find any simple solution to the problem, however, and had to resign himself to merely being patient. During his next confrontation, he would just have to try to come out of it as well as possible, and he was determined to fight more sustainably. 

Soon, the tension that the master and his disciple felt from being within range of Zakorth dissipated. Before them, a few hundred yards away, they saw a house of some kind, undeniable proof that the inhabitants of the enemy village did not venture this far. The two individuals approached with big smiles on their face, and as they walked, Glaide realized that he and Kezthrem had just passed an important stage in their journey. It had now been an entire week that they’d been traveling, though much to his dismay, he hadn’t yet had an opportunity to really speak with his master, besides when they’d discussed the stars. 

However, it looked like they would be stopping at the nearby house, probably offering their aid in exchange for room and board. And that was indeed what Kezthrem chose to do. He knocked at the door a bit before noon. The man who opened it had a tired face, and looked surprised to see travelers in the area. He lived with his wife and two children, one of whom was very young. The family was happy to accept the trade of room and board for the travelers in exchange for a bit of help. The hosts informed them that they had just returned from a long journey, and between their crops and the children, they were burning the candle at both ends. So it was with pleasure that Glaide and Kezthrem decided to give these people a chance to rest, while they worked to harvest produce. 

The young man had never done this kind of work, but he willingly threw himself into it; a little manual labor would do him good. Under the guidance of his master, who seemed to be an expert in the matter, he spent the afternoon gathering fruits and vegetables of all sorts. From time to time, their hosts would give them some instructions, then they would return to their work. 

Glaide found himself exhausted and hungry when evening came and he finally sat down at the table. However, he and Kezthrem had accomplished a lot, and the couple who had welcomed them into their home looked much more rested. The conversation that accompanied the meal was an animated one, with the master and his disciple recounting stories about the things they’d seen and heard during their journeys, and the man and woman sharing interesting bits about life in the region. 

The children went to bed early, and Glaide expressed his wish to do the same, so they showed him the room that he would share with Kezthrem. It was a perfectly good space, with a bed and an extra mattress on the floor. He chose the latter, thinking that his master would probably enjoy a real bed. That night, he didn’t spend much time in thought, like he usually did. The sound of the conversation between Kezthrem and their hosts sifting into the room, combined with the fatigue of their journey, didn’t give him the option. He fell asleep immediately.

––––––––
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The next morning, the woman and her husband insisted that they replenish their provisions before leaving. Water hadn’t been a problem, since they’d regularly found small streams to fill their gourds at—streams that even Kezthrem couldn’t explain, since there had been no rain for many years. It was true, though, that the two travelers had had yet to encounter a living soul up until that point, and that the rest of their supplies were dwindling seriously. In the end, they left with their bags filled with food. As the house and its occupants disappeared from view, the older of the two spoke. 

“And now you can see exactly who is waiting for your aid.”

Glaide, hearing that, looked at his master at length, trying to decide exactly what those mysterious words meant. However, his master didn’t return his gaze, and the adolescent decided instead to meditate on their meaning. He soon realized that there were many people who lived in the Known Lands, not just in the villages, but also in isolated places. And these, also, hoped for a better future. If he could do something, there would be repercussions for an incredible number of people, many of whom he was completely unaware of! The consequences of his actions both frightened and attracted him. He’d never imagined that a single human being could change things like that. Actually, along those lines, the more he thought about it, the more he had to admit that, up until then, he had not received any special powers, whether that through divine aid, or anything else. 

In the end, he decided the lesson was to simply be aware of the many lives that existed in this world. He had to learn about them, and nothing would help him to do that better than a journey like the one he was on. He hoped that Kezthrem would lead him to meet people in many different places and walks of life.

––––––––
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The day passed without any disturbing encounters. The further the two travelers went, the more cottages they passed, some isolated, and some less so. They even passed a tiny village, hidden in the middle of a woods. The place wasn’t marked on the map, but it also had neither soldiers nor a wall to protect it. It seemed to be more of an accidental grouping of houses than an actual village. 

The two travelers spoke with some of the inhabitants, and learned that they hadn’t known each other, but had simply decided to build in the area, and had become neighbors entirely by chance. However, with time, a great feeling of solidarity had been born, and so they had built the place into a village of sorts. Glaide was delighted by everything they came across. He wondered if one day, little groups of people like this one would give birth to true villages. 

Kezthrem continually reminded him that the Known Lands were filled with inhabitants, and the more they traveled, the more aware the young man became of that fact. He even began to feel astonished that he and his companions hadn’t crossed any living souls in the wilderness on their journey to Shinozuka. However, despite the isolated homes dotting the landscape, there remained plenty of great stretches of virgin soil reaching as far as the eye could see. 

It was in the middle of one of these that the master and his disciple stopped that evening. As was their habit, they built a fire, and Kezthrem roasted a few pieces of meat.

“We should reach Ojilon sometime tomorrow,” announced the man as he began to eat.

“Will we sleep there, or will we just be passing through?” asked Glaide.

“I think that we’ll find an inn to spend the night. There is no sense in hurrying, because no one is waiting for us.”

“And... Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” asked the boy, hope ringing in his voice. However, his companion simply shook his head. Glaide sighed. He decided to change the subject. “Master, this morning, I thought about something that intrigued me.”

“Mm hmm?”

“It was about the Destroyer. You told me that all of the people we've encountered, even though they’re cut off from the rest of the world, are hoping for a better future. That made me think about everything that has happened up until now, and I had to admit that I’ve never experienced any special powers of any kind that will help me in my task.”

Kezthrem looked deep in thought for a few moments before responding.

“That’s true,” he said, finally. “But don’t forget what I told you: the Destroyer is just a title associated with some strange and poorly understood phenomena. In the end, you’re still just you. What you’ve done up until now, you’ve done yourself.”

“That’s what I told myself,” agreed Glaide. “I’m simply what I believe in. I act on my own values, but not everyone shares them. For the moment, there have been no problems with that. But if I really manage to change things, I’ll do that according to my own point of view, and will that really be a good thing? I mean, what can a boy like me really know about the world? Am I really qualified to respond to all of the hope that they place on me?”

Kezthrem smiled. “You have, without a doubt, taken your first step toward wisdom, my young disciple,” he murmured.

Glaide smiled in turn, pleased with the compliment. The man continued, the light from the flames dancing across his face, “Know that a boy knows the world simply as he has discovered it to be. It is exactly the same for everyone. Anyone who claims they know everything is a pretentious imbecile. We all act based on our experiences, and yours do not have any less value than those of anyone else. That being said, we don’t know to what extent you can change things, or what the repercussions of those changes will be. But listen, all of the goals that we chase and all of our values are at the same time the shade and the light from the same candle.”

The young man’s eyes widened in surprise.

“In the end,” continued his master, “those values can be seen as light, because they guide your life. But every light is balanced by a shadow, and as you said before, making a choice and following what we believe can also mean closing your spirit to other possibilities. Someone who can hear and consider everything could claim to know the world, because he would be able to analyze and understand everything. However, while some might try to make such a choice, that’s not an option for you, because that also requires you to give up action. To be able to accomplish something, you have to follow a goal. A man who is without his own set of values, on the other hand, becomes a powerless spectator. Wise, certainly, but powerless. At the same time, though, we have to reflect carefully on the path we choose to follow, because the paths we choose cannot fail to cast shadows, obscuring other paths.”

Kezthrem became silent for a few moments, letting his words soak in before he spoke again. “However, all shadows find their origins in light, and though values can be restrictive, they remain vital. They are what allows us to advance, and to hope. They guide our actions, shape our world, and make us the humans that we are rather than sages...” 

“So, to respond to your question, Glaide, try to conform to your values so that your life will have meaning, at least in your own eyes, but never forget that yours are not superior to the values of others. Perhaps you will be brought to a point where your decisions affect more than just your own simple existence, and in that case, you’ll need to follow your heart. If your heart tells you to listen to the counsel of someone else, then do so. If it tells you to act, then act. If you have decided for yourself that you should fight, then fight accordingly, and if you fight for others, listen to them, and respond to their expectations. 

“On the other hand, if ever your doubt grows too strong, or your responsibilities too heavy, of if you feel that you can no longer stand beneath the hopes placed on you, you always have the choice of fleeing. The decisions that you make are yours, and yours alone. At the end of the day, what will be will be, and you can only make the best decision you can from the circumstances you find yourself in. No one can fault you for that.”

“No,” murmured Glaide. “I cannot flee. Whatever the cost, I have to face my responsibilities, even if I did not choose them.”

“Even though you already fled from your friends?”

The young man didn’t respond. He simply looked his master in the eye. So many things were jumbling around in his head. He had left, yes, but it was because his heart had told him to. Or had it been his mind? He didn’t know. However, he was sure of one thing: he had learned to fight, and had had some amazing encounters purely because he had left. Even if it looked like he was fleeing, wasn’t it justified in the end?

“Yes, master, I left my friends; that’s true. But when I look back at everything that came about because of that, I can honestly say that I have no regrets.”

“So that means, then, that you made the right choice. Fleeing was the right decision. If things had not gone the way they did, perhaps you would have regretted what you did, but it is difficult to know before you try. What matters is what happened in the end: our path crossed because of that decision. Fleeing can let you escape disaster, or it can create disaster. And isn’t it the same with our values? In the end, our values are neither good nor bad on their own. They exist, and we follow them, and that is all. Some conform to morality and some don’t, but in the end it doesn’t matter, because they are there, and they are what let life exist.”

The two sat in silence for a moment, staring into nothing. Finally, it was Glaide who, in an almost inaudible voice, ended the conversation.

“My strength and power mean nothing, and the only thing that matters is who I am. My actions should conform to what I think is important, and at the moment, that means helping others. I don’t know exactly what that will look like, but I will find a way, and I will continue in it. I’ve already accomplished some things, and I will continue to live my life as I have for the time being. I love this new life of mine, and I love making my own decisions.”

With that, he wrapped his cape around himself, and lay down to sleep. The flickering light of the fire continued to illuminate his face, alongside that of his master, who had his gaze fixed on the stars.
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Chapter 3
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GLAIDE spent the next day trying to extract as much information as possible from Kezthrem about Ojilon. He learned that Kezthrem had only travelled there two or three times, and that the village had actually been constructed fairly recently. The construction took advantage of a natural defensive wall. The man hadn’t wanted to explain exactly what that meant, but had added that the phenomenon attracted many curious travelers, who wished to see the unique sight. The adolescent was impatient to know more, and examined the map carefully, hoping to discover something on his own. Around Ojilon, four mountain peaks were drawn, and the map depicted them in a strange way: each mountain seemed to be separated from the next, rather than forming a ring. Glaide wasn’t sure if it was just a quirk from the artist, or if it depicted reality. 

He found his answer at the end of the day. Before him, he saw the famous mountains, and his master explained that that was where Ojilon could be found. The map had not exaggerated. The two voyagers found themselves looking at four small mountain peaks, separated from each other by four narrow roads which pointed in the cardinal directions.

The master and his disciple entered by the southern entrance. The dying rays of the sun caused great shadows, so that they found themselves in almost perfect darkness as they traveled through the narrow pass, at the end of which they found a well-guarded gate which led into a valley. At the center of the valley stood Ojilon. From their position, just near the entrance, the two voyagers had an unobstructed view of their surroundings. They could easily make out the three other doors protecting the only three other routes giving access to the city. 

The city itself was of a rather imposing size. Glaide judged the city to be bigger than Yzur, Rackk, or even Adrish. However, Glaide’s gaze was attracted by the strange arrangement of the streets and houses. They seemed to form a great line, rather than the usual square or circular arrangement. The young man quickly understood the reason for that: with the four great mountains encircling it, Ojilon had limited sunlight. The light only filtered in via the four mountain passes, except for a few hours around midday, when the sun was at its highest and could illuminate the entire valley. So, in the morning, the light from the east, and in the afternoon, that from the west, washed in through the canyon to light up a single line of space. There was one main road along this line, which then connected to smaller roads above and below it which, at this time of the day, were already becoming lost in the gloom. 

Glaide found the place magnificent, though he doubted that he could live there throughout the year. The surrounding mountains, tall and vast, and the shadows that they never ceased to cast had a depressing air to them. At the same time, though, he understood perfectly why they were described as a natural wall.

The two descended into the actual village via the narrow path before them. By that time, the sun was so low that only the main road, which was nearly empty at the late hour, was still lit. The adolescent found that walking down this lane, with the sun at his back, lengthening his shadow disproportionately, cast a magic feel on the place. He didn’t have the freedom to enjoy it, though, as Kezthrem rapidly located the inn and led his disciple inside. Glaide noted that everything had been done to maximize the use of daylight there. The establishment was pierced all around by numerous windows, which filled the room with the flamboyant colors of the setting sun. 

The two travelers ate quickly in the midst of the other diners. While they ate, the sun finished setting, and the innkeeper lit candles to cut through the darkness of the night that was now beginning to envelope the place. When they were finished, the master and his disciple climbed the stairs to their room. The young man took a moment to look out the window, noticing that the mountains were no more than murky shadows against the dark night sky. Dark shadows, imposing, proud, and protective. Then, he closed the shutters and went to bed.
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Before he opened his eyes the next morning, Glaide took a moment to remember where he was, and what he was doing there. He realized that his master had already left the room. Before following suit, he yawned and stretched for a moment, already missing the bed. Then, he decided to head down to the common room of the inn. It was already late morning, and he found the room filled with regulars who had come to discuss this and that. 

Not seeing Kezthrem, the adolescent decided to go out and sightsee a bit. At any rate, the man’s things were still in the room, so he couldn’t be planning on leaving too soon. Glaide watched the activity that surrounded him for a moment. Merchants were selling their wares in stands all along the wide road, and many carts came and went, bringing more stock to the vendors. There were also a few soldiers calmly making their rounds, and waving to the people who passed by. The young man took in a deep breath of fresh air, then began his walk. He had no particular goal, and assumed that he would eventually come across his master, and ask what the plan for the day was. 

At that hour of the day, the sun was nearly at its highest, and, as the adolescent had supposed, the entire city was illuminated. But that wouldn’t last, and in a few hours, the shadows of the mountains would already begin growing again. 

The peaks themselves were beautiful. Unlike the peaks of Fyth or Oclin-Fer, these mountains were covered in a blanket of trees, hiding the naked rock. The mixture of colors was charming, and the boy thought to himself that if autumn were ever to arrive, and if the trees were to finally change colors, this place would be truly spectacular. For the moment, he took advantage of the beauty of the view, all while contemplating where Kezthrem could have gone.

Noon arrived, and Glaide still had not come across him. He decided to wait a little while before eating, and in the meantime, he decided to look for some new clothes. Among the many shops, he found one that pleased him. The clothing there was simple, but of good quality. He decided to pick out something a bit lighter than what he was wearing, and better suited to city life than traveling. He bought a shirt made of green fabric, and a new pair of pants, this time in a dark red color. Perhaps one day he’d need some dressier clothing, but for the moment, these things would do fine. He returned to the inn to change, and then, as he had in Adrish, he left his dirty clothing off at a laundry. It was only when he returned again to the inn to eat that he finally found Kezthrem.

“Master,” he exclaimed, “where were you? I didn’t see you once, all morning!”

“I’ve just come from purchasing our provisions for the rest of the journey. And I see that you didn't waste your time... New clothes?”

“And I left my others at the laundry. When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow morning. We’ll only have four or five more days of traveling before we reach our destination.”

“Excellent,” the young man replied enthusiastically.

“Let us just hope that the days to come are as calm as the previous ten,” murmured the man, his face somber.

The two ate with hearty appetites, then Kezthrem and his disciple took some time to wander through the smaller streets that surrounded the main road. In just a few more hours, they would again be filled with darkness, and the two wanted to take advantage of the current light. Glaide noticed a number of different armories, each more exciting than the last. However, his guide didn’t stop at any of them, instead introducing him to a few merchants he knew who, for the most part, seemed to deal in secondhand goods. The young man looked at their merchandise with interest, because they seemed to have a bit of everything. Among the usual odds and ends, he noticed a few objects that looked more valuable. He noticed a map of an area that he didn’t recognize (perhaps somewhere outside of the Known Lands?), a few blades—though without any spaces for eorens—all sorts of jewelry with mysterious characteristics, statues from another age, and ancient documents that seemed quite authentic. The visit was terribly interesting, and the adolescent had to hold himself back from buying anything. So many things looked so tempting! But he knew that he would have no use for them, and that they would rapidly become cumbersome. And besides, he could always come back.

Their tour ended in front of a statue that was situated at the base of the hill leading to the northern door, which they would take the next day. The sculpture represented an older woman, but the artist had managed to carve the face with a fascinating expression of both fierce willpower and benevolence.

“This woman was the founder of Ojilon, a few dozen years ago,” explained the man.

“So you mean a bit like Gelden and the nomads, who constructed their village near your house?”

“Yes, just like that. This city started out as just a group of people who wanted protection from monsters, while also building a home for themselves. As you can see, it was enough to simply build four gates in the four valleys, and the job was done. The new arrivals could then take their time in constructing what they needed, without fear of being attacked.” 

“That certainly wasn’t the case for the gypsies,” declared Glaide. “If we hadn’t been there when the village was attacked, it wouldn’t exist any longer.”
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