
Part 11-Choices

We had stared at the map for what felt like hours before finally settling on a 
route to take to get to our next destination. We would take one of the smaller
ships south, using the Vorangium River to head further inland before crossing
along the edges of the Forgotten Mountains and heading northwest to take 
the mountain pass out of the valley. It wasn’t the most direct route, but 
probably the safest. If we took the most direct route we would be in danger 
of the flooding that plagues the middle of the valley, or we would run the risk
of being captured by marauders. Sometimes, as BaBa used to remind me to 
teach me patience, the more indirect route is the one most often traveled. I 
had always wondered what that meant, and now I think I knew. As I sat 
across from Abe, the glow of the fire flickering across his face, I suddenly felt 
like I was ten years old again, planning my next adventure with BaBa. I 
hadn’t had much time to reflect on leaving her behind but with the sudden 
thought crossing my mind I didn’t have much choice but to think of her. I 
missed her I realized. Deeply. But I realized something else at that moment 
as well. I had not seen that tough old bird for the last time, and the next time
I did we would have a lot to talk about I thought to myself, a smile crossing 
my face.

Abe stayed in the cottage and kept the pups company and prepared the 
packs while I prepared the boat. I felt like I was getting the raw end of the 
deal, since the packs were nearly ready and our boat needed a lot of 
preparation, that is until I realized Abe had no experience with sailing. No 
experience with the outside world. I shrugged off the thought and continued 
my work. Our vessel was small and not in the best of shape. But it would do 
well for us. It had plenty of room for our supplies and the pups, while also 
staying small enough that we could manage with only two sailors. Well….one
and a half. Not to mention a rundown old fishing boat from up north wouldn’t 
bring many questions. The boats from the north were a constant sight 
around Mordarium, bringing much needed supplies we couldn’t catch or 
make ourselves. I began to feel slightly more comfortable as I tied of the last 
rope and finished a quick once over of the boat one last time. I said a prayer 
to Aquina to bless our voyage and returned to the cottage to eat and rest 
before we departed. As I entered both pups came bounding toward me, 
tongues hanging from their mouths and pounced on me, dying for attention 
that Abe was withholding from them. He seemed occupied, and not the least 
bit concerned about pup lovins. I pushed the pups off me and crossed the 
cottage toward Abe, doing my best to see over his tall frame to no avail. 
“What are you up to Abe? I figured you would be all done and squared away 



by now.” Abe did not reply for a moment, only shifting his body away from 
me so I couldn’t see his face. “What’s wrong Abe?” “Nothing is wrong.” Abe 
responded, his voice shaky. I pushed past and around him and looked him in 
the face as his eyes darted away from mine avoiding contact. “Abe seriously 
what’s going on?” He lowered his face and finally looked me in the eyes 
before saying; “I want to bury the dead DuPaul. All of them, properly. I want 
to do what I can to make this right.” I only looked at him for a moment before
clearing my throat; “There is no way we can do that Abe. I know you feel 
guilty and want to find some sort of peace, but that is not the way. It’s too 
dangerous and will keep us in the area to long. It’s someone else’s problem 
now.” I finished and turned from Abe before grabbing what few items 
remained that needed to come with us and shoving them in my pack. I 
glanced over my shoulder to see Abe standing as I had left him, a look of 
sadness plastering his face. I let out a loud sigh and set my pack back down 
before walking back toward Abe and looking him in the face once more. 
“Fine. We will put them to rest as properly as we can. Now can you finish 
packing so we can get some rest?” Before I knew what was happening my 
feet were lifting off the floor of the cottage and dangling from the air as the 
air from my lungs was squeezed from me reluctantly. Abe had wrapped me in
a tight hug, a smile on his face as his eyes reflected the dancing of the small 
fire in the fireplace. “Thank you DuPaul. Thank you.” I managed to squeak 
out a meek “Put me down,” before Abe finally did so, immediately turning 
back to his forgotten task and began eagerly packing the remainder of our 
bags.

The thick black smoke that billowed from the depression in the ground was 
suffocating and beginning to disorient me. I had never smelled human flesh 
burning before….and it disturbed me by how familiar the smell was to me 
already. It smelled of a pig sizzling on a spit over an open fire, with a distinct 
chemical smell layered over it from the burning clothing the townspeople still
wore when we laid them to rest. We had woken with the sun and spent most 
of the morning collecting the villagers from their former homes and 
depositing them in a large depression we had found. Abe wanted to bury 
them all individually, and for a moment I did too, but we needed to think of 
our own safety first and burying them all would take too long and would 
require too much energy. Abe was reluctant at first but agreed. It took 
several hours to collect the villagers as is and we couldn’t risk spending any 
more time. I began to strip down; throwing my sticky and blood stained 
clothes in the fire as well, doing my best to burn away the images of the 
dead that filled my mind along with them. Abe followed suit, the clothes 



peeling from his skin audibly. I backed away from the smoke and turned 
toward the cottage with Abe at my heels, no words passing between us. We 
grabbed our spare clothes we had prepared and whatever else we needed 
and threw it in the boat along with the pups before we washed what blood 
and gore remained stuck to us from our bodies in the icy water. I dried off 
quickly, my anxiety growing with every passing second. Before long people 
will be able to see the smoke and will come looking, so we didn’t have a 
moment to spare. Luckily for us the wind was carrying the smoke north out 
into the bay which would buy us some time, but not much. It was too big a 
fire to go unnoticed. Too many bodies to burn. I finished drying and threw the
clothes I had found on quickly; an undershirt of high quality wool and 
waterproof pants to go with it. They would keep be dry and warm for our 
upcoming voyage, which I would need desperately. Even with my prayer to 
Aquina I felt ill at ease. These waters are treacherous if you become 
complacent and have claimed more lives than I, hell than even Abe can 
count. I boarded the boat with Abe waiting anxiously by the stern before 
drawing my new short sword and cutting the tie line, letting our small boat 
drift slowly out into the icy waters.

We were lucky thus far into our journey it seemed. The waters were calm and
the sun was shining brilliantly, taking some of the bite from the chilly winds 
coming from further out. Even so, my nerves had not calmed. Abe and I had 
hardly said a word since boarding the boat, Abe being preoccupied with 
trying to calm our frightened pups. “You’re wasting your time Abe, nothing 
you do will calm them. The only dogs I have ever seen that enjoy being out 
on the water are the ones who were born on the water and spent their whole 
lives on a boat. Besides, I have a better way for you to spend your time.” Abe
raised an eyebrow but moved to stand. “You’re going to learn how to sail 
Abe. I’m a damn fine sailor but I can’t manage this boat without some help.” 
Abe smiled, “You asking for help? The chill of the sea must have made you 
sick DuPaul.” He finished with an awkward smile directed toward me. I 
chuckled myself and continued. “First, you learn to steer.”

After teaching Abe the basics of sailing I left him to practice and sat down on 
the deck of the ship to think. I realized I had missed the spray of saltwater 
against my face as the boat bobbed up and down in the water. I missed the 
groaning of ropes as the sail caught a large gust of wind. Ultimately I missed 
the simplicity of it. Yes, we could be hit by a rogue wave at any moment or 
some other disaster could happen, but for the most part if you do your job on
a boat, you’ll get to your destination. There was an order to it which I found 
calming. As the thought crossed my mind I realized how stressed I really was.



I was carrying a tension that I couldn’t shake for the life of me it seemed. I 
did not like it. Most of the time I could move passed the stress, the tension, 
but not now. The stakes were too high. Before I could brush it off because I 
intimately knew my surroundings, the people, places, and daily tasks that I 
had come to expect. The routine. But now, nothing was routine. What comes 
next was one heavy enigma lodged in the pit of my stomach. I needed to 
calm down, or I wouldn’t be effective. Ill only be a liability. I stood and began 
to cross the deck toward Abe to check his work when he brushed me off, “I 
am fine DuPaul. I need to learn somehow and I find trial and error to be a fine
method, don’t you?” “Not when my life depends on it no.” Regardless, I left 
Abe to his work and searched for something else to occupy my mind. With 
nothing readily coming to me I decided now would be a good a time as any 
to maintenance my equipment, especially when I had no idea what would 
happen when we touched land again. Stooping, I searched my bag for my oil 
and whetstone before grabbing my new bow and short sword and sitting in a 
corner of the boat that appeared to not be soaked. I pulled my short sword 
from its sheath and marveled at the quality of the blade and intricacy of it. 
Whoever crafted it was a master I guessed. It’s a shame their craft died out 
with a sharp edge of Elias sword. It was slightly longer than my old blade and
had a gentle curve to it much like my kukri with a beautifully carved solid 
oak handle with a wolf head carved into the hilt. How ironic I thought to 
myself. I began sliding my whetstone against the single, curved edge of the 
sword from hilt to point methodically before rubbing it down with oil, my face
reflecting in the glean of the sword. I sheathed my sword and grabbed my 
new bow and examined it closely. I still had not adjusted it to my 
preferences, but now was a good a time as any. I ran my hands along the 
smooth wood noticing for the first time how little it had been used before I 
had found it. It made sense after a moment when I attempted to dry draw 
the bow without preparation and found I couldn’t budge it. I prepared myself 
and pulled; awed at the strength it took to bring it to a full draw. I guessed 
the creator wasn’t quite strong enough to use it and set it aside to sell to the 
right person. Lucky me I thought solemnly to myself. I drew the bow a couple
more times and brought it up as if to shoot an arrow. I fit me perfectly. It was 
as if it was made for me. I smiled and covered the bow with a waterproof 
length of leather and put it away, eager to keep it in good condition and 
undamaged by our journey. I sense of calmness began to wash over me as I 
did, something that had been lacking as of late. I took a deep breath, letting 
the salty air fill my lungs before exhaling, and the last of my anxiety leaving 
me as I did. I was ready to face what comes next I thought to myself. Looking
out onto the sea I couldn’t help but think of Elia, powerful and unpredictable 



like the sea before me. Both unforgiving and vengeful. A smile crossed my 
face once more; “Bring it on.” I said to myself when Abe turned to me 
abruptly. “What was that DuPaul?” I turned to Abe and smiled at him which 
he quickly mirrored, “Nothing Abe, it was nothing,” I responded before 
turning back around to gaze out upon the sea.

We had been sailing most of the morning when we spotted the mouth of the 
(river name) which we needed to use to head south. I took control of the boat
from Abe and angled the vessel so we would skirt the western coast of the 
river, as far as we could get from the Bay of Mordarium. At that distance we 
should be able to go unnoticed but I was still a little nervous. If we ran into a 
sailor from Mordarium that recognized me this whole journey could be over. 
Our boat was small but slow and could be easily overtaken by the average 
vessel that dotted the Bay of Mordarium. This after all was a merchant ship, 
not a war vessel. We would have a hard time outrunning anyone so keeping 
our distance was the safest option. Both Abe and I were completely focused 
on the Bay of Mordarium as we rounded the bend and entered the mouth of 
the (river name), skirting the western edge when we both noticed Cleo 
barking like mad. We both turned simultaneously to face the direction Cleo 
was barking at when I noticed a large cloud of dust in the distance that 
seemed to be getting closer. I stared, shielding my eyes from the icy breeze 
and bright sun, searching the cloud for what was causing it. After a moment 
shapes began to become defined within the cloud, growing more so with 
each passing second. “Damn,” I muttered to myself when I realized what it 
was; Raiders from the west. Abe looked at me inquisitively before turning 
back to the billowing cloud. The party must have been 10-15 men strong, 
each mounted on large stallions with powerful bows that stood as tall as 
them. Raiders from the west were amazing archers from horseback, 
spending most of their lives in the saddle. What were they doing this far east
I thought to myself? Nearly the second the thought crossed my mind an 
arrow darted passed my head, missing me by mere inches and landing in the
water behind us. “Abe duck in cover!” I shouted as Abe turned on his heel, 
powering up his shield as he did and covered the pups for protection as a 
cluster of arrows rained down from the sky, one bouncing helplessly off Abe’s
shield as the rest buried themselves in the deck of the ship. “The first arrow 
was a test,” I shouted as I crouched low and shifted as quickly as I could 
toward my bow, “they were only gauging distance!” Another volley of arrows
found purchase in the deck of the ship, missing me by mere inches. I 
uncovered my bow and grabbed my quiver of arrows before shifting back to 
the edge of the ship closest to the raiders. I notched an arrow, breathed 



deeply and popped up over the edge, firing an arrow quickly as another 
volley passed by me, one skimming my shoulder and opening a small cut. I 
crouched back down as I notched another arrow, readying myself to return 
fire once more. I crawled on my belly to the back of the ship, hoping to shift 
my position and surprise them. I stood and drew my bow as another volley 
was incoming when I noticed a flash of movement out of the corner of my 
eye. I fired my arrow, watching it knock a man from his mount with a 
satisfying thud before turning in the direction of the movement to see and 
arrow incoming from my left, to close for me react. Time seemed to slow 
down as the arrow grew closer to its mark. I raised my arms to cover my face
in a feeble attempt at protection, the arrow mere inches from my face when 
Abe came into my line of sight and snatched the arrow from the air as the tip
of the arrow began to dig into my forearm covering my face, drawing blood 
as it did. I stood in shock as Abe threw the arrow into the river before turning
to me and yelling; “DuPaul you protect yourself and the pups, their arrows 
can’t penetrate my shield. Let me get us out of here!” As the words exited 
his lips another volley was incoming, but these arrows were different. They 
were larger and heavier, with rope attached to the end. The arrows struck 
the deck of the boat and penetrated the wood, the rope growing taught as 
the raiders attached them to their horses and began to ride in the opposite 
direction. “They aim to bring us ashore Abe!” I yelled as I drew my short 
sword and began hacking at the rope, but there were too many and the 
riders were pulling us in to quick. As soon as I severed one, another archer 
would fire another to replace it. I gave up at that point, crouching low and 
facing Abe. “Prepare for combat.” I said to him as I drew my kukri as well. 
Abe tied Zeus to the mast and removed his robe which housed his shielding 
device and covered Zeus to protect him before drawing his swords as well. I 
looked to Cleo to see her barking like mad, ready for combat in her own right
after nearly losing her pup. Our small vessel began to run ground when I 
peeked my head up to see the raiders had split into two parties, aiming to 
surround us in a pincer maneuver. “We have to rush the group closest to us 
Abe, divide and conquer.” He nodded in response, a serious look upon his 
face. As the boat stopped moving and the rope attached to the arrows grew 
slack I jumped overboard, my boots sinking deep into the wet sand before I 
began sprinting at the nearest group of raiders, zigzagging as I went. I was 
running full tilt when I saw Cleo dart passed me and a dozen arrows, followed
closely by Abe. Cleo launched herself at the nearest man, grabbing hold of 
his leg and yanking him with a terrifying furiosity from his saddle. She scared
the horses of the other men as they began to buck their riders, one other 
raider falling from his saddle as they did. The man quickly found Abe’s sword



buried deeply in his chest as his comrades’ throat was being ripped out by 
Cleo, a wet scream coming weakly from the man. The other members of the 
divided party had regrouped and dismounted, their horses galloping away 
from the violence. I threw my kukri as hard as I could and watched it spin 
end over end before finding purchase in a man’s throat, knocking him from 
his feet and killing him instantly without breaking stride. I was nearly upon 
the rest of the group two of the remaining four men turned to face me, 
drawing their swords and readying small wicker shield. I brought my sword 
crashing down upon the nearest on, slicing through his feeble shield and 
severing his right arm, before spinning on my heel and launching an 
uppercut into the second man’s jaw, knocking him off balance. I recovered 
and lopped the man’s head off before slicing the throat of the off balance 
man. I turned to the other two men as Cleo and Abe bounded into them, 
disposing of the threat. I turned to look at the second group which had been 
moving in to surround us. Removing my kukri from the dead man’s throat I 
crouched into a deep defensive stance, ready for my enemy. Five of the six 
remaining men formed a semi-circle and began closing in but took a step 
back when Abe came to my side followed closely by Cleo, snout crimson in 
the sun. Three men rushed me as the other two went after Abe and Cleo. 
They would be fine I thought to myself as I kicked the first man to near me in
the chest, knocking him to the dirt and crushing the air from his lungs. I 
raised my kukri and short sword simultaneously to block the blows the 
raiders had launched at me head and waist, deflecting their strikes before 
stabbing one through the eye with my sword and the other in the groin with 
my kukri. I finished them both as they third man rose, his breath returning to 
him. He had barely managed to make it to his feet when I raised my sword 
high and brought it crashing down, nearly cleaving the man in two from 
shoulder to groin. My enemies defeated I turned to see Cleo and Abe had 
done the same when I noticed Abe pointing in the distance. The sixth man 
had begun to flee on foot and was gaining more ground every second. Abe 
began to run after him “We can’t let him get away,” he yelled. “Wait.” I said 
to Abe as I sheathed my weapons and grabbed the nearest man’s bow, 
knocking an arrow and raising it in the air, getting my angle just right before 
releasing it, watching the arrow sail into the distance. I stuck the man in the 
back of the thigh and he immediately went down, screaming as he did. Abe 
and I began to jog toward the man as he slowly attempted to crawl away. 
Cleo bounded in front of us, going for the kill when Abe shouted; “Cleo to 
me!” She stopped instantly, her demeanor going from tense to relaxed and 
waited for Abe and I to catch up before falling in with us. We were upon the 
man quickly, dragging himself away from the carnage with a trail of blood 



from his mangled leg behind him. I stomped on the man's injured leg as he 
rolled over, wailing in pain. I crouched down and grabbed him by his tunic 
and pulled him close. “Who sent you?” I growled at the man. He did not 
respond. I grabbed what part of the arrow was protruding from the front of 
his thigh and twisted, his agony becoming palpable as he screamed toward 
the sky. “Who?” I growled again, my patience wearing thin. He shook his 
head violently yet did not respond. I flipped the man over and grabbed the 
arrow once more, yanking it from the back of his thigh bringing a large chunk
of flesh with it. The air from the man’s lungs escaped in a ragged breath as I 
flipped him over once more. “I will not ask again.  Who sent you?!” I shouted 
at the man, faces mere inches from each other. He closed his eyes hard, 
sweat beading on his brow before swallowing. “Nero. Oh gods I don’t want to 
die…..Nero it was Nero.” He said to me. “Now, that wasn’t so hard now was 
it?” I said to the man as I twisted his arm, popping the shoulder from its 
socket. “Who is Nero and why did he send you to find me. How did you know 
it was me in the first place?” The man panted loudly but did not respond. I 
popped his other shoulder from its socket as he wailed in pain once more. 
“Speak!” I yelled in the man’s face as Abe grabbed me by the arm. “DuPaul 
that’s enough! He is going into shock and won’t be able to answer any 
questions if you continue.” I yanked my arm from Abe angrily, but saw the 
wisdom in his words after a moment. I released the man’s tunic and let him 
slump to the ground before crouching over him once more. “You’re a lucky 
man; my companion here thinks I should stop. If I had my way Id twist every 
last bit of you right off. If you answer my questions I will give you a quick and
painless death, which is more than you deserve.” The man did not answer for
a moment before beginning to cry. “Nero is the son of Crowley.” The man 
stuttered through the pain. My eyes widened at that, I had no knowledge of 
Crowley having a son. “He wanted us to find you to deliver a message.” “A 
message?” I asked the man inquisitively. “The message……the message is 
he has BaBa. He wants you to come to him on the edges of Mordarium. He 
wants you to beg for her life. He wants you to replace BaBa and pay for the 
murder of his father in blood. He wants your head.” The last words escaping 
the man’s mouth as a smile crossed it. I stood and readied my sword. “I am a
man of my word,” I said to the man as I brought the tip of my sword down 
and pierced his throat before pushing through and severing the spine near 
the base of the skull, killing the man instantly. I removed my sword and 
wiped it upon his tunic before turning and heading back for the ship, Cleo 
and Abe right behind me. “DuPaul what are you thinking? What is our next 
move?” Abe asked me nervously. “We save BaBa.” I said evenly. Abe stopped
in his tracks; “What about the journey?” “Abe I have to do this. I have to save



her. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I let her die for my actions. You 
don’t have to come and I won’t stop you from going. If I survive I swear to 
find and rejoin you. But I have to do this.” I finished, nearing the boat. Abe 
grabbed me by the shoulder stopping me. “Then I am with you DuPaul. To 
the very end,” his eyes brimming with pride. I nodded to him in 
acknowledgement before turning back to the boat. I’m coming for you Nero, 
and I will rein hell down upon you, I thought to myself as I began to push the 
boat back into the river off the sandy coast, Abe right by my side.


