
Episode 14-Pressure 

Making it to BaBa was proving difficult with the amount of Nero’s men swarming the area. It 

was nearly immediate after our assault on Nero’s hide out, a large contingent of mounted men 

arriving and setting up camp before the sun had risen. Nero must have hired them and been 

using the men he had on hand to make due with until their arrival. These men were different, 

both experienced hunters judging by the pelts Abe was able to observe covering their bodies, as 

well as experienced warriors judging by their armaments. This was going to be interesting, I 

thought to myself. “Tell me again what they look like.” I said to Abe in a hushed whisper as he 

peered through the foliage and across the plain that separated us. He sighed, “As I have said 

DuPaul, they all appear to have arrived mounted on horseback. Each has a bow,” “What kind of 

bow exactly?” I asked interrupting Abe. “They look like shorter bows; maybe 2.5 to 3 feet in 

length with a gentle recurve. Each has a quiver of arrows attached to their waist and the bow 

strung across their back. Dark in color, but shiny against the moon light.” “And each has the 

same style of bow?” “Yes as far as I can tell DuPaul.” I absorbed the information but said 

nothing else. “Each is covered in what looks like varying furs and leathers. Their horses though, 

are what keeps drawing my attention.” I raised an eyebrow waiting for Abe to continue. “They 

are massive, muscle bound with great braided manes. They are beautiful.” “Beautiful but 

deadly,” I responded. “These are men from Voras across the Vorangium River from where 

Mordarium lies. They are the best riders and archers in the valley, born and bred for it. They 

also have the best mounts and riders I have ever seen. They are excellent trackers who spend 

most of their lives in the saddle. Mordarium used to raid them often, until they became too 

difficult to keep control of. Now they are left alone to their own devices, but are often seen 

around Mordarium as sell swords. They are dangerous men Abe. Very dangerous.” “Well 

DuPaul it appears we have at least 30 very dangerous men between us and BaBa. What are we 

to do?” I thought to myself for a moment, my anxiety spiking. I had seen these men ride to 

battle, and they were some of the most frightening things I had seen on the battlefield. 

Ferocious and without mercy they cut down their enemies, smiles plastering their faces as they 

appeared to relish the combat. “It would be unwise to try and outrun these men. We must wait 

for most of them to rest, and then we move out.” Abe nodded in agreement, “They will have 

guards I am sure,” Abe said. “Yes, they will. Their best most likely, but not good enough to catch 

us I said a wry smile crossing my face. We must be one with the shadows, and if we can do that 

we will be fine.” 

A couple of hours had passed and so far we were far from fine, I thought solemnly to myself. I 

looked out across the plain toward Nero’s men illuminated by their torches, astonished that the 

five sentries hadn’t even moved from their position. They didn’t shift their weight; drink any 

water, hell they didn’t even move to take a piss. They were silent, watchful in the night. They 

stood vigilant as the other 25 men drifted off to various stages of sleep, 26 if you included 



Abilan drifting off next to me. He still sat upright, face pointing toward the plain, but his eyes 

were closed and he breathed in and out slowly. I turned around and looked at the pups behind 

me, both asleep as well. They had done so well over the past few days. They stood by our sides 

silently, just waiting for us to give the word for them to strike. Only once had Zeus broken the 

silence, just to beg for some food. He was growing so rapidly I could hardly blame him; he 

needed every scrap he could get. It didn’t help Abe and I were stealing the pup’s body heat as 

we slept at night, the only warmth to be had with the absence of our small fire. It didn’t help 

we needed that fire to cook with, and what food we had would do us no good raw. We didn’t 

want to risk being seen by the sentries. At the thought of the cold I curled inward, willing my 

body to accept what little heat my armor retained. I cupped my hands over my mouth and blew 

quietly into them before rubbing them together and touching my nose, it almost painful against 

the cold skin. If I was cold I hate to think how BaBa was faring. Worry began to grow within me, 

but I did my best to quiet it. BaBa was the toughest woman I had ever known. She will be fine. 

She must be fine. I turned toward Abe and nudged him, his eyes snapping open instantly. His 

head turned quickly toward me, his eyes boring into mine “What is it DuPaul?” Abe asked, his 

tone alert, but his voice still thick with sleep. “As far as I can tell Nero’s men appear to be 

resting, except for those 5 sentries. I think we move out soon. What do you think Abe?” Abe 

turned his focus on the group of men and stared intently before agreeing. “As you said before 

those men standing guard are most likely their best.” “They are Abe; they haven’t moved a 

muscle since they took up watch.” Abe turned to me, “Not even to relieve themselves?” “Not 

even to relieve themselves.” I repeated back to him. “I guess spending days at a time in a saddle 

will teach you bladder control.” I said to myself more than Abe, stifling a chuckle. My humor 

was lost upon Abe as he stared at me with a confused look upon his face before turning back 

toward Nero’s men. “Let me watch for a spell DuPaul. I want to see if I can gain any valuable 

information.” “Okay Abe but we can’t wait too much longer or we will be stuck here for another 

day and night. We must move out soon. BaBa depends on it.” “I understand DuPaul. Give me an 

hour, in the meantime get what sleep you can. But be prepared. When I say we must move, we 

must move.” I nodded, stretched out on the ground around me and stared up at the stars, their 

beauty winking in and out of the darkness as I drifted to sleep. 

I woke to Abe shaking me slightly and instantly got into a crouched positon, alert and ready. 

“Let’s move.” Abe whispered through the darkness, my eyes having not yet adjusted. I reached 

out and grabbed a piece of Abe’s robe as a guide and began moving crouched and slow as I felt 

Abe pull against my grip. We moved through the darkness and foliage as quietly as we could, 

Abe holding branches back and shrubs apart until me and the pups had moved through before 

letting them move back to their original position. I was nervous in the darkness as the sound 

felt like the dinner bell being rung in a quiet marketplace to me. I told myself not to worry, the 

sounds of the night and the distance between us and the sentries would suffice in covering our 

tracks. So far so good, I thought to myself, out of habit saying a prayer to Cambyces, giving 



thanks for his watchful eye and safe passage. Abe said nothing, only continued away from 

Nero’s camp, but not quite in the direction we needed to go based off the moon and the 

position of the stars. I gave a small tug against Abe’s robes, signaling him to wait. He pulled 

back hard against my grip, denying my request. “We are not yet far enough away DuPaul,” Abe 

whispered through the darkness, my ears straining to catch his words. I did not argue, but 

continued on. Every minute mattered, but it wouldn’t if we were dead. I would hold my tongue 

until we reached a safe distance, something I was not accustomed too. After several more 

minutes of silence Abe finally stopped and turned to me. “DuPaul we are not in the clear yet. As 

you slept I observed several more men besides the sentries keeping watch. They are mounted 

on horseback and roam the area in wide circles, acting as a barrier for the inner group of men in 

the compound. We will be reaching one of their routes of travel here soon. Be ready to run if 

we must. What was it you needed to tell me?” “I was going to tell you we are going the wrong 

way. We need to go further west. Just follow that star and we will get to where we need to go.” 

I said as I pointed up toward bright star, more so than the ones surrounding it. “And where is it 

we are going?” “Back to the Mound. That is where BaBa will be.” Abe said nothing, only turning 

on his heels and began walking, but this time right in the direction we needed to go. We 

continued on through the forest, the pups right at my heels. It was extremely slow going, and 

my muscles began to ache from moving in a prone position. I reminded myself that it wouldn’t 

do BaBa any good if I never arrived to the Mound. I swallowed the pain, angry at myself for 

allowing something so miniscule to affect me negatively. I decided I would distract myself the 

best way I could and thought of some of the memories BaBa and I shared. The stories that she 

told of her fantastic cooking, the scents of roasting meat and rising bread filling my nose as my 

stomach rumbled, cutting through the silence of the night. Abe stopped unexpectedly, and I felt 

myself run into him, knocking us both off balance. “Abe what the hell?” I whispered harshly. A 

hand shot from the darkness and clamped itself tightly around my mouth. The pressure was 

uncomfortable and my hands rose instinctively to wrestle it away, but I was no match for Abe’s 

iron grip. He leaned in, mouth near my ear. “Listen.” I stopped struggling and strained my ears. 

Nothing. I waited for what felt like hours, my stomach once more breaking the silence of the 

night, followed by a whine from Cleo. Abe squeezed harder against my face before letting go 

and blending in with the shadows, his presence gone with silence enveloping me once more. I 

felt the pups grow near, Zeus cowering against my legs as Cleo stood at attention, a low growl 

emanating from her chest. That was when I heard it. Hoof beats, those of a massive Voras bred 

stallion and the snapping of twigs as it moved through the forest. 

“Present yourself or I will strike you down.” A voice said through the darkness accompanied by 

hoof beats coming closer and closer. I looked around wildly looking for whoever had spoken 

when I caught a glimpse of a dim light coming through the foliage. I crouched down grabbing 

Cleo by the raised hackles and using my other hand to reach for my sword. An arrow sailed 

through the darkness just by my hand and struck a tree behind me, burying itself into the bark. 



“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Put your hands up. Do not move as I approach.” I did as the 

voice commanded, at a disadvantage in the darkness. The dim light was growing closer, as was 

the sound of the hoof beats. I waiting anxiously as Cleo began watching the light, her nostrils 

flaring at the smell of what was coming. The breaking of twigs and movement through the 

forest grew louder as my assailant grew closer when finally the most massive horse I had ever 

seen poked its head through the foliage, resting its gaze upon me. It was followed closely by its 

rider, a torch held high above his head, its light dancing against his face, a smile exposed and 

showing his rotted teeth, his bow now across his back but a sword drawn. “Well, well, well, 

what do we have here?” The man said his voice thick with animosity. I only stared at the man as 

he grew closer, lowering his torch to see my face more clearly. “Just what I hoped for. Boss is 

going to take care of me when I bring you back.” “If you bring me back, that is.” I said to the 

man, mustering all the confidence in my being and putting it behind those words. His smile 

grew wider, “Now boss said you’d be a cocky son of a bitch but this is too rich. If I can bring you 

back he says.” The man pulled a coil of rope from his saddle bags and tossed it at me, hitting me 

in the chest and falling lifelessly to the dirt. “Pick it up and tie your hands.” “Now how do you 

expect me to tie my own hands you idiot?” The man’s smile grew wider. “I’m sure a clever boy 

like you can figure it out.” I stared at the man with intense eyes, locked upon his as I reached 

down for the rope. As I lowered myself I noticed movement in the tree above and behind the 

man. Doing my best not to let my eye movement give me away I continued to do as the man 

ordered and tying my hands together. Both Cleo and Zeus were becoming more and more 

nervous, looking around wildly and moving between whines and growls as they searched for 

Abe. The light of the man’s torch flickered across the shadows of the canopy, revealing a waving 

edge of Abe’s robe as he got into positon. I drew a deep breath as I prepared for what came 

next; watching as several leaves fell from above the man and caught his attention. He followed 

the leaves to the ground before looking up, and as he did Abe dropped from the canopy, 

landing lightly on his feet. The man’s horse reared, but being a rider of Voras the man did not 

lose control. His eyes widened as Abe in a flash launched two strikes, at his height connecting 

easily with the man’s throat and crushing it, a slow gurgle coming from his mouth, eyes wide in 

terror as his second blow struck the horse in the side of the head and staggering it. The man 

held tightly to his reins, attempting to flee as Abe drew his sword and severed the man and 

horses heads in one smooth and lighting fast motion. Blood sprayed the surrounding foliage, 

the torch shining against dark crimson liquid as it fell from the man’s hands, followed closely by 

his head. Abe stepped back as the decapitated horse fell to the ground still in possession of its 

rider. I raised my hands in Abe’s direction as he cut through my bonds before sheathing his 

sword and crouching by Cleo and Zeus, aiming to calm them. Their nerves eased as Abe spoke 

softly too them before he stood once more, surrounded by steam from the fresh blood that 

coated the area. “Let’s move.” Abe said flatly. I did not take the time to think, only stepped over 

the bodies, extinguished the man’s torch, and continued into the black. 



Once we made it passed the man we moved quickly, less concerned with the noise we were 

making as we put more distance between us and Nero’s camp. The sun was also beginning to 

peak over the horizon, and if we didn’t pick up the pace the sunlight would betray us before we 

made it back to the mound. As the pace quickened our progression through the forest morphed 

into the all too familiar game of smack DuPaul with tree branches began in earnest once more. 

That I did not miss, what I did miss however was the feeling of hope that had been severely 

lacking as of late. I couldn’t help but grin, hope may not be quantifiable, but it can be one of the 

most valuable things in the world. My only fear was BaBa had lost hope. Had given up or been 

caught after she escaped. While I highly doubted that, I would be foolish not to prepare myself 

for that possibility. I lowered my head and wiped the grin from my face. I would not let my 

feeling of hope overwhelm me again. I must remain stoic and prepared for whatever may 

come. No matter what. 

As we grew closer to the base of the mound, I began to grow uneasy, as if we were being 

watched. I stopped and touched Abe’s arm indicating him to do the same. Instinctively we both 

crouched, the pups right by our sides, “What is it DuPaul?” I put a finger to my lips to indicate 

silence to Abe before touching my ears, indicating for him to listen. He cocked his head to the 

side, scrunching his eyes to listen. “I hear nothing DuPaul, only the sounds of the forest now 

that the sun is up.” I nodded, “I’ll trust your intuition more than my own. I just couldn’t help but 

feel like we were being watched. Abe set his jaw, his face growing grim. “It is possible we are 

DuPaul, by BaBa or……. something else.” “Something else?” I asked Abe. Abe shook is head 

slightly before clearing his throat and shifting from a set jaw to a slight smile. “Do not worry 

about it DuPaul. I am sure it is BaBa! Let’s move on and forget what I said. I was just being 

dramatic.” Abe finished with an awkward smile before looking away and beginning to ascend 

the mound, a quick snap of his fingers behind him getting the pups moving as well, both tails 

wagging and tongues hanging from their slack jaws. They seemed…...excited for what came 

next. For all my inhibitions, I was too. I caught up with Abe and began to ascend the Mound 

following Abe closely to avoid random branches vicious strikes. We reached the clearing where 

Abe and I had first met when both pups began looking around wildly, sniffing the air. Abe was 

doing the same, his eyes searching the tree line. I felt myself following Abe’s sight line when his 

head stopped on one spot in particular and he crouched low, hand reaching for his sword hilt. I 

focused on the spot as well searching through the shadows and searching for what caught 

Abe’s attention. The pups began to growl, hackles raised when the sound of movement through 

the forest became clearly audible. 

 “DuPaul I thought you knew better than to act so threateningly toward a little old lady like 

me.” My heart leapt in my chest at the sound of her voice and I immediately began moving 

toward her. “BaBa!” was all I could muster, the sheer happiness of hearing her again reducing 

me to a child. She stepped from the shadows, and I stopped when her appearance became 



clear in the light. “Yes child, it is me. What’s left of me that is.” BaBa said, looking toward the 

ground in what appeared to be shame. I swallowed hard and continued toward her. She was in 

a bad way, her eye swollen shut and visibly infected. He fingers on one hand gone and looking 

the same. She limped along toward me, her eyes never leaving the ground, her body nothing 

but skin and bones. She was a shadow of the woman I remembered. I felt my jaw begin to 

tremble and tears well up in my eyes as I neared her, the smell of her beginning to hit me as 

well. “BaBa….” I managed to get out, my voice cracking and thick with sadness. “Enough of that 

child. I refuse to let you shed a tear for me.” BaBa said as I reached her and fell to my knees, my 

eyes searching for hers. “I failed you BaBa. I am so sorry I couldn’t get to you sooner. I…. I….” 

BaBa cut me off. “Enough DuPaul. You failed no one, especially not me. You did what you felt 

was right, and who am I to scold you for that, being the one who taught you to do just that.” 

BaBa finally looked me in the eyes with her one good one, and what I saw then gave me hope. 

Looking in her eyes I realized she was the same. She had not given up. She was still the person I 

thought the world of. My hero. I grabbed her, hugging her tightly as her body was swallowed by 

my embrace. She returned the hug before whispering in my ear, “easy child, I’m a frail thing. 

Don’t break me.’ I ignored her, continuing to hug her tightly. I was lost in the moment, reversed 

back into a little boy who had felt like he had lost the only one in the world he had loved, and 

that loved him back. That is until I felt BaBa pulling away. I pulled my face from its buried 

position in her oversized robes and looked at her face, her attention no longer on me but on 

Abe. Her good eye was fierce, yet awestruck. I loosened my grip as BaBa pulled away harder 

and harder until she was free, her frail body immediately carrying her toward Abe. Watching 

helplessly, still on my knees as she approached Abe and reached out slowly, pushing a finger 

into his chest while looking up at him, one good eye wide in shock. A moment after her finger 

connected with his chest she collapsed to her knees before Abe, Abe doing nothing but 

standing still, looking from me to her. I rose and approached slowly when BaBa began to speak. 

“The stories were true. I’ve heard them since I was a girl but lost faith after all these years. But 

seeing you here is something I never imagined I would achieve. You’re real, living and breathing 

before me.” A tear fell down her face from her one good eye. “You do exist. The stories were 

true. We…...are not alone.” 


