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Ayden wasn't particularly happy, although he forced

himself to accept the circumstances. He wasn't hunting

Ketral because he hated her now, he was doing it

because it must be done. The peace he so often felt in

times like this demanded that the selfishness and

pride in hating someone be gone, and even though he

couldn't smile, still he refused to act depressed.

However, he couldn't blame Sakura for her pouting and

fits of anger. The best he could do was try to keep her

from expending that hatred on living beings, be they

good or evil. 


He was sure that Vahloren wouldn't have

taught her how to defend herself simply so she could

twist it into irately destroying opponents. In the

morning they would be passing another village. With

luck, they could refill their supplies and be out in

the same day. It wasn't really safe having Sakura

around people these days, although he worried more for

their sake than he did for her. 



The night wore on in silence, the paladin 

taking watch the entire night. Sakura tried to rest, but 

apparently simply sitting still was annoying her. They were 

not advancing toward their target, and the sooner they 

found and destroyed the wraith, the better.
A Few Hours Later




As the sun rose, they entered the 

village. It was quiet. Deathly quiet, and there was an 

emanation of hatred and evil coming from somewhere in it. 

The Paladin drew his katana, and the two of them carefully

moved toward the center of town. Four or five bodies

were scattered carelessly about, each of them maimed

almost beyond recognition, and in the center of the

town, near a statue of Gabriel Argadon, were two men.





One of them was tied and stripped, 

the other clothed and free. The free man had a deep scar 

running down the right side of his face, which was turned 

to the two of them.  As he turned to see who it was, they

realized he also had a scar running down the other

side of his face in perfect symmetry. The center of

his face, along the ridges of his nose, was painted

white, while around his lips was painted a sickly

blue. He turned to them for a moment, and then

returned his attention to his victim. Tears were in

the victim's eyes, and he was obviously begging for

mercy. The painted, scarred man, who they now noticed

was holding a small knife, spat on him.







"What mercies do you 

deserve? For years, you have tried to hide the screams of 

those you sacrificed under this foolish guise you call 

religion. Even though you have appeared to have forsaken 

the demon Draconis, your nightmares have never left you."








The victim 

looked up at him, pain in his eyes and blood running slowly 

from wounds in his shoulders.









"I am not 

through with you. You will fall when the stars peer through 

the sky. Only then will you know peace."









   Ayden 

held out a hand toward Sakura, indicating for her to 

remain, which she did grudgingly. He slowly advanced toward 

the man, taking in his torn, blood-stained blue shirt and 

gray trousers, and his dark brown hair, which at first 

appeared to be cut unevenly. With a little more study, he 

discovered that like the scars, it was almost perfectly 

symmetric. Ayden looked at the man's face again, and they 

met eyes.

"What do you want of me, Paladin?"


Ayden raised his blade slightly. "I demand you let

your prisoner go. You have already caused enough

sorrow here to justify your death."



"Sorrow? Sorrow is only a by-product of what I 

am. It is a natural effect brought with Pain."

There was something in the way he said "Pain."




Ayden readied his blade, whispered a 

prayer, and advanced. The man turned from his victim, and 

held his knife pointing toward the ground, with both hands. 

He, too, whispered something that Ayden didn't quite

catch, and suddenly a red streak of energy jumped from

his knife to the ground, and back again. The knife

started to grow.





Within seconds, the earth had 

turned the knife into a Short-sword, and Pain held it at 

ready, advancing slowly on the paladin, an evil smile on 

his face. When they were close, pain lunged and sliced as 

Ayden dodged, and proceeded to come down on the recovering

opponent with his own slash. Pain parried the Paladin's 

attack, and executed another of his own. For a few moments, 

they were evenly matched. Ayden whispered another prayer, 

and stepped in slashing rapidly.






Pain was stepping back 

slowly, not wanting to be diced apart by the Paladin's 

attacks, and finally raised his left hand. Before he could 

do anything, Ayden was upon him, and he was forced to dodge 

around the statue. As Ayden followed his opponent around 

the statue, He wash it full in the chest by a blast of 

molten stone. Being little more than common lava rock, it 

didn't burn him so much as it knocked the wind out of him,

even though it was undeniably hot.







The force of the 

blast hadn't knocked him completely over, although he was 

still in the act of standing back up when another blast 

came at him. He sent most of it to one side with his 

katana, and, having regained his wind, stepped up to pain 

and brought a heavy slash down upon him. Pain wasn't there. 

He spun, sensing his enemy, and attacked again, but to no 

avail. Again and again he tried. On the fifth time, he drew 

blood, but it didn't slow his opponent. More lava, this 

time a piece of the ground seemed to melt between him and 

his opponent, and tore itself out of the ground to cover

Ayden. He looked at Sakura the instant it hit him, and

saw on her face a light smirk. Something was wrong.








He knew that he 

should have easily been able to defeat this Aldean, 

regardless of his sorcery. He knew that he had done nothing 

to offend God, and he knew that if he failed, innocent 

people would be in danger. Before he fell unconscious, his 

last thought came, "Thy will be done."

A Few Seconds Later








Sakura spoke 

when Ayden had fallen. Half of the Paladins face was 

covered with rock from Pain's weird magic. "You know you 

haven't won yet." The Aldean looked up at her from his 

fallen opponent. "What can you do?" Sakura's smirk 

lengthened. "Shall we see?" She readied herself for combat.

Pain was ready, as well. He charged for her, a wicked

grin crossing his face, but Sakura didn't move until

he came within striking distance, then she only

dodged. In a blue flash, Pain was on the other side of

the statue, and now Sakura began fighting. She snuck

up on him, and struck, but each time Pain would

retreat the instant before she hit him. Instead of

using his magic against Sakura, he used his

knife-turned-short-sword, making a few tiny nicks and

cuts. Sakura was finally starting to feel a bit

hopeless as she struck at him again, and in a blue

flash he was gone. Then, she turned to the statue of

Gabriel Argadon. The man had the same name as the

Paladin with whom she traveled, she noticed. She

wondered if this statue was actually modeled after the

real Gabriel, or if someone posed, and they put some

common physical traits of Gabriel in place of the

model's actual physique. That was the more likely

option. 


Sakura disappeared, and the statue exploded into a

cloud of dust and stone. The cloud of dust extended

out a ways in the opposite direction from where Sakura

had been standing, and was starting to rapidly stretch

even further, to follow the path of Pain's

uncontrolled fight. When the smoke cleared, Sakura was

turning away from where Pain had been flying, and

walked over to check on Ayden. First order of business

would be to clean this stone off him. 



Someone's screams marked Pain's passage through 

a wall and into a building as Sakura chipped away most of 

the rock from Ayden's face. The rock was fairly weak, and

she did it with ease. When most of his torso was

uncovered, she simply stood behind him, lifted him up

from underneath the armpits, and dragged him out of

the now cool stone. She ran a hand through his hair,

gently brushing the dirt out of it. He was still

breathing, a good sign, she decided. When her hand ran

out of hair, she placed it alongside his head, under

his ear, and spoke to him telepathically, telling him

to wake up. A few seconds later, his eyes opened.




He wasn't sure whether to hug her, he 

was so happy to discover that he was still alive, to 

congratulate her on her victory, or whether to reprimand 

her for not putting her faith behind his fight. As it was, 

he simply stood with a prayer of gratitude in his heart

to his God, and afterward said to Sakura, "Our God has

granted us victory."





Sakura said nothing. She was 

ashamed of how she felt while Ayden had been fighting. For 

so long, he had told her to stay back, to not fight, even 

though she knew she was more powerful than him. And she 

felt like she needed to fight, in order to release some of 

the stress she felt. Still, to have wanted to see Ayden

defeated was selfish, and possibly even evil. She

leaned against him, saying, "I'm sorry," having

managed to convince herself that she had been the

cause of his defeat.

 




Ayden set to work freeing 

Pain's victim, and covered him with his own cloak as he 

went to his home to find something to cover himself. In 

short of an hour, they were invited to a mansion, where a 

banquet was to beheld in their honor, for freeing the 

people from such a terror. Ayden turned down the offer 

several times before someone finally asked him why, and he

responded, "We are but the humble servants of God.

Give Him the glory."







The Aldean to whom he 

spoke this gave him the most curious look, and that look 

unsettled Ayden for quite some time. Standing out in the 

street near the square where the statue had been, he 

overheard a conversation that ultimately put an end to his 

curiosity.








Sakura had been 

surveying the destruction she had caused, commenting to 

herself about how the statue had been made, when someone 

who earlier was offering to be a great benefactor 

approached her. He was showing signs of mild irritation 

when he rudely stated, "You foolish girl, you destroyed 

him!"









Sakura 

responded in mild surprise, "You can always have another 

one built. It isn't as though it was your

entire..."

The man interrupted, "You know nothing! This it was

that fed and clothed us! The great Gabriel Argadon,

and you've destroyed him completely! Now what is there

to keep us alive?! For your carelessness, you think we

should hail you as heroes?!"


Sakura muttered something, trying to give either her

innocence or their stupidity, but the man wouldn't

even let her start. "You come at our time of need, but

not to save us! Oh, no! You're too good to stoop so

low as the common people!"



Ayden could tell by her motions that Sakura was

getting upset. He would have to intervene soon, but

first he wanted to let this man incriminate his own

people more. The paladin would stop it before things

got ugly.




"You want nothing more than to take 

advantage of us! You destroy our greatest asset; nay, our 

life, and try to tell us that we have been saved! You 

fiends. You deserve to be punished with the greatest of the 

fires of HELL!"





Ayden intervened now. Sakura's 

hands weren't fisted anymore, and she was starting to raise 

one of them. He walked calmly up to the two of them, and 

put a hand on her shoulder. She spun to face him, and he 

could see at first fear, thinking the people had decided to

punish her there, then anger. Mostly, he saw the

anger.






With a sturdy yet gentle 

push on the back, he led her away from them, saying aloud, 

"Come, Sakura. Let us leave this Godless people. It is 

better to let them lead themselves to destruction than to 

risk having innocent blood on our hands. God will reward 

them for their deeds, as He will reward us."







Sakura never looked 

back. They left that town with only a few morsels of bread, 

and that only slightly more fresh than what they had 

entered with, and having had no real rest. The wilderness, 

however, seemed far more friendly.

The End

