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A Note From the "Compiler"

It was bound to happen.

My wife and I just moved across state.  Beforehand, I had gotten everything set to finish this compilation.  What little editing was needed was finished.  All that I needed to do was put the files together.

But during the move, my computer's hard drive decided to be a little snot.  It lost some of my files.  Among them?  The netbook files.

To my credit, I had the foresight to save the stories to disk.  I didn't have the foresight to do the same with the bios, however.  So I shot off some e-mails to get the authors to send me another copy of his or her bio.  I've included those that I have received over the past week.

This has been an incredibly enjoyable project.  I love to read good horror.  I can't write it and I respect anybody who can bring that kind of fiction to life.

So enjoy these stories.  If you really like them, feel free to e-mail the author to give him a virtual "pat on the back."

Jeffrey A. Davis

www.jeffreyadavis.tk
The Last Journal Entry of Rudolf Van Richten?

By Tami Simmons
“For you,” a man said, his lyrical voice clumsy with a thick accent.  The women looked up from the book on the counter, surprised.  His entrance was silent, not ringing the bell on the door.  A cloaked figure, with a gloved, graceful hand, held out a scroll case.  They couldn’t see his face, but long white hair escaped the deep hood.  His eyes reflected a hint of red from the light.

“We don’t buy those.  This is an herbalism shop.”

“For you,” he repeated, “Gennifer and Laurie Weathermay-Foxgrove.”

Gennifer took the scroll case and opened it.  They stared dumbfounded at the parchment.  Both agreed the handwriting was unmistakable, as was the style.  But the date…

*********

January 12, 753

I, Rudolf van Richten, pen this account of my passing through this new domain.  I stepped from the mists into a town at the base of a mountain, near a lake with other towns near by.  I and the townsfolk, members of several races, have found ourselves beset upon by an evil elf-like race that apparently originates from beneath the mountain.  They are tall and graceful, beautiful to behold, despite their deadly onslaught.  They have jet-black skin, snow-white hair, red glowing eyes, and hearts fouler than the dark pit they come from.  Their eyes are sensitive to light, though it doesn’t appear to harm them.  They wield all manner of weapons, but nearly all carried hand-crossbows.  One shot from these was deadly.  There was only one woman with them, their leader, who carried a multi-headed whip that lashed and bit like snakes.  She also wielded a strange magic.  These “dark elves” slaughtered everyone in the streets.  Anyone who tried to flee was driven back by a swarm of spiders.  

But they do bleed.  They can be killed, though they are swifter, deadlier, and more cunning than any elf I’ve ever seen.  I pray for anyone who gets in their way.  She cared nothing for the men who fought for her; the wounded unable to leave on their own were abandoned.  

During the day, the spider swarm guarded the border making any escape impossible.  We interrogated those left behind but to no avail.  So we fortified the town and armed ourselves.  There are few of us left, and the sun is setting. If they return tonight I believe there is little hope.  There is a commotion outside.  They come.

*********

Gennifer and Laurie looked up to question the stranger, but he was gone.

Absolution

By Sean Poindexter 

The hope of seeing the sun rise once more faded from Hershel’s heart as he gazed listlessly out the window.  The clouds had chosen to unleash another deluge on the streets of Paridon, and while they had yet to burst forth, the sky bore the tell tale sign of the coming storm.  Hershel signed painfully, his lungs straining under the pressure and producing several dry coughs and gasps.  When he had regained himself, he looked away from the window and reflected; he’d always suspected that it would be raining on the day he died.

Footsteps were heard outside his bedchamber, Hershel tensed up with what little strength he had.  His calloused fingers gripped the sweat-soaked sheets as he pulled them up over his sullen chest.  The door opened with a creak as the rusty hinges strained to support the thick, decorative oak slat that blocked Hershel’s modest bedchamber from the hospice corridor.  In stepped a priest, his heavy black robes dragging across the dusty floor, and the hood dropping over his face so that only a thin set of pasty lips and a pale chin could be seen from beneath it.

Hershel felt a chilling rush of anxiety as he beheld the figure.  As the door slid shut he managed to rasp out from his tortured lungs, “You are not father Denison?”

The priest sat down on a bed-stool, keeping his head lowered as he produced from the sleeves of his robe two pale, wiry hands.  One held a small, leather-bound holy book, the other a short string of beads with a silver wreath of ivy dangling from the end.

“Father Denison is not well,” he replied, “I shall be performing your rites in his place.”

Something in his voice chilled Hershel’s soul, yet also put him at ease.  He accounted for this odd conflict in that he was ebbing even closer to death with each breath; such a strain could produce any number of uncomfortable sensations.  He let forth another round of weak coughs, and then wiped spittle away from his cruelly wrinkled chin.

The priest began to chant softly, counting each repetition with the shifting of a bead in his fingers.  He had done so half a dozen times, when Hershel stopped him, “Father,” he asked “father this…you must wait…”

The priest stopped, and raised his head.  He did not do so enough to reveal enough of his face, but Hershel could tell now that this was a young man.  Such a revelation brought him little comfort, but he had no choice at this point.  Time was too precious to waste on sentiment.  

“I must…before my time is over…” he tried to explain, feeling his voice would leave him at any moment “You must take my confession”

If the young priest was surprised, he did not register it physically.  Still, he asked of the dying man “Have you not given your confession Father Denison already?”

Hershel shook his head as another bout of weak coughing erupted from his throat.  He could hear the distant sound of thunder, mixing with the muffled pounding of a stagecoach somewhere in the streets below the hospice window.  When he was able to take in a deep enough breath, he explained himself to the priest,

“I have a sin…something I have never confessed.  Something I…” he swallowed back a bloody lump of phlegm, shaken loose by his painful hacking.

“I shall hear your confession then,” the priest replied as Hershel regained himself.

“And I shall have my absolution?” he asked pathetically.

“Of course”

“Very well then” he replied, resting his weary head on the sweaty pillow.  Droplets of rain began to fall, but faded away into drizzle before the aged man was able to begin his confession.  With an uncomfortable silence hanging in the room, Hershel mustered the last of his breath and gave his final confession.

“As you likely know, I am no native to the streets of Paridon.  I am of a country far from here, a land known as Kartakass.  And, I did not come to this place as a wandering craftsman, as so many believe.  I came here seeking solace, seeking succour from a vengeful past.  I fled my homeland, my family…because I was afraid to confront the deeds my past.  But I am an old man now, and have nothing left to fear, the cold embrace of death holds no chill for one such as me, riddled with disease and frailty.  I fear only that I will meet my maker with a sin unabsolved.  A sin so great that it will weight my soul to this world…and that is the most crippling fear of all.  I seek from death only rest…rest I have not had in nearly seventy two years.”

“What sin could be so great?” the priest asked “and what sin would have gone so long without confession?”

Hershel closed his eyes as he continued,

“Murder,” the word fell from his lips like a cancerous growth, lanced with a burning iron.

“There is no sin that cannot be absolved,” the priest said, reassuringly.  Hershel opened his eyes and peered from beneath heavy lids at his young attendant, then nodded his head, 

“Yes…you are right; there must be an absolution, for to carry this to my grave would be abominable.  It will not do…I will not be damned to this guilt for one moment longer!”

“Then give your confession” the priest held the holy text to his chest and gestured invitingly with his other hand.

Hershel lowered his head and continued, “I am the son of a farmer, the youngest brother of five, and a sister born but ten months after me.  My brothers and I were the very image of our father, rugged and broad.  But Chastity, that was our sister, she was the radiant rebirth of our beloved mother, who had passed away during her birth.  Chastity was everything to my father, and to my brothers and I the son rose and set in her eyes.

“Hard times befell our farm; floods destroyed our crops and killed out herds.  My father, too proud to return to the city empty handed, followed others who’d endured a similar plight across the border into the plains and woodlands of the neighbouring land: Sithicus.

“Sithicus was to Kartakass as night was to day.  Our land was a place of beauty and song, theirs was mystery and fear.  Worse than the oppressively dark nights and haunting forests were the elves.  Loathsome creatures they were, lithe and pale, with eyes like black almonds.  They would come up from the forest and taunt us, mock our ways and laugh at us, then retreat into the woods.  There were rumours that they could change shape, take human forms and spread their seed into the wombs of our women.  They never aged, they were monsters all of them, and they kept us crippled with fear.

“But our father was a strong man, he feared nothing.  In time, the elves came to accept our presence, and by our third season in that land, the taunting stopped.  Some of them were willing to trade, though we were never permitted to step into their towns they would frequently visit ours and trade exotic drinks and cheese for milk and wool.

“Everything would have been fine, but for the attention of one elven man towards our beloved sister, Chastity.  Those elves, they do not feel love as you or I do…they know only magic and deception.  They charm with their words, and so he charmed our sister into taking him into her bed.  Having his way with her, he abandoned her to the night.  She was lost to us for months as we searched and pleaded with the elves to return her to us.  When she was at last found, she was…laden with child.

“Oh, but we knew what magic they had worked on her!  She cried and told us of her love for the babe, and her love for the elf that’d lain with her!  Ezkalesh was his name!  A noble elf of a warrior house, no less!  In that place in the woods where we had taken her, five brothers made a pact.  She would carry no demon’s child; no half-breed bastard would soil our common yet proud line!  The shame that had been brought upon our family by this…this Ezkalesh…it would never be known to our father or to the townsfolk”

Hershel wearily raised his leathery hand to his face, wiping away greasy sweat, and then gently rubbing the temples of his eyes.  His voice had been reduced to a hoarse whisper, but he continued with his confession regardless,

“We kept her in the forest, returning to her nightly with food and water.  We built a small cabin there for her, locking her away for the times when we were gone.  It was awful, but you see the elf’s magic was too strong for us to bring her back.  She loved him still, and as her belly swelled so did the power of the foul thing’s magic upon her.

“He came to the town; he did…the elf Ezkalesh.  He was short and lithe, like his foul breed is apt to be, but his arms were laden with power, and in his eyes we saw a darkness that we should have known better than to molest.  He demanded to know where Chastity was, claimed that she was to be his bride.  It almost broke my father to hear such lies!  But we drove him away; cursing in the foul tongue those beasts use to work their magic.

“The baby came on a stormy night.  My brothers and I gathered around in the cabin as she screamed and cried, bringing the half-breed bastard into the world.  Crying in pain, she let loose upon the world the foul beast of a babe as the thunder shook the very ground upon which the forest was grown.  Before her eyes, we held aloft an axe.  I whispered to her ‘It will take but a second!’, and my brother Roderick brought the blade down upon the bloody infant, two of us held her back as he…he lowered the weapon into the soft body of that foul thing.  As its sobs died away, so did our sister let forth one final cry of anguish and despair…and then she too passed into the night”

Hershel’s fingers tensed and tears of anguish and sorrow fell from his eyes, but he carried on unabated, “She died…the foul magic of that elven devil took her from this world.  But just as our sister took her last breath, the door burst open and in came the devilish thing himself, the very father of the bastard child!

“The anger of an elf is nothing to be taken lightly.  We were dumbfounded, all of us, stunned by his very presence.  His eyes widened as he surveyed the macabre scene before him, and in that very instant, as the lighting brought to life the very air around him, he knew all that had transpired here.  He left forth from his wretched lungs a curse so foul that the fires darkened and the night breeze became rotten with darkness from his soul.  Then he was gone, with a turn he left into the night, and we…we followed.

“We found him…but only when he wished to be found…in the village.  By then it was too late, he had taken from us that which he had no right to take.  He had found our father and slew him, then turned his wrath on the townspeople.  Covered in their blood, he’d torn through them with his sword, cutting them down as a farmer reaps grain.  The men he slew with his sword, the women and children he herded into a barn and conjured from his vile lips a spell of magical fire, as hot as the lakes of Hell  Nearly a hundred…men, women…children… died that night beneath the blade and flame of that foul demon.  He pointed his sword at us, and having taken his revenge, cursed us once more and fled”

Hershel paused, closing his eyes and letting his head sag forward gently.  Wind whistled between the wooden buildings outside, occasionally turning its tide and setting the window in his chamber to rattle under the pressure.  When he opened his eyes, he gazed down at his hands with remorse, as though they still bore the stain of blood from decades past.  Closing his fingers into lose fists, he looked up at the priest and continued, 

“He was gone, the mists seemed to reach up from the earth and cloak him in their swirling fingers.  We burned the cabin to the ground, leaving nothing behind to tell what we had done to our sister, or to that foul child.  We made a pact, and that night went our separate ways.  Together, we would be found and killed by that monster, but apart we could find solace in the ends of the land”

Hershel stopped for a moment to compose himself; he was nearly shaking with rage and grief.  His voice was all but gone now, as a thin trickle of blood lined his lips, and he continued his confession in grinding, throaty rasps.

“I am the last of the five.  Roderick died in Lamordia…they said it was an accident, but I know better.  Mitchell met his death in Mordentshire, poisoned.  Wilhiem fell beneath his horse in Kantora, or was likely pushed.  He was the last of my brothers, and this was but thirty-two years ago.  I traveled the farthest, which likely has provided me with the safety of distance, why that foul thing has not found me.  I know that elves live long lives…but it has been seventy-two years since that dark and bloody night.  I am an old man, and even the hatred of one so dark and evil cannot last so long.”

“I would not be so sure” the priest replied, almost under his breath, “but all sins can be forgiven, if the penitent understands what it truly is that they have done wrong…and seeks absolution”

 Hershel paused, and then tilted his weary head.  Before he could voice his puzzlement, the priest continued “and for what sin do you wish absolution?  The murder of the child?”

“Heavens no!” he replied, almost laughing, but unable to must the strength to do so.  The result was a short eruption of throaty rasps, followed by another fit of painful coughing.  When he had composed himself anew, he explained, “I wish only to have the forgiveness for bringing the wrath of that wicked thing upon our people!  The bewitchment of our fair sister was foul enough, but to tamper with the beast in such a way was but to incur its anger!” he raised his hand and waved a trembling finger at the priest, as though he were lecturing a child.  The dark robed cleric sat in silence as words laced with venom and forged in rage erupted from the dying man’s throat like the grinding of bone on steel, “They know no goodness, no love of temperance, those elves!  We danced with fire, and in turn we burned those closest to us!”  Hershel fell back to the bed in exhaustion “We were fools…”

“So it is the death of your townsfolk...for which you bear the guilt…that you wish to confess before your death?”

“Oh Goddess…yes!” Hershel cried, his voice full and robust one last time.  Thunder cracked outside the window once again, though the old man was unmolested by it.  His eyes stung with tears, and his lips trembled as he whimpered out his last plea, “I have carried this guilt with me for my entire life…I have carried this fear of death…only now that I have escaped him…escaped that foul thing can I have my absolution”

A silent flash of lightning illuminated the darkened room, and in that brief instant Hershel’s lit up as though he could see the gates of blissful eternity open in the distance.  I will be…free! He though, his cracked old lips curling into an almost delirious smile.  He closed his eyes.

“But there can be no absolution for what you have done, Hershel”

The priest’s voice was dark and crisp in the silence of the room.  As the last syllables passed his lips, the patter of raindrops arose from the street below his window, and the crackle of distant thunder brought the air to life.  Hershel pushed himself up on his shoulders, mustering the last of his strength, as he faced the priest in confusion, 

“I do not understand…”

“It’s simple, really” he said, placing the holy book down on the bed.  His lithe hand rose up to his hood, and he drew it back to reveal a pair of dark, almond shaped eyes, and a halo of silken hair.  From the sides of his head, tiny points of ear-tips pierced the silvery locks; and Hershel saw in those eyes a wrath he’d not beheld in over half a century.

“It is…you!” he gasped, blood erupting from his lungs and splattering onto his lips and chin as he raised a shaking, crooked finger at the elf, “you have…no!  You have not aged a day!”

“The lives of my people are long, human” Ezkalesh said, rising to his feet gracefully.  The flaps of his robe opened slightly, and from beneath protruded the silvery hilt of a familiar blade, sheathed at the elf’s waist.  “but not so long as our memories.  Yes, your distance provided you with some measure of safety, but like all things destined to be, this time has come,”

“By the Goddess…” Hershel exclaimed, his body coming to life now as the rain began to pour violently on the streets.  The winds had seen fit to buffet the window with soggy burst of water, muffling the sound of thunder in the distance, “What could you want of me!  I am an old man, disease and age will take me from this world before this day is through…what more could you want than my death?”

The elf’s eyes narrowed and his voice became thick, his words deliberate “I, like you, seek absolution…for a sin of omission.  I failed to protect the woman I loved, failed to defend the child she bore to me.  And up until this moment, I have failed to fully avenge their taking from this world.”

Hershel’s heart beat in his chest as a thundering hammer, pounding away as the dark avenger reached forth and placed his hands on him.  Hershel tried to scream, but his voice was gone, collapsed under the strain of his confession.  All that that remained was the moist rattle of bloody lungs as the world began to fade from his view.  The last thing he saw before drifting into that foul night was the flicker of lightening in the dark eyes of his fatal confessor.  The gates of eternity had disappeared, replaced by a silent abyss of limitless despair.  The last thing he heard was not the rumble of thunder, not the patter of rain, but the cold, spectral voice of the grim avenger bidding his last farewell.

“It will take but a second.”

Asylum
by Donald Poland

“I could take nothing for granted.  My openness of mind—my very sanity—was being ruthlessly challenged by the elements within this unsettling demesne.”

The hour was late when I exited the baron’s manor.  Most delighted with the purchase of my latest landscape painting, the man had cordially invited me to dine with him and inspect his gallery.  De’Lukas was a good man, a gentleman who readily acquired my works and paid handsomely, but he was rather intolerant and high-minded.  While inspecting his art gallery, he would noisily sip his red wine, shake his head disapprovingly, and issue patronising comments on decidedly pretentious pieces of artwork.  Always when we encountered pieces of my own handiwork, he declared nothing but admiration.  “True art,” he would confide.

I often shook my own head wryly.  I felt at times both proud and embarrassed.  Proud indeed for the praise—proud that my framed landscapes sat next to paintings I myself could classify as works of eminence—but embarrassed that the baron would impatiently dismiss those neighbouring paintings as wishy-washy.  My vocal efforts to moderate his inequitable diatribe were often barked down.  He always winked, though, good-naturedly.   It was an entertaining challenge for me—and, I suspected, so too for him.

As I strode down the front pathway, the fresh scents of the garden came alive to greet and stimulate me.  The wine had softened me, had opened up my inner senses, and I now drank in the uncluttered aroma of nature.  A small shower had run its course during my visit, and everything, flowers and plants, were full and swelling.  I inhaled deeply and sighed contentedly.  The walk home would be a pleasant one.  Carlsbad was a small, charismatic hamlet nestled within a verdant valley.  Small mountains rose up in the near distance to the west and north.  Climbing the curtain of southern hills would reveal a magnificent vista: much of the valley, the village, and layers of mountain retreating into the northern distance.  I was very lucky—I never needed to travel far to find a suitable spot to commence my landscape painting.

With these contented thoughts, my path veered to take the southern road.  Rather than advance north toward the village and my home, I longed to endure more of the scenery.  Grey twilight had washed over the landscape, creating a scene I likened to a vivid, preternatural dream.   I had the sensation of sleep-walking as I followed the meandering road between graceful rows of beech trees, their canopies converging over the road.  Off to the side between the trunks and into the distance I spied a lone farmhouse.  From its windows emitted a yellow glow, an alien-like contrast to my surroundings.

Soon, the eastern road was level with me.  I turned left and followed it into the colourless twilight of the old forest.  The small road ran east around the valley, flanking the village, and would join the main thoroughfare immediately north of Carlsbad.  The route was around eight miles or so, but I knew I could cut cross-country into the village soon after the forest.

The wood itself was eerie and quiet.  The only noise I could hear was that of my own footsteps on the thick roots and clumps of dry grass.  There were no birds chirping, no telltale rustlings of wildlife.  Everything appeared unnaturally still.   I had journeyed this way on many occasions, but never had it felt quite so strange or unsettling to me.  My breath stilled as my thoughts lingered upon the possibility of hiding brigands ready to spring out and accost me.  Robbers were remarkably rare but not unheard of in these parts.  The constabulary was a small force in this region and I always preferred doing business in the light of day, but tonight I had not.

My body tensed.  Things were definitely not right.  In fact, things were wavering, tree trunks were losing shape, becoming indistinct.  I was probably focussing too hard on surroundings, but my gait slowed to a halt.  As I did so, it grew uncomfortably cold—indeed, to such an extent that I shivered.  My spine tingled.  At length, I shuddered again, and my hand arrived awkwardly to massage my back.  As I contemplated the strange sensations I was experiencing, in those few seconds things became really hazy, thick and lethargic.  “What in—!”  Taken aback by this phenomenon, I swept instinctively back, and things became thicker still, my words choking in the back of my throat.

It was almost as if I was stuck in . . . instinctively, I stepped forward and turned my head quickly to my right—although it seemed to take a lifetime to do so.  My eyes widened as I glanced the telltale trailing curtain of what was thick, thick fog.  It ran away from my shoulder, a hoary mass of volatility, burying itself deep into the forest.  I spun in silent incredulity to greet the fog, finding it impossibly parallel with me.  I learned much of its concentration and density in the fact that I could discern absolutely nothing before me.  Gulping, I took a few steps back, trying to digest this enigma.  Calm it seemed, misty tendrils seeming to take their own eternity to roll and unwind.  It was so still, moving yet unmoving, rhythmic and hypnotic.  I became enraptured, watching it seethe and not seethe, coil and uncoil.  What secrets did it hold?

Suddenly, from within the haze, a high-pitched scream rent the air, the piercing wail of a man or woman in incomparable distress.  The sound was dire and hellish, and it broke beyond the reason of any scream I had ever heard.  My prevailing instinct was that of fear.

I didn’t pause to investigate whether the person was in any danger, and could be aided.  For the love of the land, had the person outlived the shriek? I thought honestly not.  I swept wildly around, and broke into a run—a full-out dash at that—and I didn’t stop, hurrying wildly over the terrain of the wood.  The bank of fog lay at my back, and the way was clear ahead.  Panic, fear and adrenaline drove me on.  I must have run the distance of an undisciplined mile nearing the fringes of the wood before I begun to slow down.  I wasn’t fit by any stretch of the imagination, but panic and fear prevailed.

Finally, I slowed to a stop and stooped against a tree trunk to regain my breath.  Puffing and heaving, each breath seemed only to fuel my perspiration. My heart was thumping against my chest the intensity of a dry, hardened brush battering canvas.  “My—my, that—that was . . . .”

I turned and looked back through the gloom and the trees.

To my sudden coughing horror, there lay the infernal bank of mist.  It was displaced a good distance, but I quickly realised it was sweeping toward me with great speed and with what seemed great purpose.  It would pass over me before I could even regain my feet, or dismiss my coughing fit to swear.  My hands arrived childishly before me to fend off the tendrils.  It was a futile gesture.  The thick tide swept over me, and my world devolved to that of a chilling dark grey.  My twilight dreamscape had darkened to that of a desolate nightmare.  I slumped to the ground, hands around my stomach, my back resting against the bark of the tree.  

I surely could do nothing but wait?

When the next scream came, muffled and distant, I regained my feet and moved tentatively on.

*   *   *   *   *

It wasn’t the last noise I heard.  While the screaming was horrific, it was always relatively distant.  The noise actually paled in comparison to other noises nearer me.  These was scuffling noises, or the flapping “feel” of someone—or something’s—passage near me.  I even felt at times that if I swung my arm out in a different direction it would touch something.  The most unnerving sound was the fervent-like sniffing noises—I pictured some large, feral dog in close attendance searching something fuller of my scent.  The first time this occurred I panicked, but was presented ultimately with a hopeless predicament.  I couldn’t “run away” as such within the mist lest I run into something solid (I had encountered a tree or two earlier).  I couldn’t remain motionless lest the creature pick up my scent and set upon me.  I didn’t fancy my chances standing my ground.  In the end, I slouched off, like some wounded animal, hands and arms outstretched but relaxed (well, as best they could be), bracing myself for any obstruction or impediment, and trying to remain as graceful and quiet as possible.  It was silly, but horrifyingly real.

Despite the ever-present threat of danger, nothing accosted me.  As I became more accustomed to my situation, I began to ponder the unnatural horrors of this fog and contemplate just what in Darkness’ Name had happened to the quiet valley.  Was I dreaming?  Given all the hitherto experienced similarities to a dreamscape, was that the logical explanation?  I absently pinched myself.  This nightmare was simply too real; too real and too physical.

Before I could contemplate this fuller, I heard once again that atrocious sniffing sound, followed by a low unearthly growl.  It wasn’t long before my imagination overtook my fragile sense of reality.  Dream or no dream, this was surreal and I wasn’t going to wake up.  With each passing moment I subconsciously added elements to a macabre grey canvas until I had painted a pack of ravenous dogs hunting their prey—me and others like me trapped in the fog—finding them, and ripping them apart.  One such unlucky individual had his mouth open eternally wide, defenceless, forever locked in that grim cacophony of screaming.

Mine was a passage of perpetual fear and anxiety of survival.

*   *   *   *   *

The mists dissipated all of a sudden, vanishing into the ether.

Wild moors stretched all around me.  I turned to survey with some bewilderment my surroundings, and glimpsed nothing but a coarse wilderness of dry grass, heather, bracken, and boggy marshland.  The moon above was full and round, but extraordinarily luminous.  The landscape was lit-up—it appeared incredibly vivid, most sincere, yet coldly unspoken.  The air approved a chill, but fortunately the breeze was modest.

How on earth did I get to be here, standing here, in the centre of a moor?  I had been near the border of the old forest—I surely hadn’t moved so far off course in my wanderings, had I?  Why was it also so cold; what had happened to the greyness of twilight?  For the Love of Light, where was this place anyway?  I didn’t recognise it.  I couldn’t recall any moor on the local maps.  This was altogether strange.  Almost surreal, I reflected, except this place appeared too real to be any part of a dream, or figment of my far-fetched imagination.

I was admittedly more puzzled than unnerved by the appearance of this new environment.  The breeze had picked up a little, but I denied the chill, staunchly, suddenly determined to get to the bottom of this, and unravel the mystery.

I decided at length that I must move.  The ground was firm underfoot, but I could see in various directions the glinting danger of wet bogs.  I grew concerned about how dependable my chosen bearing would be.  I didn’t want to stride into a cul-de-sac of quagmires.  And, while I was lost, I could quite easily wander in any one direction for hours.  I had to hope I would stumble upon a dwelling, or a stranger.  Half-shrugging, knowing my palette was black and white, I set out, picking a direction I deemed relatively free of marshland.  The moon hung low on my right side as my steps fell softly.    

As I walked, the terrain was relatively dry and flat, although there were at times slight rolling gradients, but nothing of major significance.  It was like any common moor, except . . . well, except the land felt somehow different: a suspicion I found hard to elaborate on.  It was too quiet.  It was deathly quiet.  The air was unfamiliar, foreign.  I could not reject my innermost gut-feeling that I had moved well off course.  It was in my fortune that the moon was bright, otherwise I would have certainly struggled to continue.  I was able to see the moon’s reflection in nearby bogs, and I was able to steer myself around them without too much trouble.

It was as I was gingerly picking myself across particularly fertile ground between two sizeable mires, that I must have become wholly absorbed in my wellbeing.  The ground was softer, and I had to test each step in turn.  My boots slipped several inches into the mud with each step, but they pressed thankfully no deeper.  A desiccated tree cultivated impossibly near one bog, and with the assistance of its less brittle-looking limbs I found sufficient strength and support to cross.  I wasn’t a big, heavyset man or I would have had to find definite other means to pass.

It was only when I had traversed this threat of marshland, and glanced up, that I saw a curious beacon light up in the distance, well above the surface of the moor.  As I watched, unblinking, the beacon winked out of existence.  Holding my breath, after a pause, the yellow-orange glow appeared before me again.  I exhaled throughout my wide-eyed surprise.  It must be a lantern, held by a stranger, perhaps to guide me to safety!  The possible relief of reaching safety was devastated by more practical thoughts.  Perhaps it was the nature and circumstance of my current situation that made me inwardly question this new revelation.  It was simple: who could know I was out here?  Was that beacon intended for me, or for someone else?

With no better option to take, I headed straight for it.  If someone was there, perhaps they could help me, provide me shelter, or provide information as to where I was and where I could go.

After some time, on a wild meandering course, my courage began to flag, and I began to feel thwarted.  Not necessarily was the distance greater than it had initially seemed to the beacon—although it in all probability was—but the terrain strictly dictated my passage.  I had to veer one way then another with consistency.  My patience was thinning as I circumnavigated another large mire, setting me well off-course, displacing me from my target.  Still, there wasn’t much I could do about it.  Given there was such danger underfoot, I simply had to maintain vigilance over my surroundings.  Mercifully, the hand which held that beacon did not waver.  If it represented aid for another person nearby, and could at any time wink out for eternity, I could hurry little.
It seemed a long age indeed before I could breathe a sigh of relief.  My bearing was set firmly upon the light—much closer now—and the infernal bogs lay behind me.  Much sooner than anticipated, I was upon its source.  A steep hill lay ahead, and fog stirred near its base, swirling in the quiet hollows of the moor.  Crowning the hill, and revealed in the moonlight, there stood the crumbling ruins of an abbey.  On this near side, beyond the radiance of the lamp, I could discern the silhouette of a man, positioned before a crumbling wall.

I could not approach the figure directly.  The cliffs at the foot of the hill were wild and jagged. I had to circle the hill for an opening.  Finally, I stumbled up a rough slope, substantial rocks and debris scattered here and there.  My passage up the hill had me meandering around broken walls, and over the disjointed ground with care.  With nervous anticipation, I reached the peak, my breath arriving in short gasps.

Modest graves were strewn about the hilltop.  What unnerved me was that they appeared to be freshly dug, the soil black and coarse.  Swallowing, I chose to ignore this, for I discerned that the light lay around a wall, shining still.  I crept around the partition with as much skill I could muster.  I was unsure of whether or not this signalling party was my benefactor, or had been signalling me to my doom.

I found it was a man, clad in a fleet cloak, who stood overlooking the marshes below.  He held a lantern out before him, from his weathered, gnarled hand.  There was dignity in his posture, although his face was expressionless.  Worn with fatigue, his visage appeared harsh and weathered, criss-crossed with lines of age.  Despite being an estimated age, his hand did not tremble.  The light from the device bathed him in warm light, but I thought that it did little to touch him.   He had thick black eyebrows, and a swarthy look to him—the old captain at the helm of his ship, I likened, resigned to his fate at sea.

“I am your only warning,” his voice told, suddenly.  My heart jumped and I went with it.  I hit the earth with a knock, one he must surely have heard.  His dialect was a strange one.  His ‘I’ rolled out with a breath for quite a time, and his voice altered inflection, some of his syllables forgotten, others found.  I really likened him a buccaneer subservient the rolling waves.

“I am your only warning,” he repeated.  “You must escape this moor or you will become like them.”

His voice was dry and ashen.  I shivered as I stood and watched him.  It was only after I had done so then that I began to register the cold, and a chill began to pervade me.  The night was not warm, but this was a different chill, of a preternatural sort.  I noticed that as my breath eased out, its warmth became vapour in the air.  As he stood and spoke, the air was still.

I was confused, in many ways.  “W-what?!” I asked.  “Become like who?”

His hand, which held the lantern, slowly lowered. Many shadows wavered as he turned toward me.  I held myself steady.  His eyes were black, deathly black, cold charcoal.  Those orbs were emotionless, carried no hint of sanity.  Two things I also noticed as he turned to meet me however.

Beneath his fleet cloak, he was dressed in black attire but for a small white collar piece on his shirt.  As I swept his form further, I noticed a delicate chain rested in his free hand, encircling a disk of golden light.  He appeared to be a holy man.  I recognised him to be a priest, a Father of Light perhaps, but one of a most peculiar disposition.

 “Become like those others trapped in this place,” he answered.

I wondered then just where he was.  Another track I took:

“How do I . . . escape, father?” I half-whispered, using his title as hopeful means to inspire his memory, get something of a memory flickering in those faraway eyes.

“You must lose your way.”

I decided the priest was gone, lost at sea.  I had no faith in his words, to the point of which I became quite angered.  “Lose my way?  What nonsense do you speak of priest?  I am already lost in this moor.  Can we not seek shelter together?”

“I cannot aid you.”  With that, the man was in motion, taking his lantern, and setting off past me, and down the hill.  I followed with bluster.

“Is that all you have to say?  What land is this?  Where do I go, how do I get out of here?”

“I have told you,” his listless voice persisted, “you must lose your way.”

At the bottom of the hill, he set off directly into the moor.  I followed him still, but he was quick, stepping over the mire, amidst the bogs, with an uncanny knowledge of the place.  Strange, though, that he was suddenly yards ahead of me where just before I could have glanced his trailing robe.  In a matter of minutes he was even further ahead.  Finally, after a fading spec of light in the distance, he was gone.

The priest infuriated me.  After I calmed, and replayed the scenario in my mind, I decided it strange that, if the man so misplaced and disoriented of mind, why had he responded to my questions? If not answering them?  Perhaps that made me heed his words, go over the encounter in detail. Everything was sinister, but his position here I sensed was not unwarranted.

I could only continue my journey and hope that things would work out.  

*   *   *   *   *

After some time, my cold trail delivered me upon a small cosy cottage, warm light spilling pleasantly from decorative, latticed windowpanes.  I celebrated my good fortune, quickening my pace.  Perhaps I was nearing the boundary of this desolate place.  At the very least, perhaps I could marry shelter.

I hurried myself to the threshold and knocked on the wooden door as best I could, my hand near numb.  Shuffling from foot to foot I waited.  Soon enough, I heard movement within, and subsequently a rusty key was turned in the latch and the portal was pulled back.  A frail, elderly woman was revealed in a pool of warm yellow light.

“Yea-eth?” she asked, while rubbing her eyes and yawning.  Hers was only what I could describe a wretched form, thin and gaunt.  She wore a threadbare white night gown, which smelt of old age, or some forgotten fragrance.  The fabric unfortunately did little to hide her withered skin and shrunken breasts.  Her hair was sparse, white, wild and scraggly.  Her skin was mottled with age blemishes and moles.  Most predominant of the old woman was an unnaturally long, pointed chin.

I likened her to a witch.

She was tired.  Her hands clawed at her eyes, and then fell away.  The old woman had sunken orbs, dark pits of anguish within which I could detect the tiniest of black pupils.  A look of morbid irritation flashed briefly across those orbs, and I reasoned she was hateful of being disturbed.  

“I’m sorry,” I offered.  “I didn’t mean to awaken or disturb you.”

As she focussed more on me, her thin mouth curled into a kind—if rather bleak—smile.  She shrugged gently.

“It’s alright, son.  Me sleep is often fickle, ye ken.”

She glanced off and down toward the threshold in a haunted manner, almost as if she was reminded of her last good nights’ sleep.  She yawned again.  I could see many teeth were missing from her mouth.  In fact, she had only a little jagged stump in the middle of her lower gum.

At length she sighed, relaxed, and levelled her gaze on me.  She was definitely more awake now, because she was scrutinising me with narrowed eyes, all former evidence of simplicity departed.  As she looked on me with wariness, I knew she had every right to be mindful.  I mean, how often do younger men turn up on your doorstep in the middle of the night amidst a barren moor?

Not very often, I guessed.

I naturally didn’t want to alarm or frighten the old woman.  My tone remained unaffected, “I . . . I was wandering the moor, and—”

“Ye’re at the centre o’ the moor,” she interjected, brashly.  “Ye’re lost, eh?”

I nodded wearily.  After gauging me, and nodding slowly herself, her rough neck craned to the side.  She glanced beyond me into the moor with an altogether distant expression.  Her near-hidden eyeballs slid slowly in their sockets from side to side, skimming the breadth of the distant landscape.  “The moors are barren, ye ken.  Danger lurks on ‘em in many forms,” she fumbled.

Her toothless syllables irritated me, but it certainly couldn’t be easy for her.  Mercifully, I could clamber to comprehend her.  If she offered direction to escape the moor, I would devotedly interpret.  I coupled meaning with her statement.  “Yes, there are many treacherous bogs.”

“Oh . . . oh not the bogs!” she exclaimed, her eyes suddenly wide.  Darkness dispersed from vacant facial hollows, the oily whites of her eyes materialising, their all-encompassing horror suffocating diminutive dark orbs.   Her visage was ruthlessly exposed.  Of revelation, of truth and of portent, her eyes caught and held a vision, a vision of great truth and great ill.  A wild vision of truth I found myself helplessly ensnared within.

“They lurk out there, shapes in the mist; impenetrable shapes.  The mist swirls around them.”

I gulped hard, peering into the depths of uncanny truth and horror.  I was lost there for a moment, a wanderer, lost in those mists; such an impenetrable shape. 

“I frightened ye son,” her soft words broke my grim reverie.  “Aye . . . aye, I do.  Please come in.  It’s safer for you.”

She crept back from the door, and trailed a gnarled arm out, gesturing my entry.  I duly did so, and in moving once again, my body felt weak—almost as though all the blood had been drained from my body.  I realised that despite my seeming whereabouts at the centre of the moor, and being in the worst possible place to begin setting out for the border, the cottage was a safe haven for rest. 

I slipped over the threshold and within.

*   *   *   *   *

I experienced great sensations stepping into the small living room.  My nostrils inhaled the antique wooden fragrance of the cottage, and I was greeted by the sight of soft furnishings bathed beneath subdued illumination.  Above all I felt great heat radiating from the grate of a blazing fire.  That warmth washed over me and I basked in it and grew stronger.  The old crone and I talked little at first, but she offered some hot broth and bread, both of which tasted very good and made me feel stronger.  I asked her some questions and she revealed that the moor was large, many miles wide.  I replied that I was very glad that I had stumbled upon the cottage.  I mentioned the priest I had met, but she simply shook her head and remained tight-lipped.  Her talk was otherwise vague, although she pointed out often, “I will look after you.”  The gaze on her face was both peculiar and creepy, but I couldn’t better fathom her meaning.

Finally, aware that I needed some sleep, she ushered me to a small bedroom down a hallway.  I thanked her, and eased the door closed.  In unceremonious manner I undressed down to my undergarments—a thin vest and underpants—and climbed into the bed.  The mattress was hard but it didn’t prevent me from getting my head down and sleeping.  I could not have been sleeping soundly though, which was curious given my tiredness.  Perhaps something of this strange place, of occurrences so far, and the old woman’s occasional babblings had subconsciously heightened my senses to the slightest possibility of alarm.

It was well that I was sleeping lightly.  I must have been roused by a gentle sound, gentle but loud enough that I had awoken.  My eyes were heavy, but I did not feel excessively drowsy.  I turned onto my back, covers near up to my chin, and glanced slowly around the room.  I heard another gentle sound then.  The bedroom door was opening.  It did so slowly, on soundless hinges.  As the portal swept softly aside, my tender eyes hungered the silhouette in the doorframe.  It appeared from where I lay the profile of a figure, but one almost twisted in form, almost misshapen.  The harder I looked, the harder it became to discern.  The figure paused.  I sensed its eyes looking at the bed covers.  

It was moving again, creeping tentatively within.  My heart was pounding.  As if realising that, I suddenly strove to keep my breathing regular, so as not to arouse suspicion, to pretend I was still asleep.  I did this almost as if my life depended on it.  My eyes remained narrowed, peering out surreptitiously.

I soon realised it was the old crone who was shuffling forward.  Her footsteps were soft on the threadbare carpet, but they dragged a little with the difficulty of age.  Her breathing was heavy.  I had known there was something about her, something wild about her, something altogether eccentric.  This confirmed my suspicions—the fact she would interrupt my sleep in such mysterious fashion.  The old woman was soon at the foot of the bed, and coming around on my right side.

She was very suddenly over me, stooped over me, glancing down.  Her breathing had become erratic, quick and heavy.  “Uhu-huh . . .” she whispered.  I almost choked, although I knew she could not quite determine I was awake.  “I will protect you too.”  Her left arm came up above her.   I discerned in an instant what could only be a sturdy fire poker in her weathered palm.

I gauged her intent immediately.  With rapid urgency, I rolled to my left side, away from the wretched woman and out of the bed, with covers and all.  Not a moment later the poker hit the vacant mattress.  The old woman shrieked, “Where are ye?!”

She was quick too.  Over the bed she shuffled, after me, surprisingly as agile as a child.  I was peering up at her shambling form in the darkness, while attempting to shed the covers and regain my feet.  She was within reaching distance, atop the bed, her poker arm readied.  I dove forward, scrambling away from the back of the bed, away from her, and toward the doorway.  

She was over me though, laughing, a coarse silhouette, “You can’t go that way!”  The poker fell, and this time it caught me, connecting with lower back and buttock.  I was pushed down beneath its force.  “Hee hee hee!” lunatic laughter rang out.  The move on the part of the hag was unexpectedly powerful, the covers thwarting only minimally the full impact.  The knock of the brandished weapon flattened me from my escape.  Its measure would leave a very foul bruise.  I knew a subsequent flail was likely, and could be much more damaging.  The crone was standing on the floor behind me now, stooped down over me, the poker waggling meaningfully.  There was no going on for me.  I turned and kicked out and back at her form, hoping to connect and send her sprawling.

I certainly connected, and brutally, across both her kneecaps.  I heard them snap like twigs, an all-at-once both pleasing and sickening sound.  Her shape above me wavered . . . then was falling, tumbling backward, tumbling to the floor near the wall.  I breathed a hearty sigh of relief, and then made tentatively to stand up, discarding remaining blankets.  Straightening up, I felt my lower back begin throbbing.  Having regained my feet however, I turned back to attend the status of the hag.

She was there, once again, her wild shape arisen to all of its former impiety.  “Ye cannot flee me.”  Her voice no longer that of maddened glee, was instead a dark and gasping horror, the accomplice of ill promise.  “Ye cannot flee me.”

My eyes swam with terror.  The old crone shouldn’t be on her feet . . . it just wasn’t possible.  I turned and bolted for the door, mercifully reached it, slammed it shut, and fled down the short hallway for the lounge and the exit from the cottage.  The renewed malicious laughter of the crone did not deter my course.

With anguish though I realised I couldn’t go far.  An arched basement door had been opened from the left-hand wall, and its shape protruded across the hallway.  As I delivered myself upon the obstruction, a rank smell assailed me.  It escaped from a vicarious hole in the wall.  The darkness below was churning.  I buckled in that fetid heat, and in momentary lapse, I staggered.  

The smell was wafting out unhindered into the hallway, overpowering all in its wake.  The scent of wood and old age lay defeated, powerless.  I retched in the hallway.  Even as I did so, in need my task was before me and my hand came high through the wake.  I made to close the door, my hand coming over the other side of the wood, to try and drag it closed.  It wouldn’t budge.  

A shuffling sound captured my ear, threatened it remain attentive.  There was something in that darkness to my left.  Some abortion of nature, something down in the darkness of that opening, something I didn’t care to think about.  In growing panic and confusion, and partially blinded by the odour, I spent a good moment wilfully tugging at the damnable door.  Mid-action, a moan evacuated the confines of the dark opening. The noise, primarily distant, expelled loudly, a sound granted freedom from eternal constriction.  I writhed in hell, and yet somewhere between horror and frustration I recalled the unremarkable metallic loop near the floor, a device I had earlier neglected.  I looked down and vaguely discerned the metal hook adjoined to the door caught in the small circle.  I bent quickly, rejecting pain, and succeeded in upended the hook.  The crooked door swung graciously to by means of gravity.  I helped it on its way, and swept on past it before it could even reclaim position.

Not even glancing back, I heard that cellar door cast itself violently outward, and smash the back of the same wall.  Something was emerging from the pit of oblivion.  As I fled on and out the house, the shriek of the old crone arose from the depths of the cottage—a telling, seething curse, “Go! Get him, chase him to me; bring him to me!”  It was a vile directive, and it served to stimulate me.  I ignored the biting pain of the stones under my naked feet.  I ignored the cold of the landscape, I ignored my semi-nakedness, ignored much of my reality as I plunged into the mire of the moor.  My bloodied feet carried me on, and I carried myself into the cold mud of the mire without aplomb, without care.

I was firmly entrenched upon the moor when the voice of the crone overtook my task.  “Ye won’t survive out there!” she shrieked into the moor.  “Ye’ll be back!”  Her menacing, maniacal laughter chilled my soul to the core.

It was only then that I felt cold.

*   *   *   *   *

Throughout my cold, unremitting passage over the moor eternal, my heightened consciousness surmised the peril of this sinister place, its unknown nature, and deliberated those disturbing individuals I had encountered in the old crone and the dark priest.  Both of the latter had seemed almost displaced from this reality, both in a world of their own, lost in foreign memories or maladies of madness.  Perhaps they were condemned to exist in this transparent place, and had as a result lost their way.  Would this happen to me also?

The priest had said to lose my way.

Despite the horror and dread of the premonition, my thoughts found little more comfort returning to the old woman.  The hag had shown her true self.  Oblivious to pain, and walking in spite of her shattered kneecaps, there was no rational way she could have arisen from that assault unless she was indeed a witch of some sort.  And the cottage cellar . . . what lurked down that fetid hole?  Rank and colourful was its emanating foul smell.  Something had been down there, a living, breathing entity in anguish and torment.  Perhaps the old woman had locked someone down there, someone like me—someone who had arrived here equally unsuspecting.  If so, they had been down there a long, long time, and subjected to live in utterly reprehensible conditions.

Something bit at me that this wasn’t the case however.  I had heard that cellar door practically explode as something had emerged behind me.  I could also not deny the unmistakable sense of menace emanating from that basement or the notion that whatever lay down there was an accomplice of the old hag.  She had commanded it after me.  Already cold, my thoughts chilled me, and I shivered in the dead of night for a long moment.

I had done well to escape . . . for all that freedom granted me in this closed, accursed moor.  My journey had continued for an hour or more after escaping the cottage and the clutches of the old crone, but the moors still stretched out before me.  I was without proper garments to ward the night, and the night was cold.  My legs were covered in hardened mud; my feet and hands were rough and frozen, the former bruised and bloodied.  My body felt both light and yet heavy, a curious sensation and dim knowledge that I was inwardly fighting tiredness with adrenaline and survival instinct.  The greater ill, unrelated to any physical deficiency, was my exhausted state of mind and the growing perception that the place had no end.  The words of the witch rung in my ears, reverberating with an increasing echo of foreboding, “Ye won’t survive out there!  Ye’ll be back!”  Shuddering at the dire prospect of having to turn around and trudge back to the cottage for any slim prospect of asylum, I could not rebuff my thinking that the further I pressed on, the more I thought the old hag to be telling the truth. 

This was a truly inhospitable land.  Certainly, while there were a few more trees—albeit desiccated silhouettes—in this area around me now and some low hillocks, little else conspired to break the monotony.  The irony was not lost on me—despite the laughable notion of absent conspiracy, those hellish bogs were manifest in disproportionate number.  They could not have been better placed to inhibit my progress.  I had just about given up going around them; it took so much time that I was convinced I was meandering well off any sense of course.  At least in going through them I could maintain a straighter bearing.  If the cottage lay at the centre of the moor, it made sense to continue away from it, maintaining my course with the building at my rear.

Then I would be sure to greet the border.

The device which assured my position was the moon above.  The orb was higher in the sky now, yet still it shone down upon me dispassionately.  Would I survive until the arrival of the dawn?  Would the sun rise in this land at dawn anyway, or was the night eternal?  There were too many questions in my mind, and no answers to assuage my nervous mindset.  Damn this barren landscape!  It only served to perpetuate thoughts in my mind, none of which I could take for granted. 

My openness of mind—my very sanity—was being ruthlessly challenged by the elements within this unsettling demesne.  Despite this knowledge, and my physical and mental weariness, I felt the vigour of my will and soul.  I would be strong.  I knew I would be strong.  A mental mantra to that effect repeated itself in my mind, a means of convenience to aggravate movement.

After a while, a noise carried in the night toward me.  So deeply entrenched was I within my self-spurring litany, that I almost missed the sound.  It was that of a faint, almost inaudible sound, “Thnnn.  Thnnn . . .” it carried, faintly.

It was a curious noise. 

Then, “Sssnchh—ssnchh!”

A louder sound, I pictured a man trying to clear his blocked nose.  The origin of the noise was to my right.  I peered into the night, seeing some good distance, but—wait!—there he was!  A dark silhouette was moving on the flat, ambling over the ground slowly, away in that direction.

I called out, but the figure did not seem to hear me.  Almost recklessly I set after the form, picking my passage with little care.  All manner of bogs could have been before me, but I paused little to consider them.  The ground was flatter fortunately, and it offered means to hasten my approach to the figure.

As I came closer to the man I became increasingly convinced the moors were ending.  The rolling, ugly nature of the moor had definitely flattened itself out and harder ground lay underfoot.  I could even see what looked like a small building near the edge, sat next to some fuller-looking trees.  The moors were more on my left side now, and this was absolutely firmer ground.  I began to feel better.

As I glanced back ahead, I found the man’s back facing of me.  I spoke out, “Hello!?”

Slowly, the figure turned to greet me.  Even as he turned, I caught a familiar scent—a rank smell which assailed my throat.  I summarily retched.  Coughing, and looking up, I beheld . . . a monster.

It was a crooked shape, once a man perhaps, but twisted exclusively beyond physical normality.  It embodied abandonment and imperfection, its naked limbs juxtaposed from its body at abnormal angles.  It was draped in a black shroud, a patchwork cloak with a cruel fastener which choked the things’ throat.  The features of it were a unique gruesome sight—a soiled, garish, misshapen mess.  One eye was lost, the socket higher than the other, embedded in its mucky, tattered forehead.  Its nose was squashed, vile and slanted at an unnatural angle.  Greenish fluids expelled from it and ran down toward its jutting chin.

The sight of it was so unfamiliar I screamed.

 “Whoooo-aweeeng!”  It whooped and clicked.  Its one eye was dark but abruptly lit up as if seeing me, the lost child gazing its mother.  It grinned lopsidedly, with wide bottom lip and its missing top lip, then it did what I least expected it too—it shrieked.  A great deafening noise in the quiet open, I was blown back by the intensity of it, my frozen hands coming up to hopelessly thwart the din.

My eyes glazed over, and I turned and instinctively ran.  I turned and ran for the edge of the moor, ran for the small house.  I would be free of this place.

I could hear the beast behind me, could hear it sniffing, shuffling itself after me.  Shaking, I forcefully ignored it; shut it out of my mind and imagination.  As I got closer to the dwelling a sense of apprehension and daunting washed over me.  I quashed it down though, and buried my emergent sixth-sense qualms.  I was struggling with my freedom, fighting for it—grappling with the knowledge that escape was paramount, that to believe in it would carry me over the perimeter of the moor, out of this place and away from its monstrosities and peculiarities.

I was going through the motions though, yearning fiercely for something so beyond hope and prospect.  Some would say it futile to attempt to evade inner truth and reasoning, but my optimism endured and my fabrications prospered long.   It evolved into something of a lie—for I knew it to be—although it invited me, embraced me, and I broke through the other side, clasping it and my freedom, even as I carried myself over what I thought to be the edge of the moor.  My logical self, had it been in fuller command, could not have denied what lay before me.  Had it been, I would have realised all my hopes were submerged in the very bogs which still glinted around me.  Logic had stood at the edge of the moor, had looked over the edge, and fallen wilfully into despair.  Recognition was no longer trustworthy, and the elements for me had blurred out of focus.

My cold and weary body grew warm, and I became dizzy.  The hairs on my body stood out on end.

The building before me was the old crone’s cottage.  It was exactly where it had been situated before, only I had arrived upon it from a different angle.  Which was impossible—there was no way I had possibly diverted my path enough to bring me back on it.

The moor most definitely was not at an end.

My eyes had deceived, and what had appeared to be an end to the barren terrain was not nearly so.

The old hag appeared at the edge of the stone building.  Her face was one of twisted amusement.  She cackled in laughter, “I knew ye’d be back.  Ye can’t escape me.”

My eyes, glazed, wide and burning with fever, I ran past her and on.  Noises arose from all around me, hoarse sniffing sounds.  I saw many shapes in the night.

The beasts were great in their number, and they converged to greet me with their monstrous visages.

*   *   *   *   *

They chased me, those abnormalities, and I kept moving.  They were all around me, all out to get me, but they did not close on me.  I pressed on, ever on, as so too did they.  They almost lopped over the terrain, shambling forms of infallible notoriety, while I struggled with ditches and mud and the straggles of wild heather.  They were accustomed to these conditions, in this, their backyard, their playground within which to chase and ravage wanderers such as me.

My mind was worn out, shattered, I had all but left it behind in my quest for survival.  Mine was a physical pursuit now, raw and unadulterated, and all that stood was my stamina.  I knew when my last serving inner reserves emptied . . . well, that was the end.

Perhaps the dawn was my last saviour.  Time was elapsing, the moon was hollow and the moor was impassive.  A strange interminable passage of time, the creatures came no closer, and I grew frustrated, maddened of my predicament.  I began muttering obscenities.  It seemed their intent was to let me roam, their purpose to exhaust me and claim my body when I had fallen.  It truly reminded me of my passage through the mist, the threat and monotony of that experience, with the vile sniffing sounds, except there was no mist to hide this grim reality.  All was revealed here, without the dark blanket over my eyes.

I knew I was tiring.  The precious energy of my essence was draining; my palettes were dry, near spent.  My soul was emptying and I knew it.  There was nothing I could do about it.  It was beyond my will and beyond my determination and control.  In fact, I had chosen this path, had made my choice—the only choice I could have made.  My vision merged with the nightmares of the mist.  I was moaning in the cold darkness, traipsing onward like a creature tied inexplicably to a command.  The beasts . . . they were with me.  My head twisted fearfully, eyes leering out of my skull, as I heard one limber near me.  In anxious retaliation, I snarled at it, and ambled expectantly on.  The mud was thick in places, not often deep.  I waded in parts.  The mud was warm.  It helped heat me up.  My hands felt warmer, and my feet felt warmer. I knew I couldn’t stay there though, that it wasn’t right—that something was wrong.  I didn’t belong here.

I must get away from these beasts around me!

Yet where can I go?!  Didn’t any of these ditches lead anywhere?  So many straggles of heather, each brushed softly against my sore knees.  The feeling was out of context, did not belong here.  Curious . . . .

A part of me was out of body then, a fragment of my soul outcast, watching dimly, watching my form shamble on, like one of those monsters around me. Direction held no meaning, logic held no rationale, sanity held no reason.  I was moving and yet I was not.  I was twisted and torn, bloodied and bruised, dark and indistinct.

I was one of those monsters, was one of their number.  One of their misplaced breed.  One of their kin. 

Soon, the cottage was before my form again.  I was lost and found.

I was home.

*   *   *   *   *

The priest had watched the wanderer, at one point, stumble near the perimeter of the moor, a broken man.  Ironically, escape was before him, the freedom he had desired, and an end to the uneven moor.  The creatures of the moor had not caught up to him.  In actuality, they would never have caught him.  They were innocent accessories, lost within their own minds.  The priest knew that the man would return to the centre of the moor—to the keeper of the asylum—and become such an accessory.  The crone who lived in the cottage would preserve insanity, would harbour the insane.

The woman was no friend of reason—she altogether despised free will and thought.  She had submerged this man in a fateful mire of doubt, had taken liberty to thwart his very underlying reason.  Earlier, his mind would have willingly conceived any means of escape to safety.  Indeed, he had been drawn toward safety, perhaps to the cottage, to such a design of instinctive reasoning.

His grasp on reality had slipped, as the unlikely—as the impossible—had transpired.  His very senses, his will, and determination had been broken.

As the priest had looked on, the lost man had turned, and stumbled back into the barren demesne.  The priest wondered briefly what ill fate had brought him here to this land, to the dark moor, to endure such suffering.  He had tried to warn him, with what power he had, tried to help him deny reason, and escape without meeting the keeper.  His was a limited power however, the vague remnant of tormented wisdom and reason.  Soon, perhaps, he too would become a lost, bemused member of the asylum of the moor.  Who could deny the powers that be—and he was convinced of such a force—their incongruous whim?

Charred Remains

by Tami Sammons

A hearty, husky man with a barrel chest strode into town.  His flaming red, shoulder length hair was charred in places.  His full beard a shade lighter than the hair on his head, but just as charred, and where his left muttonchop sideburn should have been was just a black mark.  He walked with his head held high and pride in every step, despite the fact that more than half his knee-length, pleated skirt was burned away.  What was left of his loose white shirt was also charred and the round leather purse, or rather what was left of it, covered what skirt there wasn’t.  His matching socks were burned away in the front.  And it was obvious by the remains of a matching charred tail that he had a cloak of some kind, at one time.  A long sword hung at his side.  His four companions walked a few paces behind.  It was obvious they were with him, even if they didn’t walk next to him, because their clothes, or what was left of them, were also charred.  People stopped and whispered as he walked by.  They gave him a wide berth.  Some people even snickered.  Some women covered their eye and the children’s eyes.  He paid them no mind.  He had a purpose.

He saw a sign a block down.  

“Beachum’s Emporium

Nearly everything, 

from nearly everywhere.”

He walked straight for the shop.  As he opened the door he heard, “Greetings patron! Welcome to Beachum’s Emporium!  Please refrain from any spellcasting while in this shop.  Thank you and enjoy your shopping experience,” spoken in his native Forfarian.  A smiling human woman of middle age with small-rimmed glasses stood behind the counter at the back of the room.  The red-haired man strode into the shop, his four companions followed.  The woman looked over the five people as they entered.  Without looking anywhere else, he strode to the counter put both his hands down firmly on the counter and said, “Me name is Seamus McDougall, of Clan McDougall, und I need a new kilt.”

“Daenacht hael!” the woman greeted in Forfarian.  “If you’ll wait a moment, I’ll check my inventory and see if we have Clan McDougall’s tartan on file.  While you wait, perhaps you would like to look in our catalogue.  There are several on the pedestals about the room.  Perhaps you could find other things you need.”

“Thank you,” whispered the small elven woman in the group.  She swam inside her makeshift dress, a human-sized hooded cloak pulled tightly around her.  There were two arm holes cut in the sides.  The cloak was charred and had burn holes in it that were tied shut by cords.  And there was a cord tied around her waist as a belt.  Her hair was unevenly cut very short, just past her pointed ears.  A short sword hung from the makeshift belt, and a longbow and quiver hung over her back.

The woman disappeared behind a curtain.

The elven woman walked over to the pedestal nearest and looked at the book.  There was a small notepad next to the book and a piece of charcoal.  The book had a word on the cover saying, “Balok.”  She opened the book and sure enough, it was written in Balok.  Although she could tell the language at a glance, she couldn’t read it.  She walked to the next pedestal.  The book said, “Mordentish.”  She looked around the room; there were 15 other pedestals with books.  

“The books are written in different languages,” she announced.  “That one is in Balok.  You’re Barovian right Baltasar?”

“Accommodating,” stated in a monotone voice the thick stocky built human in charred robes, with breeches beneath.  He had broad shoulders, meaty limbs, and wide hips.  His coarse, wavy chestnut hair reached just above his shoulders.  He had a maul hanging lightly from his belt.  He looked over the counter and read the sign written in Balok above the curtain.

 “Beachum’s will never knowingly 

do business with the 

Red Vardo Traders.”

“I am Gundarakite,” Baltasar said coldly.

“Sorry, I though you were from Barovia.”

“I am.”

The other two uncomfortably began looking at the other books.  Seamus stood motionless at the counter, waiting.  Baltasar walked over to look at the Balok book.  

“Here’s one in Sithican, Leeli,” said the thin, fair-skinned man in once finely tailored breeches, high socks, loose white shirt and a buttoned waistcoat, now all charred and burnt mostly on the right side.  The three-corner hat hanging low on the right side of his head was surprisingly the only thing seemingly untouched by flame.  He had an empty holster and the remains of a powder horn hanging from his belt on his right hip.

“Thank you, Allistair,” the elven woman said softly, walking toward him.  “The one next to Baltasar is Mordentish.”

As they passed each other Allistair whispered, “he’s very touchy about the ethnic differences.” 

“So I noticed.  You might want to take your hat off inside.”

Allistair smiled at her and tentatively removed his hat, showing a large burn mark on the right side of his head, where his hair should have been.  He began thumbing through the Mordentish book.  

The three-foot tall man (?) with the closely cropped mud colored beard pointed at the chin walked to the two-foot high pedestal, his knee-length pants, white shirt and soft ankle-boot were also charred and burnt, like the others.  The book was written in gnomish.  “Perfect!” he stated cheerfully.  Then he heard something.  Looking up, he noticed a tall brawny man with a very long sword standing guard in the corner.  Despite the over intimidating factor of the guard, the gnome turned his attention back to the book and began leafing through it, humming.  He had no weapons visible.

The woman returned through the curtain.  The glasses were now hanging on a chain around her neck.  “I’m sorry Mr. McDougall, we do not have your clan’s tartan on file.  However, if you could leave a swatch, we can make it and add it to the file for any future purchases you or your clansmen make.  The kilt will take two days to have the pattern made.  Meanwhile, we can offer you a single colored kilt at half price now or the Black Guard pattern.  To wear until your tartan kilt is made.”

“Thank you, I’ll take it.”

She handed him a pair of scissors that he used to cut a large square of fabric off the tail.  “The half-kilt is one and a three quarters layers of fabric with a waistline and two buttons, one on the inside and one on the outside and a shoulder overhang or cape.  The full-kilt is a longer piece of unaltered fabric that wraps around the waist several times, with enough fabric to hang over the shoulder or use as a cape.  These come in cotton, flannel or wool, 2gp for half-kilts and 5gp for full-kilts, in bold plaids, earthy greens, browns, the Black Guard pattern, and the Tartans.”  She put a book on the counter and opened it to a page with the colors.  “Here are the colors available.”  He noticed the book was written in Forfarian.  He touched the color he wanted, the Black Guard, in the full-kilt.  She placed a note pad on the counter and wrote the order on it.  “Will you be needing a sporran also and a simple pin in gold or silver tone to keep the front closed?  We do not sell clan pins at this time, I’m afraid.”

“Yes, that will be fine.”

“The basic leather sporran costs 2gp, fur covered is 2gp extra for common animals, horsehair is 3gps extra.  The basic leather sporran can be tooled with Celtic weave patterns or the clan symbol, if provided, at no extra cost.  Although the clan symbol will take two days.  Three leather tassels can be added at no extra cost.  Three fur or horsehair tassels can be added for 5sp.  The simple pin is 5gp.”  She pointed to the book where the Celtic weave patterns were.  He pointed to what he wanted and she wrote it on the notepad.  “Will you be needing a shirt as well, Mr. McDougall?”

“Yes.”

“Our shirts are attractive, comfortable, and durable, and can be worn as an overgarment or undergarment.  Human in sackcloth is 8sp; linen, 2gp; cotton, 3gp; silk, 6gp.  Colors are white, beige, or grey.  Lace and ruffles, for ladies, may be added for 10sp.  Ivory buttons popular in Mordent, are 2gp.”  Leeli looked over at the woman and smiled.  “Halfling and gnome are one quarter list price, elven and dwarven are one half list price.  Will this order be together or separate.”

“Together is fine,” Baltasar said.  The gentlemen came over to the counter.

“Breeches, Human in sackcloth are 10sp; linen, 2gp; woolen, 4gp; velvet, 8gp, silk, 16gp.  Dwarf and elf sizes are one half price, gnome and halfling are one quarter price.  Colors are available in white, black, gray, beige, and brown.”  The three gentlemen chose their breeches, which she wrote down.  “And most of our clothing can be died nearly any color at no extra charge.  The kilts and several of the undergarments,” she looked at Leeli, “we can not dye.  However, there is Jurald’s Tailors down the street that will for a small charge.  They also do alterations.”

“There are many different types of coats.  Waistcoats which are sleeveless popular in Richemulot and Mordent,” she looked to Allistair, “reach to the waist, come in linen for 10sp; woolen, 1gp; flannel, 30sp; cotton 2gp; velvet, 3gp; silk, 4gp; leather, 10gp.  Sleeved, full coats and long coats reach from the hips to the knees in linen are 1gp; woolen, 2gp; flannel, 3gp; cotton 4gp; velvet, 6gp; silk 8gp; leather, 20gp.  For high collars that fasten tightly up to the throat popular with Richemuloise women, add 10sp.  Wide cuffs on the sleeves popular in Kartakass, tails popular in Mordent, or large folded back cuffs popular in Dementlieu, add 1gp.  Colors are available in white, black, gray, beige, and brown.  Halfling and gnome are one-quarter list price, elven and dwarven are one half list price.  ”  Allistair made his order.

“The common labor woman’s dress in linen in elf size is 1sp or cotton add ½.  Gowns are a simple dress of silk that can later be adorned with lace and ruffles, in elf size is 10gp in ecto-, meso-, or endomorphic body type.  The skirt can be made to flair out at the waist popular in Mordent add 1gp.  For velvet double price and brocade triple price popular in Dementlieu, these are special order.”

“What about skirts?” Leeli asked.

“Will it be long or short length?”

“Floor-length,” Leeli smiled, bashfully.

“Skirts come in various lengths, from the knee to the ankle or floor if you’d like.  You’ll need to specify length when order.  We have a tape measure.  Elven sizes in long lengths come in linen for 5gp; cotton, 6gp; wool, 7gp; velvet, 8gp; silk, 9gp.  The Hazlani Zarongs, which is an ankle-length clothe that wraps around the waist for 2gp less than the long length price.  For pleating, popular in Richemulot, add 30sp for long length.  The skirt can be made to flair out at the waist popular in Mordent for 1gp extra.  Colors are available in white, brown, black, grey, forest green and the Tartan..”  Leeli smiled and made her order.

“Now sir, about your outer garment,” she began, looking at Baltasar.  “Was it an open front robe with a tie or more like the closed front cote?”

“Closed front cote I believe,” he replied, in his usual monotone.

“The cote and tunic.  These usually reach to mid-thigh, and are sleeved or sleeveless in white, tan, brown, and black.  Ankle-length popular in Hazlan, called a Kaftan, is one-quarter more.  Human in linen is 7gp; cotton, 8gp; velvet, 10gp; silk, 11gp.”

“Although I am not Hazlani, the ankle-length Kaftan will probably do if it’s baggie.  With a tie or sash also.”

“We can make it ectomorphic if you’d like at no extra cost.  With or without a hood?”  

“No hood.”

She wrote down the order.   “Will you be needing any stockings, fullclothes, hosiery, hose supporters or other undergarments, like petticoats, corsets, bodices or garters?”  “Shoes or boots?”  “Cloaks or capes?”  “A Wig?”  Allistair embarrassed, put his hand to the burn spot on his head.  “Other provisions, backpacks, weapons, musical instruments?”  

Seamus’ companions all shook their heads.

“Do you have pipes?”

“The Zulkoon or bagpipes are part of our inventory.”

For the first time, Seamus smiled broadly.

“That’s coming out of your pocket,” the gnome said.

“Fine, Nelleg, the bagpipes will come out of my pocket.”

“Now is there anything else you can think of?”

* * * * *

After she completed the order, the woman went into the back to check on the items on the list.  When she emerged she said, “you’re lucky, our warehouse isn’t very busy so most of the items can be filled today.”  The she read over everything to see if she got it right:

1 Black Guard pattern full-kilt, flannel, 2gp, 10sp

1 tartan full-kilt, flannel, 5gp special order 2 days
1 basic sporran with Celtic weave pattern number 8 with 3 leather tassels 2gp

1 simple pin, gold tone, 5gp

1 white shirt, cotton, 3gp

1 beige shirt, cotton, 3gp

1 beige shirt, linen, gnome size, 10sp

1 white shirt, silk with lace and ruffles, and ivory buttons, 6gp+10sp+2gp special order 2 days
1 pair brown trousers, linen, 5gp

1 pair black breeches, with leg ties, silk, 16gp

1 pair beige breeches, no leg ties, linen, gnome size 10sp

1 black waistcoat, velvet 3gp

1 black hip-length full coat with tails, cotton, 4gp +1gp

1 brown hip-length full coat, velvet, elven size, 3gp

1 brown skirt, long-length, cotton, elven size, with flair 6gp+1gp

1 silk gown, died blue, elven size, 10gp

1 brown ankle-length (Kaftan) cote with sleeves, ectomorphic, with tie (no charge), cotton 16gp 

1 white petticoat, bodice, and garters, 2gp

1 pair silk hose, elven size 10gp

1 pair silk stockings/hose, 12gp

2 pair cotton long stockings, 2@2gp

1 pair cotton short stockings, demihuman 1gp

3 pair high black boots with hard soles, 2@7gp

1 pair low, soft boots with dagger sheaths, gnome size 15sp+1gp

1 pair ladies low boots, hard, with lace up front, 1” heel, 2gp

1 forest green cloak, single layer wool, with hood, gnome size, 45sp+11sp

1 Champaign blond non-powdered wig, male, hair 16” long, straight, no bangs, no part, long-term daily wear, Mordent, 3gp special order 2 days
1 spool of brown ribbon, 1sp

3 flannel nightshirts 3@6gp

2 flannel nightshirts, demihuman 2 @4gp

1 bronze holy symbol, the Morninglord, 1gp

1 Alchemical field kit, 100gp

1 Pocket watches, 30gp

1 package Smelling salts, 10gp

1 set Herbal Medications, 10gp

1 Chirurgery kit, 75gp

1 Pistol, 250gp

5 (10 cartridge) bullets, 5@3gp

1-2lbs Gunpowder, with horn, 35gp

1 Sword cane with rapier, 1gp/cane, 25gp/rapier

1 whip, 3gp

4 backpacks, 4@2gp

1 rucksack, 1gp

4 bedrolls, 4@20gp

1 bedroll, ½ size 10gp special order 2 days
5 waterskins, 5@8sp

5 messkits, 5@8gp

4 razor kits, 4@5gp

1 box 50 cigars, good flavor 21gp

2lb tobacco, good 2@7gp

1 variety box tea, 7gp

Total: 931gp, 12sp

1 Zulkoon or bagpipes, 95gp special order 2 days

“Now if everything is correct, would you like to check over my math?”

Baltasar checked everything over.   “Looks good to me.”

“The total is 931gp and 12sp, not including the 95gps for the bagpipes.  As noted, the special orders will take two days to fill.  The remainder of the items will be ready in four hours.  Half is due at time of order the remainder is due upon pickup.  The special orders are paid in advance.  We have a waiting room through the door on the left if you’d like to wait.  Or you can come back in four hours.  There are changing rooms as well as a privy to the rear of the waiting room, both are clearly labeled in multiple languages.  We do ask that you not eat or drink on the premises.”

Everyone in the party looked down at Nelleg.  “Do you take gems?”

“Yes we do, at our resale value minus five percent.”

“May I use your privy?”

“Certainly, there is a wash basin, soap, and towels,” the woman said.

* * * * *

After several minutes Nelleg returned.  He handed the woman an emerald.  She took an appraiser’s glass out of a pocket and examined the gem.  After several minutes she wrote something on the order form.  

Payment: 1-1ct flawless emerald worth 1120gp, minus 5%, value 1064gp.  

“The emerald is worth 1064gp.  That is minus our five percent.  Would you like to pay for the whole order now?”

“Certainly,” Nelleg said, “including the bagpipes.”

“Very well, if you’ll wait a minute while I place your order and get your change."  She stepped into the back room.

“Is that fair for the emerald?”  Baltasar asked.

“Yes, according to their inventory, an emerald is sold 140gp per one eighth of a carat.  The emerald I gave her was a full carat.  That means it’s worth 1120gp, minus the five percent or 56gp, which equals 1064gp.  We should get back 37gp and 8sp.”

“Maybe you should have checked her math,” Baltasar droned.

“I trust you,” Nelleg smiled.

“You got that just from a quick glance at the inventory?” Leeli said softly.

“My eyes tend to pick up certain things.  Gnomes are big on gems.”

The woman returned with a large pouch and a copy of the order form.  She placed them both on the counter.  “Here is your copy of the order form.  If you leave the premises, you will need the order form to pick up your order.”  A chime sounded throughout the room.  Everyone turned to the right wall and noticed a large grandfather clock against the wall.  The woman noted the time.  “It is now 1:30.  The order will be ready at 5:30.  Will someone be waiting.”

“Aye,” Seamus said.  “I’m not leaving without me kilt.”

“Very good.”  She dumped out the money on the counter and counted it out.  Baltasar watched her.  “Would you like to verify the amount?  You may keep the pouch.  The special order will be ready the day after tomorrow at 1:30.  Would one of you sign the order form please.”  Baltasar signed it; then the woman did.

“About the time pieces,” Allistair began.  “I noticed they are considerably less expensive than if they were bought in Dementlieu.  How do you do it?”

“We had trouble selling them in some of the other domains, like Barovia for example.  So we made an arrangement with the manufacturers in Dementlieu.  We buy larger quantities with simpler designs.  We also had a request for a model smaller than the Grandfather clock and larger than the mantle clock that hangs on the wall.  Hence the Grandmother clock.  Most major businesses in town have either a Grandfather or Grandmother clock in their lobbies.”

“Speaking thus, is there an inn in town?” Leeli asked.

“Yes, if you step outside and turn right, go to the intersection and turn right again, go half a block and you’ll see the Roaring Wolf Inn.  They have no prejudices against non-humans.  They also have a very nice restaurant and tavern on the first floor that are both always open.  There are other inns in town, but they have a problem with non-humans.”  She pulled a card out of a pocket.  “Here, if you hand them this you’ll get a discount and a free breakfast.  We also can deliver the items to the inn for 10gp, if you’d like.  It will be an additional 15 minutes on the order time.”

“Let’s do that,” Leeli said, taking Seamus by the arm.  “That way you’re all cleaned up and ready for your kilt when it arrives.”

“Very well,” Seamus agreed, blushing.

The woman wrote, Delivery to the Roaring Wolf Inn, 10gp, delivery time 5:45, on the order form.  “Would you sign please?”  Baltasar and the woman both signed the change to the order form.  He gave her the extra 10gp.  “You’ll need to show the order form when the merchandise is delivered.  Feel free to verify the order before the delivery person leaves.”

“Thank you,” Baltasar said.

“And thank you.  I hope you enjoy your stay in town, and please stop by Beachum’s Emporium again.”

The group went to the Roaring Wolf Inn and had no problems checking in.  As she said, they received a discount and vouchers for a free breakfast.  And at 5:45 precisely the order arrived and was exactly as specified and in excellent condition.  Seamus was thrilled to get his new kilt, even if it wasn’t his tartan.  And in two days, the special orders arrived at the inn, as specified.  The delivery boy gave the party a ten percent return customer discount card, good at any Beachum’s Emporium location, with a list of the currently open locations and the soon to open locations.  Seamus was beside himself, the tartan pattern was perfect.  Finally, someone outside Forlorn was able to give him his kilt.  And bagpipes also.  Now all he needed was his clan pin.
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Translated from French between April 18th 2003 and June 21st by Philippe Boulanger


The night’s darkness weighed like a warm and damp sheet and a frail silhouette strode along the side of a road. The road was a mere soil trail that was barely practical but it was the only way to escape an inevitable death within the dark woods. The gentle whispers from the river led this lonely being away from the woodland terrors. It was the Musarde that snaked across the savage Verbrek region. His only hope for a haven was near the silvery waters.


The poor boy had used all of his strength to escape the gloomy woods. As he stopped running, the momentum dragged his limp body forward and he staggered on the dusty and dry ground. Death itself could have been after him and he still would not have been able to move one of his muscles to escape. The boy slowly managed to look ahead to see what awaited him outside of the woods. Nothing waited for him; the trail seemed to lead only towards the river.


The best he could do at the present moment was to feel the soft wind that provided a little freshness in this torrid summer night. The wind did not only generate coolness; but it also engendered to him the sound of a swinging pulley. The river, Musarde, has had a lot of traffic and a few ports were established on its shores.


He raised his head and gazed at his surroundings. There was nothing in sight, except a river in the west. However, several lights were visible north-west from where the boy stood. It must have been a small village. A slight glimmer of hope appeared in his eyes: death would not claim him tonight! This newfound hope fuelled him, allowing him to move his exhausted muscles. With determined efforts, he managed to stand on his naked feet.


The young traveler did not move for a brief moment. He regained his breath, and he pulled his mind together. He stood shakily so he did not dare to walk. He then stared at the woods he hardly escaped from, and was searching them cautiously. He still felt an unseen horror prowling nearby. A foul breath of death seemed to breathe against his neck. Death was waiting for him to walk with the intention of stripping hope from the poor boy’s almost achieved goal.


With a trembling hand, the young teen wiped away the sweat that was soaking his forehead. With a great amount of will, he finally managed to swallow as his mouth was watering more than a fountain. At last he took a step forward. At that moment he realized he had closed his eyes shut because he was quite convinced that death would reap his life if he moved. A smirk appeared on his face and a wild race began. For him, he was running a race against death itself, and all his willpower and energy was concentrated on this race. Broken branches and small pointy rocks burrowed into his bare foot but he didn’t stagger since he was used to walking with no shoes or boots.

The exhausted boy passed over numerous obstacles lying between the woods and the village, getting closer to safety. His agility proved useful as he jumped over logs and forgotten barrels. He was on an old trail, leading away of the woods, and he was beginning to see the river reflecting the lights of the moon and stars. The less trodden path was now running alongside the river, from south to north, and leading directly towards the lights he had seen from the woods. At last he could perceive a few houses, but there were not many. Some houses seemed to be in the water but as he stepped closer to the lights, he discovered that the strange houses were ships. Most ships had sails, but a few ran on steam.

The runner was now near a narrow part of the shore, where the woods were closer to the river. As he was fleeing, he glimpsed back to the woods a few times. He was persuaded that some beast would attack him and drag him back to the forest to feast on him. Fear was overtook him and his steps were less assured. He began to lose his balance so he had to concentrate entirely on his running, almost forgetting the wood’s lurking horrors. He was oblivious to the woods on his right and the river banks on his left. The boy only saw what was ahead of him. The trail disappeared quickly as houses slowly became visible. Finally the last thing he saw was the ground in front of his eyes.

The breathless runner lay prone on the ground. His feet bled profusely. A series of coughs broke the silence around him. His breathing was fast and noisy, and could possibly wake the whole village. As the breathless boy moved to lie on his back, the starlit sky was only thing visible. Being too weak to look around, he concentrated on his hearing. As he strained his ears, he tried to gather as much information as he could about his situation.

The first sound he was able to distinguish was the entrancing singing of the frogs in the night. The sweet whisper of the wind muted the frog’s singing for a brief moment. A few pulleys’ grinding sound was heard even though the docks were still many meters away. Old window panes creaked back and forth in the wind. The last sound he perceived was the most interesting of them all: soft music accompanied by joyful singing. He knew quite well what this sound was: the typical sound of an inn! At last he had found shelter. It was hard to enter a place when night had fallen over the land. In the Land of the Mists, only fools opened the door to strangers at night.

Entering the inn was amongst the least of his problems. The fugitive started to hear footsteps getting closer to him. He quickly swallowed and moved his hands on his chest. His fingers slipped across his tattered shirt and then on chest-belt. Softly, quietly and skillfully, he drew two throwing knives. His nimble fingers made the blade twist a little between them as he prepared to defend himself.

His gaze was locked in the direction where he heard the steps, but he dreaded to lift his head in order to have a better look. He would see the possible assailant standing over him and at this moment he would throw his knives. His gaze was solid; he did not even blink. He had tilted head back a little so he was now seeing upside down. As his eyes followed the sound, they began to move towards the right. They were not coming towards him after all. He would have sighed in relief but he did not in case they heard him.

As he was starting to breathe a little, words echoed in the night. He could not hear exactly what they were saying but it sounded that they were happy to have reached their destination uninjured. The fugitive lifted himself a little and managed to glimpse five men standing close by. They were dressed as lumberjacks and the filth of their clothing indicated that they were not gentlemen. He could see the fat dripping from their hair. They were standing just in front of a towering construction barely highlighted by the starlight. A sign was swinging in the wind but he couldn’t read was written upon it. All the windows were shut tight for the night so he could not tell what exactly was going on inside.


His attention came back upon the five strangers so he started to focus their words they were exchanging. As he expected, they didn’t seem to certain to enter the inn after nightfall. One of them seemed sure that they could enter the inn, since he made a deal with the innkeeper. When the right password is heard, the innkeeper would open the door only once in the night. So unless he had opened before, they should be able to enter. The fugitive’s eyes widened as he heard this; thus he only had one chance of entering this haven in the night.


Immediately, the fugitive was back on his feet and quickly hid against a nearby house to avoid being noticed. The lumberjacks would never let him enter with them; they would probably be more than happy to leave him outside where certain death awaited all that breathed. Stealth was thus required. He began to approach them, always hidden in the shadows of the house. In a few moments, he reached the corner that lead to the street. His query was a mere five meters from him but on the other side of the well lit street where the inn stood, waiting for him.


Focusing upon them, he remained even more still than before, waiting like a cat for the right moment to act.  As sweat pearled down his face, his heart pounded dangerously fast; yet, he was less nervous than the lumberjacks who kept watching their surroundings wildly. How could he even try to move forward with the paranoid men? The long awaited moment arrived as the door slowly began to open, permitting a warm light and cheerful laughter spread into the threatening night. The impatient men, who had been waiting, rushed inside and ceased their watch of the surroundings. At this moment, a silent shadow stepped forward with swift and graceful steps and reached the five men as they were entering the inn.


When the innkeeper let the last lumberjack enter, he did not notice that a small shadow slipped right by his nose as he was about to close the door for good.  The patrons knew these men who entered, so cheers of delight took everyone’s attention away from looking for any intruders. This intruder made his way unnoticed to an empty table and sat down, as if to be a truly welcomed guest. Then, a long sigh came from him as he let his head fall on the table. Saved at long last he was.


After a brief and calm moment, he raised his head seeing that the party started again! A few musicians played banjo and the flute, while a young girl swirled and twirled to the rhythm. A few in the crowd sang along with the music, and everyone drank heartily. The laughter was ongoing since everyone was happy. The waitresses were also in a mood and even laughed at the ungentle comments from the rugged sailors. The mood was kind and warm, but the intruder knew that he could not join this crowd in their festivities although it was tempting for him. 


After a while of this party, a number of sailors retreated upstairs when they had too much alcohol consumption. The intruder did not dare to speak or look at the dancer who seemed to be very beautiful. He feared of becoming noticed and then thrown out into the night. His soul was torn for taking part in such celebrations that were as natural to him as water is to a fish. He longed to raise his beautiful voice to sing along with the enchanting music. He would have been honored to merely ask one of these damsels to give him a dance with her. His juggling skills could have followed the rhythm of the music, entrancing everyone with his twirling knives. However, these gatherings were now forbidden for him.


The warm mood in the inn was interrupted by a brisk and normal occurrence of drunkenness. His eyes caught the beginning of the fight. The fighters were two sailors, in which one was completely drunk while the other was a little tipsy. The latter had his beer taken by the former who didn’t hesitate to drink it in front of the owner. The offended man asked that the drunken man pay for this drink, but the only payment was a drunken smile. A fist than smashed the smile and a fight began, with punches flying everywhere from these two men. Their comrades quickly separated them in time since the drunk was now lying on the floor, in danger of receiving a kick in his ribs.

The conflict seemingly ended but complications arose for the intruder. As the sober fighter was being taken from the other fighter, someone spoke out an idea of his, “You sir, come to this table, it should distance you from this trouble maker!”

 The table where the intruder sat was close to the other fighter’s table. Therefore four men approached a frightened fugitive. One of the fellows asked him in a strong Invidian accent, “Hey comrade, would you mind if we sat with you for a moment?”

With his back against them, the intruder did not dare to react. He was lucky that his clothes were not recognized so he still had a chance to live through the night. He leaned his head a little forward and rubbed his neck with his hand, “Of course not...”

 His voice was trembling and sweat soaked through his clothing. As he allowed them to sit, he kept his face low so that they would not recognize him. The four fellows took place around his table. They were sitting in front of him and did not seem to care for his presence. Unable to act, the intruder listened carefully to what they were saying.

“You’re going be ok, Boris?”

Boris, who was holding his bleeding nose, looked down on the blood that was dripping on his lap. He raised back his bearded face and nodded slowly. The lad, who suggested that they sit at this table, offered Boris a clean piece of cloth for his nose. Boris appreciated this and took it. During this time, the intruder discreetly observed the scene with his elbows on the table and his face pressed up between his two hands with his eyes peeking out. His skin was coated with many layers of filth and his slightly darker complexion was not detectable. Whenever someone looked too much in his direction, he would simply lower his eyes, as if he was trying to avoid eavesdropping on the conversion. He skillfully hid his fear that had paralyzed him completely on the spot.

Boris received a new mug of beer which he happily accepted. The newcomer who had brought him the beer sat next to this stranger who allowed them to his table. This stranger didn’t catch anyone’s attention. The newcomer was an officer who was from the same ship that Boris was on.

“Hope you gave him quite a beating!”

“Just enough”, Boris spoke as he still held the cloth, “I didn’t lose myself too much into it though... Not as if he was a damned gypsy!”

The officer nodded and gave a pat on Boris’ shoulder. At the same moment, Boris’ gaze caught the fugitive’s eyes. This took the intruder by surprise and he didn’t dare to lower his eyes. Boris stared at him for a mere instant that lasted too long and then thanked the officer for his support.

One of Boris’ fellows, Dimitri, finally stood up from the table. He declared that the music was back, and he would return to dancing with the lovely Kristina. He left the table, leaving his mug behind. Sasha suddenly noticed that the silent figure at the end of the table had nothing to drink.

“Hey! Take it; we’re disturbing you so we might as well pay you back!”  Sasha said as he handed the mug to the stranger. The quiet boy just stared at this mug, not moving a single inch. His heart beat became erratic and his respiration became fast and uncontrollable. He was about to panic.

Sasha noticed that their host was staring blindly at his beer and was barely moving. His silence made Sasha ask if there was a problem. Even the officer turned his attention towards the stranger sitting near them. The stranger was now feeling two pairs of eyes upon him but he remained paralyzed with numbing fear. He wouldn’t risk refusing their offer, yet he couldn’t take without revealing his features.

Sasha and officer Mondewich observed him a little while longer and Sasha shrugged before taking back the mug, “Too difficult for a used mug...”

 Even though a weight was lifted from his heart and soul, the stranger didn’t let a sigh of relief. His gaze was still locked at the place where the mug had occupied. He simply kept perfectly still.


Boris and his fellow took their attention from the discussion to make a sign to Dimitri who was dancing like a devil with a lovely young damsel. Then they continued to talk about trivial matters. The dandy who obviously didn't know them very well, had merely accompanied Boris when he was hurt. He asked, "For whom are you working for in Invidia?" 

The officer replied that their ship belonged to a rich Invidian merchant named Dmitri Vaerontov. The dandy seemed well acquainted with this fellow.

 "In this case you must be well paid! And in Invidia, there's no risk of crossing the path with those pesky gypsy thieves!” The officer nodded and continued, “And you, I can't make your accent?" 

The gentleman replied that he came from Richemulot but that his family had a rare regional accent. He added that he was also a merchant or a contract negotiator. Merchandise always followed his path.

Sasha didn’t give much attention to the discussion since it was being directed to the intruder who was sitting at his table. The intruder’s heart was pounding as he felt a hideous unemotional gaze fixing on him. It seemed that Sasha was a predator about to pounce his prey. The young intruder’s hand slowly began to move to a blade with discretion. However, the odds were against him because Sasha’s fellows would join the possible fight. Before he took the hilt of his knife, he heard them say something about a lovely sight. The intruder dared a quick glance behind and saw a nearby waitress. She was cleaning a table and had bent forward, revealing her cleavage. Sasha was staring at it without a hint of shame. The intruder quickly removed his hand from his weapon. This rude behavior of Sasha almost had him killed. 

Mondevich continued the discussion with the dandy, “Trade with the Falkovnians is very interesting as you’re saying but I don’t like them in the least! Even if they are helping us getting rid of these Bohemians!” 

The other man didn’t agree with Mondevich and argued, “But we might as appreciate their military nature for when they foolishly declare war with Darkon, it becomes quite lucrative to be friends with them! Besides as you said, a Falkovnian barbarian is more trustworthy than any tsigane
!” 

Boris was now the one who wasn’t paying any attention to the discussion. He was a sailor and that was it! He wanted to get paid and do anything he felt like doing, but don’t bother him with economic details. He was observing the companions of the man he had fought. They were amongst the crew of another ship and they must have been the crews from three different places. The inn was at full capacity with no space free for any unwelcome guest…

Boris had also picked up hints that led to believe that another fight was about to start. He got Sasha’s attention speaking, “Hey! Look over there this girl you noticed before.”

 Sasha turned and saw the gorgeous woman who he didn’t dare to approach. Apparently, it seemed to have been a wise decision on his part because she was already taken. The lady was looking down on a lowly and rude sailor who had tried to flirt with her. Her insulting refusal wasn’t taken lightly by the sailor because he demanded an apology from her. Her suitor had come to her defense and stood defiantly next to the lovely damsel.

At this moment, the music had stopped again. The intruder dared to turn around to watch this situation. He noticed that the lady had her hand on a knife hidden beneath her dress. The sailor still waited for her apology, but the lady and her spouse remained quite silent and didn’t seem troubled by the situation.

A man with a heavy beard approached, trying to settle this situation with a calm voice, “Comrades, no need to ruin this lovely evening once more.”

The bearded man put his hand on the sailor’s shoulder, whose eyes had become red with rage. He snapped and hit the diplomat who was quickly lying upon the ground. The sailor yelled, “Why won’t this whore apologize!” 

Half a dozen people stood up on their feet. They didn’t belong to a particular circumstance and they were all spread around the room. The upcoming fight attracted everyone’s attention so the whole crowd was standing up, hoping for a better view. The intruder looked as everyone stood up but didn’t follow their lead. He tried to watch while sitting unnoticed. He still couldn’t presume clearly on what was happening. He saw that someone leapt on another, thus initiating the fight. Some men rolled on the floor while others tried to separate them. He couldn’t even tell where the damsel went. He heard a scream and thought some blood was being spilled. People were apparently closing in to end this fight but screams continued. A man fell to the ground, and seemed to bleed profoundly. The intruder now couldn’t decipher what was happening, and the noisy crowd move things as the fight began to spin out of control. Then, thought he heard something growling.

At this very moment, the crowd went silent for a second that lasted an eternity. This was because the screams became quite alarmingly louder and a wave of panic took over the crowd. The intruder stood up to see what was happening and all he could see, from his short height, was a lady seemingly being lifted by… something. Other screams echoed from the other side as another… something had arrived. Then another and another… but another what?

The unwelcome guest looked everywhere around him as people started to push against one another to reach the stairs or the front door. He was being crushed as people were all coming in his direction, running from an unseen threat. To escape the crushing crowd, he slid under the table. He would have gone through the nearby window, but it was firmly barricaded and locked everyone inside. From his hiding place, he saw something. It appeared to be an animal…no a man’s feet but it was covered with…

 The table was thrown over and he immediately ran against the wall. What were these things? Pressed against the wall, he saw a sea of panicked humans screaming and fighting some big… things! The worse of this situation was the howls for they were the same howls that echoed through that dreaded forest. Massive humans in hides were blocking all exits except one of the staircases. 

He didn’t know what to do so his gaze wandered around. Many sailors were armed in some way and wanted to fight back, but the panic was so wipespread that no efficent resistance could be organized. While he was looking, the intruder noticed an overlooked exit: the kitchen. He set across the room to reach it but his foot hit something on the ground. Looking down, he screamed in horror: it was the body of the dandy that was lying in a red pool. There was no mark on his back as he was face down but the pool seemed to be originating from his head. The fugitive stayed petrified for an instant, he was trying to slow his rapid unsteady breathing.  When he began to move once more, a gang of sailors who where holding some kind of rabid animal, arrived beside him. The sailors were driven back by the raw strength the creature had. The intruder threw himself on the ground to avoid the mass. His hand fell on a weapon lying on the ground, so he snatched it instantly. It was the dandy’s rapier. 


As the boy pushed away all who were standing in his way, he headed straight for the kitchen. His advance was impaired by the ground’s slippery surface and he did not dare to look at why it was so slippery. Finally he arrived in the kitchen, without encountering any beast. He quickly leapt on the counter. The door was opened, and obviously no one thought about hiding in it. He was about to enter but he heard a scream for help. He turned and saw a panicked man. The intruder yelled out in attempt to help the poor man, “Quick over here!”

The chaos however was too great that no one heard or no one bothered. As he looked over the scene, he saw a group that seemed to be organized in fighting back. He threw a bottle at them to get their attention and as one of them turned towards him, he gestured them to the door. A group of ten men were now heading for the kitchen.


Then the young stranger’s attention was on those who were passing by him. He pulled at their hair, threw objects at people, grabbed at people’s shoulders, attempting to guide them into the forgotten and safe kitchen. After getting a few other’s attention, he saw one of the waitresses running towards him. She ran from something unknown to him, since all the lights died out. He took one of his throwing knives into his hand, and was determined to aim at what was after her. As she ran in a dim lit part of the inn, he saw one of these beasts clearly. It was a hideous blend of both man and wolf. It walked only on two of its four legs. Its hands were flesh rending claws. Its wolfish face was warped and deformed into a diabolical grin. Its fur was a rugged mane dripping with blood and filth. Seeing this beast, the boy and those around him ran towards the kitchen. He turned back from this damsel and threw himself at the kitchen door that was being closed. He pleaded for mercy as he crammed his foot to stop the door from closing, “I beg you to let me in!” He heard a beast leaping on the bar approaching him, but at the very moment an arm pulled him to safety. The door shut on the animal’s claws. The beast was quickly pushed back by two men wielding a spear. As they pushed with all their strength, the beast finally pulled back and the door closed securely. A wooden log was quickly placed across the door to lock it from the inside.

The intruder violently pushed inside the room and he quickly found himself lying on the floor. He wiped away the sweat off his face with his hand. He saw that his hand was red with fresh blood, so he took his bandana to wipe off the blood that he accidentally ran over his face. He saw that it was the rapier’s handle bloodied with the dead dandy’s blood! He cleaned it as much as he could and then threw away his soiled bandana.

The boy could finally take a look at this kitchen. He was lying in front of a very large fire oven that was still hot. Pots were still on it but were never going to be served. On the wall there were numerous pots and kitchen accessories hanging on hooks. There was an entire section filled with knives. It was a respectable kitchen, big enough to hold the twenty survivors that hid from the beast.


It was a kitchen that terror was now omnipresent. All were attempting to calm themselves and some were screaming from their bleeding wounds. A few stout and tough men were against the door, to ensure that it stayed shut. The wounded were put on the counters and tables. After a brief survey, he realized that there was only one way in or out from this room, except for the chimney which was too small even for a children to crawl into. No one dared to say anything. Everyone was frozen into place, trying to figure out what had just happened. Then, everyone’s attention turned towards one of the waitresses. She was shaking in agony and blood was coming from her mouth, was choking on her blood. In everyone’s eyes, she would be better off dead. No one knew exactly how long she survived due to her horrible wounds. When the waitress stopped choking and was motionless, general panic took over the room.


“What were those creatures?”


“I don’t want to die!”


“Just let me out!”


“What shall we do now?”
A cacophony took over the whole room. In the confusion, no one was giving the wounded any attention and nobody was paying any heeds to the ideas who were coming from the more lucid ones. Despite all the uproar, one man managed to make himself heard. 

“Stop all of this!” he cried. 

Most had followed this order, but others were deaf with panic so continued to cry for some god to help them. Suddenly, a fist flew straight into someone’s face. Silence again dominated the room and all looked upon the man lying on the ground with a very bloody nose. There was a massive man with a clenched fist standing over him. He said to the awaiting crowd, “How could such cowards have reached this safe haven while courageous men were brutally killed ouside?”

 The man had a strong Invidian accent like many others. His gaze was very serious and confident. His few wrinkles only accentuated his imposing. He was a man born to command and lead others. “The next one who weeps will be the next to taste it.”

 He didn’t even have to raise his fist to make sure others understood. He even helped the man back to his feet and then continued, “Listen to me all, a gang of creatures is out there, waiting to kill us all. Any suggestions?” 

Silence only answered his question. The man looked at everyone and he could see was a band of terrified people. He sighed and raised his chin, “Looks like we’re going out to fight then.” 

These words took an hold onto everyone. Many was starting to shake with panic when a second voice made itself heard, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 

Many turned towards this feminie voice who was a woman in her thirties. She was sitting quietly on one of the counters at the end of the kitchen. She wore elaborate male clothes with golden buttons and high heeled leather boots. Her golden mane was in a tress resting on her left shoulder. Raising an eyebrow she continued, “Those aren’t mere beasts that you are facing. Those are wolfmen!” 

She talked with more assurance than the other man’s words. The man took a step towards her, “At last someone with an actual brain! What’s your name? I’m Victor.” 

The woman jumped down and also took a step forward, “Évelyne Beauharnois. Like I was saying, these predators are powerful and unbeatable I’m afraid.” 

After this painful phrase was spoken, weeping erupted. Évelyne was about to continue to ease their fears when another voice was heard. A desperate plea for help was coming from the main room where the beasts waited. Everyone quietened to listen carefully to these cries.

 
“Help me! They’re going to eat me-“

The voice wept and screamed in pain. Panic gripped the survivors and there was now indignation in the weeping voice, “They are eating them alive!” 

Everyone, except the wounded, were ready to go save the remaining survivors. Victor took leadership of this rescue attempt, “Here’s the plan: take everything that can be used as a…” 

At this moment, a young man wielding a rapier placed himself between Victor and the heavy door. Victor noted his colourful clothing with intricate patterns sewed on his shirt and his slightly tanned skin. Victor concluded that a gypsy was standing before him. The sweating gypsy said, “Giorgo, if you open this door, we will all die!” 

Victor was outraged for a despicable gypsy was daring to tell him what to do. He set the gypsy aside with a mere sweep of his hand. As Victor was about to unblock the door, he felt something pointy in his side. He suggested with an unearthly calm manner, “Three Darkonian Crowns to who ever strangles this thing!”

“I said that this door must be closed! We can’t save them and only this very door keeps us safe from these beasts!”

The gypsy barely completed his phrase before two arms seized him from behind. Screaming in his native tongue, he drew out one of his knives and sliced one arm holding him. The cut was minor, but it was sufficient to get him free of the hold. The gypsy then swiftly reached the far corner of the room and pressed his back against the wall, yelling insults at these ‘giorgos’. Victor didn’t think about the threat or the victim outside of the kitchen because he was mainly directing his hatred and focus at the Bohemian who cowered in the gloomy corner. Others joined Victor as they walked towards the gypsy. Victor spoke with a loathing voice, “Despicable creature! Only those of your kind would stay deaf to pleas from another!” 

Victor was cheered for his words of hatred. The man beside Victor also spoke with the same hatred, “A gypsy among us, on this night when we were attacked. This cannot be a coincidence…”

“He’s right”, yelled a woman, “Villainy follows those gypsies wherever they go!”

“A gypsy here…these creatures must have been tracking it”, explained another person. 

“I thought Malocchio had entirely ridden us of those no gooders?”

“Yes! Let’s throw him at the wolves!!!”

The crowd was unanimous: the gypsy was to be thrown to the wolves outside. At these words, he cowered more into the corner. He had his rapier pointing at the people defensively, despite that he was outnumbered by twenty potentially armed people. The gyspy swallowed and tried his last card to escape this dire situation. His sharp wits might prove helpful and so he spoke firmly, “You are all crazy, we must stay together… I have NOTHING to do with those beasts!” 

The crowd ignored his words and slowly walked towards him. He had try again with his sharp wits and screamed “I saved you all from this butchery because it was I who led you here!” 

This argument seemed to work since most of his executioners stopped in their tracks. They hated gypsies but it was not profound. One of them still wanted him very much dead and argued, “Can’t you all see it, how could had he known that we would be safe here? Not unless he had something to do with them!”

 Fortunately, people were smart to realize that this did not provide any sense.The dilemma forced them to turn for Victor’s guidance. Victor was a bit uncertain about what to do because he remembered that it was the gypsy who saved them. How could he kill him now? Everyone saw Victor’s hesitation and panic began growing. He was the only one who was calm to plan under dire circumstances until Victor’s hesitation. They were again a herd without the shepherd. While Victor pondered for a plan of action, someone stood up and declared, “You really can’t see it? The gypsy is throwing a spell at Victor, a curse to make him idle! Let’s kill him before he curses us all!”

The gypsy became numb at these words. He never conceived such absurdities to be thought by a human being. He couldn’t talk or move at all, and his lips quivered on the verge of weeping. This “reasoning” encouraged a few of the mob to advanced on the gypsy. They burned with hatred for gypsies, so any excuse was sufficient to kill him. As the gypsy saw this, he rose his rapier in a vain attempt to intimidate them. They outnumbered him. He crushed his back against the wall and tried to be calm despite his tearstained cheeks. His reasoning reminded him that there must have been some way to get out of all of this alive.

The gypsy ducked immediately when someone tried to throw a pot at his head. When he rose to his feet, the crowd almost lunged towards him. He began to desperately whip the air with his rapier. 

They stopped and their leader, a young man with reddish hair named Bela, used this useless attempt of self defense as another reason to kill him, “And now he’s trying to threaten us, we MUST kill him!”

 He threw himself at his victim with a slender sword in hand. The gypsy was nimble and avoided being hit. As he dodged the attack, the others surrounded him and were about to close in for the kill.
Fate decided otherwise because a loud noise distracted the mob from the condemned gypsy. Something was trying to pry open the door. Those who could stand on their feet threw themselves upon the door to reinforce it. Sheer panic gripped those who were not against the door. They screamed wildly, praying for their lives to be spared. A few managed to encourage to those who were holding the door shut, “Don’t give up!” 

The gypsy remained behind and looked at those who were about to kill him, holding this door. He could see the door shake as it was violently assaulted from the outside. After a moment of eternity, the beatings finally ceased. Heavy sighs of relief and heavy breathing were the only audible noises to be heard. No one dare to speak for no one knew what to do anymore. Only one being dared to speak and also the one who should not have opened his mouth, “Does anyone know how to fight these things?” 

Many heads turned towards the gypsy. Most just reacted to the sound of the voice but a little group saw in this mere question as another threat, “Look, it seems that we have a new leader! Who gave you this crown… I can’t see a crown! Bloody gypsy!”

Bela pushed others aside and headed for the gypsy again with three other men. The gypsy was again pushing himself as much as he could against the wall and was swinging his rapier in front of him. A quick sword thrust from Bela’s companion easily disarmed the poor gypsy who was no match against an experienced warrior. It had happened too quickly for the gypsy to think about his knives. The gypsy instinctively put his arms in front of his face and cowered in a fetal position.

It was a gun shot that put a halt to this act of persecution. The gypsy’s assailants retreated instantly and those near the door also moved aside. Every pair of eyes were looking at the black smoke coming from Évelyne’s pistol. Most knew about firearms and knew the horrible wounds they inflict. They took the warning seriously but they were uneasy with her second pistol which was drawn and ready to fire.

Bela never saw a firearm before in his life. The sheer bang was enough to inspire dread in him, but he was the type of man to be relentless. He dared to speak, “You witc…” 

One of his fellow, who was more knowledgeable than him, silenced Bela with a elbow thrust in the stomach. Wanting to get rid of a pesky gypsy was one thing, but to insult a woman holding a loaded snaplock pistol was another thing altogether! 

Évelyne looked at Bela’s gang, and then at those who were still holding the door secure. She returned her unloaded weapon to her belt and approached the gypsy. Keeping an eye on Bela, she leaned for the young man who  still cowered in the corner. He was glad to be alive, even if it was one of these smelly and loud armed people, whom his people despised. Évelyne’s face was near his as she smiled a little, “So gypsy, you had ask a question I believe?” 

The gypsy’s shaking slowed a little and he nodded, “I know legends speak of some weakness that shapeshifters have, but I don’t know what it is precisely.”

The gypsy curled back as Victor suddenly approached them. Looking down on the gypsy, he said, “I don’t like you, but you seem to have a keen mind like mine. Together we’ll kill those beasts! If these are like the rumoured bear-men from my forests, then it’s cold iron that can hurt them.” 

Évelyne turned towards him and furled her eyebrows while she was thinking, “I believe you are right, cold iron can save us all.” She rose to her feet and said aloud,“Listen, take everything that is made from iron. We’ll let them in and slaughter will soon follow!”

A cheer of joy was heard as hope  was restored among the crowd. Quickly, pots and other wares made of some iron were in the hands of the refugee. Most had a glow of vengeance in their eyes and many were disapointed that there wasn’t enough weapons for everybody. These beasts were about to find out what humans can do ! 

Victor thus took command of the crowd, wielding an iron poker. He made a plan from Évelyne’s words, “Ok now, these beast will surely try to burst the door again. We’ll let them try for a few moments then we’ll open the door.”

 Évelyne began to smile as she understood his plan already.
“This will have three effects,” continued Victor. “First of all, the moment they bash the door down, we will take them to the ground once it’s opened. Secondly, this will surprise for they can’t possibly think that we’ll open the door to them. Finally, if it goes ugly for us, we’ll still have a door to close.”
“Once they’re on the floor, we’ll massacre them with our weapons ?”
Victor nodded with a smile. A wave of joy swept over the refugees again, even Bela was cheering. The gypsy was entirely forgotten.. Everyone was ready for combat and they seemed even more thirsty for blood than their ennemies were during the original attack. Some were indeed roaring, most could barely keep still and wanted to jump into the fray. Others were simply happy that this terror was about to end soon. Victor, wiser than most, took the time to check if there were not any remaining iron items.
However, in the corner of the room, two people were not as assured as the rest. A man approached the gypsy now back to his feet. The man told him about his doubts, “It’s not iron, it’s silver. I’m sure of it.” 

Évelyne gave the man a sceptical look, silently asking where he could have heard that. The gypsy took a moment to think about it and realised that he was right. Hurriedly, William went to Victor who was finishing his search and told him about the deadly mistake they were about to make.
Évelyne stayed close to the gypsy. She was taller than him and from her height she was observing him with a heavy gaze. Shy, he thanked her for having saved his life earlier. Bursting into laughs she replied, “The brutes amuse me! Keep your thanks, you owe me nothing really. Instead, tell me what you are doing in these parts?”

 “I’m looking for my sister,” the gypsy replied with a sigh, while retrieving his rapier. “At the same time, I’m also fleeing Invidia, where I was, and heading to the North in Richemulot. My sister is all that I have left, I need to find her.” 

Évelyne crossed her eyes and frowned with an eyebrow, “That’s why you’re crossing Verbrek on foot, while it’s infested with wolves ?”
“I don’t really have the choice...”
“Quit talking about this accursed gypsy!”
Évelyne and the gypsy turned to face Victor, who was followed by Bela. William was also behind them. Bela seemed enraged again, but a glimpse of Évelyne’s pistol calmed him. Évelyne could read the words ‘Damn witch’ in his rabid eyes. Now a few steps from the gypsy, the Invidian was almost roaring, 

“Wh... why does everything seem to turn around this gypsy if he has nothing to do with the events tonight? You really can’t see it? Either we’re always talking about him or he’s always the one with the bright ideas!”
The gypsy gave a desperate and inquisitive glance at William, “What could you have possibly told them?”

 “I merely explained that it was silver that was needed and that you were agreeing with me,” Vladimir hastily answered.

The gypsy lowered his eyes to the ground, still shocked by all the hate that was directed at him. He swallowed painfully, his heart pounded senselessly and his hands were moist and trembling. His voice trembled, “I just want to come out of this alive. I don’t want to be leader or to dominate you. Giorgio, don’t let hate consume us all. Save it for the monsters waiting outside!”
“Then, how do you explain that you have the answer to everything?”
“I’ve been alone since I was... nine, I think. When you spend your life on the street, your outlook on things changes. So I’m saying what you are not used to hearing: the sad truth of things.”
Bela burst into laughter, “What truths? If it ain’t asking too much that is!”

The gypsy lowered his head slightly, but kept his gaze on Bela. Anger was slowly taking over the gypsy as he tried to find what to say. Then it came to him, “Like when I told you not to go out. Now you know that we needed special weapons. The other truth is that we need silver and not iron.” Now, the gypsy looked defiantly at Bela, he was tired of being threatened. 

“What you can’t accept is that a gypsy saved you life twice!”
Quickly, Victor took Bela by the shoulders and threw him to the ground, knocking him futher with a kick in the stomach. Bela had just tried to lunge at the gypsy with his blade, so determined to put an end to his life that even Evelyne’s pistol could not have dissuaded him. Swiftly, Bela’s weapon was in Victor’s sure hand and he turned to the gypsy, a finger pointed at him, 

“Now you listen, you scum. To get out of here, we’re in this together… Right now, we have no hope left. Nothing here is made out of silver.” Vladimir sliped himself between Bela and Victor. 

“But this oven… if we have enough silver pieces we could melt them down.” 

Frowning, Victor looked at the oven which seemed appropriate, “Yes and there’s enough wood but the silver… Quick everybody! We need every little silver piece you have.”

“I’ll be nice with you all,” Évelyne added. “I know a little about blacksmithing, I will coat your weapons with the silver.” The lady turned over to Vladimir, “Now you, start this fire already!” Almost trembling, the Invidian obeyed her command and began to pour fresh logs of wood into the iron oven. 

Meanwhile, the lady’s attention was upon the gypsy and she handed him one of her pistols, “I’ll lend it to you till we get out of here. It’ll keep Bela at bay better than your rapier.” 

Feeling some trickery, for she could not be so kind to a mere gypsy, he carefully took the weapon. His gaze had a puzzled look, but Évelyne took it for a silent thank you. 

“Don’t thank me gypsy, I just don’t these barbarians to kill you.” The gypsy stayed silent, for he prefered not to defy her and merely followed her instructions silently. She explained how to reload the weapon and she let him try it alone. When he was finished, he had managed to amaze which seemed a rare feat to accomplish. 

“Not bad for someone who never touched one!” She took the weapon, carefully examining it, “Good, it won’t blow in your face, but be careful when you reload, for I might not be there to supervise,” she said as she handed him a powder horn and a purse of bullets. “You have enough for three shots, don’t waste them.”

“But do you have silver ones? If not, it is useless against the wolves!”

Before she could answer, Vladimir warned Évelyne that the fire was now sufficiently hot. Coal was also stored in a big enough quantity that they could make the fire quickly. Sliping gloves on, she idly replied, “Of course I have some which I am keeping. I won’t risk you wasting them by missing. Besides, this weapon is for scaring that Bela fellow.” The gypsy nodded, even if it was not very reassuring.

Victor arrived with a pouch filled with shiny silver pieces. “They didn’t like the idea of parting with them, but… well, no one of us really has any choice in all of this!” 

Évelyne remarked that the only problem was that it would be hard to make it pure in such a small lapse of time. Fortunately, one of Victor’s companions appeared able to realize such a feat. Évelyne took off her gloves and handed them to the men, confessing she was not really skilled at metal working, anyhow. The Barovian was more than happy to start melting the precious silver.

Évelyne went back to Vladimir and the gpysy’s side. The former was still looking upon his new weapon with a mix of awe and disdain. He put it away as its former owner said, “Well, now all we can do is wait and hope those animals won’t burst the door.” She then sat on a counter and grabbed an apple, which lay on the ground. As if it were a peaceful picnic, she took a big bite of the fruit. The gypsy was staring at her. “Nothing troubles you?”

“One needs to know how to savour life, even in these situations. I’m curious, how old are you?”

“I’m fifteen.”

She merely shrugged, as if she really did not care at all for the answer while eating peacefully. All the while, many were busy getting the oven’s temperature higher and higher and the metal was finally starting to boil. The long waiting was rythmed by the incessant pounding at the door. Fortunately, the refugees had the brilliant idea to barricade it even more using all the wood they could find. Even with axes, the beasts would have an hard time  getting through it all.

After waiting minutes that seemed like ages for the slow process to come to fruition, the smith managed to create a sufficient quantity of silver judged pure enough for the task of wounding the beasts. But it was not enough to arm all of the fighters. They needed to modify their plan. Victor suggested what was approved as the best plan they could have.

“We get out with the weapons and fight our way out. The surprise that our assault will create should allow us to get out of this room and then out of the inn. We run for the nearest ship we can find.” No one argued because none, not even the gypsy, could think of a better idea.

His plan approved, Victor consulted his smith, “How many weapons can you coat with it?” 

The smith quickly made some calculations, looking at the boiling liquid, “Not many, a few knives at most, I’m afraid.” 

Victor sighed, but had to accept. He unsheathed a dagger and handed it to be the first coated. Then Victor heard Évelyne’s soft whisper into his ear, “Let’s also coat the gypsy’s rapier.” 

Laugher immediately followed as he turned to her. “Why should we do that? He can barely defend himself, we’d be loosing precious silver to a weakling.” 

“Do it, or you’ll loose another…” 

Again, Victor was laughing. “I doubt you have a chance if you’re not with us.”

Évelyne stayed motionless and merely gazed directly into his eyes. Victor was petrified by her, he knew she was not kidding at all. While he was trying to regain his self control, she continued whispering, “Believe me, you need me more than I need you. Now, arm this gypsy…” 

Victor bit his lips and yelled to the gypsy to step forward. After a brief explanation, the gypsy remained, eyes wide open, unable to believe what he was hearing: Victor wanted him to fight! He remained very skeptical, but Victor took his rapier and gave it to the smith.

Bela did not take long to express his opinion on the matter, “Let me kill him. He’s still stirring up trouble…” 

Victor silenced him by raising his hand slowly. He was not looking at Bela, but at the gypsy who still felt as if something was hidden behind this gesture of friendship. Victor finally turned away and began to fashion a spear out of a long wooden shaft, not willing to hear about the matter anymore.

However, Bela would not let the matter go and marched toward the gypsy when he received his rapier, barely cooled down. Seeing who was approaching, the gypsy’s hand reached for his pistol, but Bela raised his empty hands to show he meant no harm. His eyes filled with hate and disdain, he spoke softly,

“I don’t know why others could help you or why Victor merely leaves you alive. Even less di I understand why they are arming you, but… when we’ll be out of here...” He abrubtly stopped talking and walked away from the gypsy. The gypsy later understood he was fleeing the wolves only to get impaled by Bela. His torments would never cease, it seemed.

Delicately, the smith was coating a butcher’s knife with the still hot metal. He was coating the edges only to save as much metal as he could. It was a long process to make sure the silver stuck on the weapons and others were looking at his work with avid attention. Finally, the last weapon was done and plunged into cool water to give off heat. Six men and women were armed with such weapons, excluding Évelyne who already possessed silver bullets. The seven positionned themselves in front of the door that was becoming weaker and weaker. At this very moment, the door was still, but it was a matter of seconds before the pounding started again.

Victor then made sure everyone understood the plan, “Okay, now the seven of us are going to bash our way in and every one of you will rush outside to the nearest ship.” He turned to his men in arms, “Now, we kill everything out there, but we get out the moment the others are out. No one’s playing the hero.” 

One of them could only agree, “Believe me, I’d rather be running with the others.” 

Victor reassured him with a pat on the back and asked if they were all ready and if the wounded were supported. All were ready and Victor roared the signal to get out. A muscular sailor used a crowbar to remove the remaining barricades on the door and they were loudly torn off.  Immediately, Victor charged within the pitch black room. Sounds of battle soon echoed as the six others, Évelyne following last, charged into the darkness.

The gypsy errupted into the main gathering room and then leapt on the counter. All was dark and gloomy, so he could barely make out anything. The ground was littered with… something, but he could not fathom what it was. Only the stench of blood gave him any clue to what had happened while they were in hiding. Still, some things he did recognise: heads. It seemed that he could feel heads amongst the broken tables and chairs. He found it odd that he could not perceive the whole bodies… or were they any bodies left? He shivered at this conclusion, he hoped it was just that the clothing was too dark to notice.

The gypsy could hear a few wolves finishing their feast as they burst out. As Victor predicted, the advantage of surprise was working in their favour. He could see Victor and a few other human shades fighting some unseen foes in the gloom. Several welps of pain arrived to his ears; the silver blades were doing their work and he saw several massive hulks fleeing from the tiny human attackers. One of Victor’s companions cried that their daggers inflicted deep wounds upon their vicious animal skin. It did not kill them, but still forced them to retreat. Then, Évelyne made an even louder sound as she opened cover fire while screaming guttural war cries. A glee of madness was in her eyes.

The gypsy was determined to help and charged upon the nearest thing he could see. He aimed his rapier at what he assumed was a massive shoulder. The more he ran forward, the less he could see and all became confusion for him after hearing his rapier plunging into something hairy. The gypsy never saw what he was fighting against. He vaguely remembered stumbling along with something rather big and then lashing with his rapier in front of him. Blood spilled upon him, as he felt his rapier entering flesh. It sounded as if he were tearing some canine apart and the confusion only stopped when the gypsy noticed Victor’s spear plunging into a dark shape.

At this moment, Victor ordered the bohemian to get out like the others and he was more than happy to comply. Victor stayed behind twisting his spear into something on the ground. While running towards the now opened exit, the bohemian noticed dark wounded silhouettes getting out of the broken windows. He understood the monsters were retreating and Victor shouted that they had to get away before the monsters had time to regroup. One of the seven fighters had fallen during combat and all that remained was his butcher knife, which Bela gladly took with him.

Bela and Victor were the last to get out. Once out, the panic took over everyone. The refugees were stumbling and running in chaos amidst the bloody streets. It appeared the wolves had slaughtered the little population in the town for several bodies lay outside. There was about two hundred meters to cross before reaching the docks. This distance appeared very long as a wolf’s cry echoed from within the inn. Victor saw the gypsy running with Évelyne and quickly reached them.

The gypsy had to stop for a few seconds to catch his breath and, doing so, he heard the howling echoing somewhere behind him. He resumed his race, hoping to reach Évelyne who was quite fast. The gypsy passed around a house, then a second one, before coming into view of the the docks about an hundred meters from him. A few were still lagging behind and he decided to stay back to cover them if a beast should show up.

He stayed vigilant, his eyes over the rooftops, for he was certain that these monstrous killers could easily jump from one roof to another. The screams were becoming louder and louder, the wolves would arrive any minute now. All he could see was the last refugees: a woman helping a wounded man. He urged them to hasten before taking a glance at his surroundings, which were still clear for the time being. When the woman walked passed him, he assured them he would cover them. But the desperate woman would not even acknowledge his presence for her mind was set upon saving her brother by reaching the ship moored barely in front of her.

A man on the very ship yelled, announcing that anchor was being lifted and that the crew was untying the ship from the docks. The gypsy decided to reach them as well, with only 80 meters remaining to cross. He noticed the holwings had finally ceased, but there was no sign of any wolf. His instincts told him something dire was happening at this very moment. Yet, his instincts provided no clues to the nature of this danger.

He turned around and threw himself towards the ship which was slowly leaving the docks. Fifty meters. He looked backward a few seconds to see if something was behind him, but there was nothing and no one. Forty meters and the gypsy continued his race for the ship and freedom from the endless terrors he faced. Twenty meters. He was good at tumbling, so he could easily jump aboard.

A foot suddenly emerged from a nearby shack, ran between his legs and the gypsy was soon face on the ground. He was a mere ten meters from the ship which was drifting with the current. His rapier laid a few feet from him so his hand reached for his pistol. But at the same time, he received a kick under the  chin, so violent he flipped on his back and he accidently pulled the trigger, firing uselessly into the air. He reached for his sore chin with both hands, but he also received a second kick in the ribs, making him gasp for air.

Victor thus beheld the gypsy cowering on his side, spitting blood, while trying painfully to breath normally. Although no teeth was broken, Victor was quite satisfied with his work. Without further delay, he  quickly left the gypsy lying where he was, defenseless against certain death. He still took the time to tell him, 

“Thanks for all your help and don’t be mad at me, I told you I didn’t like you!”

The others on the ship saw Victor coming quickly towards them on the docks. He ran onto another ship, still docked, and jumped from it into the water. He was a mere ten meters away from the other refugees. After swimming a little, he received a rope and quickly the refugee leader was amongst the rest of his peers.

Victor screamed as he reached the deck, a scream of victory and success. All were cheering with joy and many danced. Slowly the ship was going down the Musarde and the sun would be up soon enough. Richemulot was not too far ahead, either. Victor gave a pat on the back to many of his fellows and congratulated those who had fought with the silver weapons. 

Victor suddenly yelled, “Too bad we don’t have any drink! But don’t ask to go back to get some!” Thus, for the first time in many hours, real laughter was heard. Victor, seeing Bela, grabbed his friend and the two men hugged one another, laughing. Bela exclaimed that they made a good team and Victor could only agree with the statement.

Bela left Victor and went to the edge of the ship, crying with joy. He looked to the docks and was glad to see the gypsy was still visible. He felt Évelyne’s cool and relaxed presence near him so he told her,

 “By Malocchio, I feel this will be a bloody show! Coming to enjoy it too? I always knew you actually never did like this gypsy. Who can even care for such dogs?” 

Évelyne merely had a wry smile that Bela did not notice. He leaned on the rim and kept talking, “I’m so excited about this that I’m shaking. Oh! I see shadows coming for him…” But Bela noticed Évelyne kept quiet, so he asked her, “Are you okay? You don’t even seem happy to be alive.” 

“I’m merely thinking…”

“About what ? The number of seconds he’ll be screaming he dies? I say 5.”

“No, about the irony that the only one going to die will be the only survivor!”

The gypsy finally managed to get back his breath but he could not move an inch. His jaw was hurting to the point of agony. When he opened his eyes, sad reality came back to his mind and despite the pain, he forced himself to set his muscles into action. With his arm trembling in panic, he grabbed his pistol and clumsily began to charge it. It took him several tries before his clouded mind managed to successfully load a bullet. When the bullet seemed secure within the barrel, he pulled himself back on his feet and aimed straight ahead, unaware if something lay in that direction. Slowly he turned around, his breath heavy, painful and quite noisy. Never had his heart beaten so fast in his life.

He gazed upon all his surroundings, but there was not anything in sight. This was more unerving than if he did see the wolves leaping on him. He kept thinking, “Quit toying with me and kill me. Get it over with!”  The moment he reached for his rapier, they chose to strike.

They arrived, leaping, striding, howling in glee at the thought of spilling blood. Their clawing lacerating flesh. Their jaws savouring this meat. With each piece of torn flesh, agonizing screams echoed everywhere, but the noise was quickly silenced into an incomprehensible gurgle of blood intermingling with saliva and bile. The wolves coated themselves in blood, revelling in it. In their macabre dance, they leapt around the carnage they had reaped.

Charneka felt powerless. Even if they did abandon him to a certain death, he would have defended them if he could, but alas, the ship was too far away. He also knew that even if he could have flown to save Victor, it would have made no difference. He sighed and contented himself with running away as fast as he could. Quickly, he left the port and entered the forest on the edge of the river. The sun would rise just in time for his arrival in Richemulot, where the wolves would no longer threaten him.


Before he left, he glanced one last time at the damned ship. At this moment, he thought he saw a wolf, not a wolfman, but a ordinary wolf, looking at him. For a reason unbeknown to him, Charneka’s instincts told him that it was a she-wolf.

Not Just an Ordinary Trip to Muhar II:

The First Herald

by Tami Sammons
The sun rose slowly in the Sebuan sky.  It had not yet taken the night’s chill from the air.  The black robed caravan from Pharazia trekked westward toward Har’Akir leaving Anhalla far behind them.  As the caravan crossed the western section of Sebua, the sand behind them left no trace of their passing.  It was as if the sand was alive and purposely swallowing their tracks so they could not find their way back.  This leg of the journey from Anhalla to the first mountain range was shorter then the leg from the border of Pharazia to Anhalla, but it seemed longer. They passed from trackless sand to barren, rocky flats in the blink of an eye.  Then back to sand.   They passed several oases.  None of which they stopped at.  Some looked brackish, with layers of white clouds floating on top.  Others had the remains of previous travelers who discovered the hard way the perils of desert travel.  As the sun grew higher in the sky, the mountains grew closer, looming angrily above them.  The closer the mountains, the more uneasy the animals became.  It was as if they knew there was danger waiting.  

Muradin Rashaan, third son of Sheikh Allahn el Rashaan, caravan leader, led the way, driving the caravan hard.  He had lost too much time, too many setbacks.  His impatience grew with the heat of the morning.  Luckily, there were no obstacles to slow them down as they crossed the desert to the base of the mountains on the eastern side of the Valley of Death.  It was still morning when they reached the mountains.  The forward warriors were waiting.  Muradin’s voice could be heard throughout the caravan as he yelled his displeasure at their stopping.

“Sir, perhaps it would be best to stop and take food and water before entering the valley,” Rashid, one of the older warriors, advised.  

“Why!” Muradin spat.

“We will need to stop anyway, sir.  And this is as good a place as any.  That way we are all fresh for the journey across the Valley of Death and through the western mountains.  That way we should not have to stop again until we pass into Har’Akir.”

“Very well, but make it a quick stop.”  He turned his camel and his back to the seasoned warrior and rode toward the center of the caravan.

Amsha, a woman in her late thirties walked up to Rashid, her black keffiyeh flowing behind her.  “He is too concerned with time.  He’ll drive us into the sand.”

Two camels approached.  The lead camel had a man in his late 20’s with a goatee, wearing a turban, riding in a terke, a cagelike construction of horizontal bars.  In his lap were two small, limp arms.  A loud snoring sound came from behind him.  The second desert camel had a pack saddle and no rider.  

A broad smile moved across Amsha’s face.  “That’s quite a trick, being able to sleep with your eyes open.”  Rashid laughed.

“Ha, Ha,” Ahmed said.

“Couldn’t bear to leave her behind?” she snickered.

“Couldn’t bear to be left behind,” Ahmed said.  “I could use a little help getting her down.”

“I’ll get a blanket from my pack to put her on.”  Amsha walked over to her desert camel and pulled a blanket from the pack.  Then spread it on the ground.  

Between Ahmed and Amsha they managed to get the wild child off the camel without waking her.  Then Amsha laid her on the blanket.  

“You know,” Rashid began, “getting her back up there without waking her will be an even better trick.”

Ahmed dismounted the camel.  A piece of paper floated down beside him landing on the ground by his feet.

“What’s this?” Amsha asked.

“I’m not sure.  She found it in my pocket when we left Anhalla.”

Amsha looked at the paper.  The swirling images mesmerized her.  She stood staring at the paper for a long time before Ahmed roused her.

“Are you alright?” Ahmed asked.

“Yes, why?”  Amsha said curious.

“You seemed lost.”

“The images are strange.  It’s like magic.”

They both heard a scream and looked to see the wild child sitting up pointing at the paper.  Amsha handed it to her.

“Could it be hers?”

“I don’t think so.  She seemed as puzzled by its appearance as I.”

“We better eat quickly, Muradin is in a hurry.”

“What’s new?”

* * * * * 

The caravan ate quickly, though not quick enough for Muradin.   The last of the nomads had barely dismounted their camels before he called to move on.

Normally, the caravan cut east along the base of the eastern ridge.  Then continue east at the southern most part of the Valley of Death and eastward through the narrowest part of the western ridge entering Har’Akir and still east to the southern road.  Then follow the road north into Muhar.  But Muradin had other plans.

Muradin went to the forward warriors and talked quickly to them.  They were not happy with what he said.  To cut off time, just after passing along the base of the eastern ridge they would travel north, northwest up the dried riverbed that once flowed up the Valley of Death to the passage on the face of the western ridge across the valley from the only temple that still stood intact in the Valley.  This passage is narrow, but it emerges just south of the eastern road.   This would more than double their time in the Valley of Death, but it would cut several hours of their journey.  They did not like spending so much time in the Valley.  The Valley’s residents no longer lived.  But Muradin would take no arguing.  

The caravan uneasily began its trek along the southern part of the eastern ridge.  The animals were uncharacteristically quiet as they moved wearily through their usual pass.  They meandered along the sandstone cliffs towering 500 to 1,000 feet above them.  Periodically, sand would spill from the ledges above them making a soft hissing noise as it fell.  This was the only sound as the caravan progressed toward the Valley.  Then they emerged into the mouth of the Valley.  Before them lay the dry, red, cracked earth of the Valley of Death.  They crossed the opening quickly until they reached the eastern face of the western ridge.  Then they moved north along the cliff face.

Ahmed and the wild child traveled near the center of the caravan.  The wild child held Ahmed tightly around the waist, her head held close to his back, as if trying to hide.  When the sand rained down upon them, she would squeeze his waist tighter.  Occasionally he would pat her hand, as if to say it would be all right.  Even though he was not sure it would himself.  He had a bad feeling.  He continually looked up to the towering cliffs, as did everyone.  Everyone felt as if they were being watched.  Everyone except Muradin.  His preoccupation with the speed of their passage blinded him to everything else.  Even any possible danger.

The silence of their passing was broken by a loud rushing sound, then screams.  An avalanche of sand fell on the caravan, burying several riders and camels in a nearly 50 foot high mountain of sand.  The riders in front and behind rushed to the scene, dismounted and began digging.  They worked furiously to get to those buried beneath the sand.  It seemed to take forever.  Every time they cleared an area, more sand would slide from the top of the pile, covering the area they just cleared in fresh sand.  The sand seemed endless.  

Then the first man and camel on the front side of the pile emerged, gasping for air.  They were quickly covered by sand.  They worked faster.  The man’s head emerged from the sand again.  He gasped again.  Then the camel’s head emerged, and gasped.  They were pulled from the sand and moved as quickly as possible out of the way.  A pile of sand quickly slid to cover the newly excavated area.  The next woman and camel on the back side of the pile emerged, coughing.  The sand quickly rushed to fill in the void.  They dug.  The woman’s head emerged again, coughing.  They grabbed her before the sand could rush down to cover her again.  More sand fell.  Then the camel’s head emerged, coughing.  The sand fell again.  Then another woman and camel were uncovered, they neither gasped nor coughed.  The sand rushed down to cover them.  The diggers worked.  The woman’s head was uncovered again.  They pulled her free.  They dragged her clear as priests rushed to see what they could do.  The camel’s head was uncovered.  It was dragged clear.  More sand fell.  Another person and camel, more sand, they were uncovered again.  This cycle seemed to go on forever.  Muradin sat perched on his camel watching, cursing his luck beneath his breath.

It took nearly two hours to uncover all the victims.  The priest worked tirelessly.  But despite their skills, six people and eight camels were dead.  It took another hour to gather everything up, repack, take care of the dead and begin moving again.  Muradin grumbled the entire time.  

Everyone held their breath through the remainder of the Valley.  The facades of once great tombs dotted the cliff face on both sides of the Valley.  All knew not to go near these tombs.  In these tombs are ugly, hairless bats with pale, translucent skin that reveals its veins.  Flesh eating beetles live below the bats, eating their dung and the flesh of the dead bats.  Beyond that even more unspeakable horrors awaited.   

Then they saw the temple against the eastern ridge.  They moved quietly, hoping not to attract any attention.  Luck seemed to be with them for once.  They finally reached the mountain pass.  Everyone breathed a sigh of relief.  

The lead riders moved quickly into the passage.  The opening was larger than they remembered.  Perhaps landslides widened the opening.  It made the lead riders nervous.  But they knew not to stop.  This would only infuriate Muradin.  He would not take any more delays.  The pass was wider than they remember also.  But before long the pass narrowed.  There was little room to move.  They would have to travel in a line, single file.  Most of the passage was little more than five feet wide.  It would be like this through the entire pass, if it hadn’t changed.  Although the cliffs were sandstone, little sand spilled from the top.  But it was narrow, too narrow to turn around if anything were to happen, it could mean disaster for the entire caravan.  

They moved quickly.  It should take only about an hour for the first rider to emerge on the other side into Har’Akir.  Ahmed and the wild child were still near the center of the caravan line.  Although everyone, as well as the Wild Child, was still uneasy, Ahmed had a strange feeling.  This feeling was different than before.  It was more like anticipation, like something was to happen just around the next turn.  

But luck it would seem was not with them, for just around the next turn there was a large opening in the mountain, like a small valley.  It was about 1000 feet wide in all directions in almost a perfect circular pattern, with four narrow passages leading off in four different directions.  The lead riders were waiting.  Or at least most of them were waiting.  Ahmed rode up to Rashid.

“Where is Amsha?” Ahmed asked.  “And what is this place?”

“I don’t know,” Rashid replied uneasily.  “This place was not here when we traveled this passage last.   Amsha’s camel and the camels of the three riders ahead of me were here when I emerged into this valley.  But there was no sign of the riders.”

“Perhaps it is newly emerged?”

“Or perhaps this is not the same passage.”

“Muradin will not like this.”  

Ahmed and the Wild Child looked around the small valley.  On the walls between each of the passages, including the one they came from, were five small cave-like openings looking ominously down at them.  Above these openings detailed reliefs were carved in the ancient picture language commonly seen in the Valley of Death, should anyone dare to get close enough to look.  

“I hope they went down the passages to see where they led and not into the tombs.”

Most of the caravan had emerged into the small valley by this point, including Muradin.  Rashid and Ahmed heard him curse when he did.  Muradin guided his camel to them.

“What is this?” Muradin asked, not quite as angry as both men were expecting.

“I don’t know sir,” Rashid replied.  “When I emerged into this small valley the camels, of the four riders ahead of me, were here alone.  I don’t know anything about this valley or where the riders are.”

Muradin sighed.  “Well, we need to look for them,” Muradin grumbled, grudgingly.  “Try to track them.  If that’s not possible, take teams of four: two warriors, a priest and a wizard, and go down the four passages to investigate.  But stay out of the tombs.  We know what the tombs hold.  If they’ve gone into the tombs, they’re lost.  Take no more than an hour investigating.  We’ll break for food and a rest while you search.  If there’s no sign of them in an hour,” he paused uneasily, “we leave them.  We’ll go back the way we came and go south to the southern passage.”  With that, Muradin turned his camel 

When Muradin passed Ahmed he noticed the Wild Child sitting behind him.  

“What’s that?”  He spat.

“She’s the Wild Child from Anhalla.  She wanted to come with me.”

“If I had known, I wouldn’t have allowed it to come along.  But since it’s here now,” he paused, “it’s your problem.  It better not cause us any problems or slow us down.”  Muradin turned his back on his cousin and, riding away, motioned for the caravan to dismount and make camp.

“She,” Ahmed said when Muradin was out of earshot.  Rashid snickered.

 “That went well,” Rashid said puzzled.

“He’s made some bad choices in his haste,” Ahmed said dismounting his camel, “now he’s paying for them.  Or are we?”  He then helped the Wild Child down.  He cast a spell and spoke to the child.  “You do know not to go into the tombs, right?” he asked her pointing up to the caves.

“Why?” she asked.

“There a very bad thing in those tombs.  Strange bats that would attack you, flesh eating beetles, traps built to protect what’s inside, and maybe even unliving creatures there also to protect it’s contents.  So what ever you do, don’t go into them.  All right?”

“Yes.”

Ahmed turned to Rashid.  “I’d like to come along to look for Amsha,” he paused and looked down at the Wild Child who looked into the magical paper smiling, “but I should probably stay with her.  After all, she’s my problem.  And taking her along wouldn’t be a good idea.”

“Easier to keep an eye on her if she’s sitting still.”

“True,” Ahmed said.  

Rashid went to talk to others about hunting for the four missing people.

Ahmed pulled a bag from his camel, Naheer.  In it was a blanket he laid on the ground, a pouch with beans, peas, and figs and a waterskin.  He also took a plate and two cups from the pack.  He pored the food onto the plate and water into the cups, then handed one of the cups to the Wild Child.

They sat down to eat while four teams went down the four passageways.  Rashid stopped as he passed.  Naheer lay on the ground next to them, as did both of Amsha’s camels.

“There are no tracks, so we have to search the passages.  I’ll let you know what we find.  I’m headed down the third passage.”  Rashid pointed to the second passageway from the right of the one they came from.

“Thank you,” Ahmed said.

* * * * *

Ahmed ate very little.  The Wild Child ate absentmindedly as she looked at the paper seemingly lost to everything else around her.

After about fifteen minutes the first team from the passageway to the left of the one the came from returned.  They went to talk to Muradin.  Ahmed stood.  He could not hear what the men said.  He took a step as if to go ask them what they found.  Then looked down to the girl next to him and decided against it.  Instead, when the men were through talking to Muradin, he called one of them over.

“What did you find?” Ahmed asked.

“There was no trace of them.  The passage leads down five hundred feet.  At the end of the passage is another tomb.”

“Thank you.”  Ahmed sat back down and continued eating.

After about fifteen more minutes the second team from the passage next to the first returned.  They walked past Ahmed to go to Muradin.  Ahmed stood.

“What was down the passage?” Ahmed asked.

“No trace of them.  It was a dead end.  At the end of a thousand foot passage is nothing but a tomb,” the woman said. 

Ahmed thanked her and she continued on to Muradin.

Ahmed sat down next to the girl.

After fifteen more minutes the fourth team, from the passage to the right of the passage the came from, returned.  

Ahmed stood.

They went to Muradin to report their findings.  Again, Ahmed called one of them over.  They found the same as the other two teams.  No trace of Amsha and the others and a tomb at the end.  But this passage went down fifteen hundred feet.

The hour was almost up when Rashid came running from the third passage.  As he passed Ahmed on his way to Muradin he paused only a moment.  “We found their tracks.”  Then continued on.

He relayed the message to Muradin, who seemed pleased for once on this trek.  On his way back he stopped a moment.  

“What did you find?”  Ahmed stood excited.

“At about fifteen hundred feet down the passage we found their tracks.  It was as if something had erased their tracks up until then.  They seemed to just appear.  But it is them, Karim is sure of it, one of his spells.  I must get back they’re waiting for me.”  

“Wait, did Muradin tell you what the others found?”

“No.”

“All three passages had a tomb at the end.  The first passage was five hundred feet long.  The second was a thousand feet long, and the fourth was fifteen hundred feet long.”

“Maybe there’s a pattern here.  Thank you.”  With that he ran back down the passage.

The Wild Child grabbed Ahmed’s aba and tugged on it to get his attention.  When he looked down to her, she pointed after Rashid.  Ahmed cast the spell as he sat down.

“They found traces of the four people that went missing.  So we’ll be staying a while longer as they search further for them.”

“Woman?” she said jingling the bells on the anklet Amsha gave her.

“Yes, my friend Amsha is one of the four people missing.”

She pointed to the camels next to them.  “Hers?” she asked.

“Yes, the other two camels are hers.”

She pointed to Ahmed’s chest.  “Hers too.”

“What?” Ahmed said surprised.  “I’m not hers.  We aren’t married.” 

She pointed to Ahmed’s chest again.  “Hers,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Well, I do care about her.”

“Hers,” she said shaking her head.

Ahmed smiled.  “I guess you have been paying attention to more than just the paper haven’t you?”

She smiled at him.

Just then a loud roaring sound came from the second passage.  Everyone looked as sand came flying from the passage carried by a powerful wind.  The wind whipped through the small valley sending everything flying in a whirlwind of sand and air.  Everyone covered their faces, grabbed what they could and hit the ground.  The wind whipped around the valley several times before returning down the passage it came from leaving the camp in a horrible mess.  

Ahmed looked up and noticed the girl was gone.  Then he heard a jingling sound and saw her disappear down the second passage after the wind.  Her hands were outstretched and she was screaming something. 

“Picture!”

Ahmed knew instantly what happened.  The wind took the paper from the girl’s hand and she ran after it.  Without even a second thought he was up and running after the girl.  He whistled once and the small owl flew from the cushion in his terke and followed.  No one even noticed they had left.

* * * * *

The girl ran, as if carried by the wind, after the paper.  It was always just out of her grasp.  She kept shouting, “Picture!  Picture!” as she ran.  

Ahmed followed.  She was always just within sight.  The owl flew just over his shoulder.  They grew closer and closer to the end of the passage.  He could see the tomb about two hundred feet up the back wall of the passage.  He watched in horror as the girl followed the paper carried by the wind up a path on the back wall that led into the tomb.  She disappeared into the mouth of the tomb.  He ran a quickly as he could up the path after her and into the tomb without a moments hesitation, knowing what could and very probably was waiting for him inside.  But he needed to protect the girl.  The owl followed.

Inside there was a strange green light that seemed to illuminate the entire place.  Nothing dropped down on him, nothing crunched beneath his feet, nothing swarmed him.  Perhaps the stories about the tombs were just that, stories.  He ran down the tunnel toward the light.  The light grew brighter as he went.  He didn’t know where he was going.  All he knew was he had to get to the girl before anything happened to her.  Suddenly he was blinded by the brightness of the light.  He stopped dead in his tracks.  When he could see again, he realized he had emerged into a chamber.  The chamber was about twenty feet square.  There was a large golden sarcophagus near the back was that glimmered in the strange green light.  There were statues on either side of the sarcophagus of large, thin birds, ibis’, with long beaks that curved inward.  There was a golden throne near the right side of the chamber with one large baboon standing guard on one side.  They turned to look at him then returned to their guarded position.  There was a boat with sails against the left wall large enough for two people.  There were large golden statues on either side.  One was a man with the head of a hawk wearing a strange crown; the other was a beautiful woman wearing a similar crown.  There were large black statues of cats with jeweled collars.  And there were other treasures.  But he lost interest in everything else in the chamber when he saw next.   That’s when he saw the girl.  

She was kneeling in the center of the chamber looking upward.  And standing before her was a man.  He was tall and handsome.  More handsome than anyone Ahmed had ever seen.  His skin was a glistening bronze.  He wore a white pleated kilt with a golden belt, and golden sandals on his feet with golden ribbons that wound around his calves and tied just below his knees.  He had a keffiyeh on his head made of gold and blue ribbons but no cord.  He had no hair on his body and his skin was smooth and unblemished.  There was black paint on his right eyebrows should be and outlining his eyes in the shape of an eye with two black tears running down his cheek, one straight down from the center the other curved around toward his ear.  They were exact mirrors of each other.  In his right hand the man held the paper the girl had been chasing.  He was holding it out for the girl to take.  Her hand was outstretched to take it, but had not.  Ahmed could not take his eyes of the man.

This was wear the green light was coming from.  From this handsome man.  

Ahmed walked toward the man and the girl kneeling before him.  There was no fear in him at all as he approached.  And he too felt compelled to kneel before him.  

“Please,” said the man, “as I told her.  You need not kneel before me.  I am no god, nor am I a king.  I am merely a servant carrying out my masters last request.”  

The man’s voice was lyrical and it seemed to sing to Ahmed’s heart, mind, and soul.  And kept him on his knees.  The man outstretched his left hand and Ahmed’s owl landed on it.  It’s huge talons, twice the size of normal owl’s, wrapped gently around the man’s fingers.

“Beautiful creature, I can see it cares for you.  As you care for her.  More so even than your own safety.”  He moved his hand and the bird flew and perched itself on Ahmed’s shoulder.  “Now, why I have summoned you here.”  He looked at the girl who finally took the paper from his hand.  He looked at Ahmed.  “I have been waiting a very long time for you.  Before even this land was brought to this dark place.  You have been chosen.  Chosen to bring the knowledge of the past back to this land, and that beyond, where you believe you are bound this day, and to the lands beyond that.  You are the first Herald.  Others will follow.  But you must pave the way for them.  The knowledge that I give you,” he held out a large tome in his hands.  It was thick with a wooden cover, covered in the language written above the tomb, the covers and yellow pages within were held together by cord.  “You will not yet understand.”  Ahmed took the tome from the man.  “To aid you in your heralding, I give you this,” he placed a necklace around Ahmed’s neck.  It was a simple gold chain with a small golden ibis pendant.  “This is the symbol of the one you now serve.  This will show you as His Herald to those of the Green Hand, who at first may believe you defiled this tomb for the knowledge you will bear.  They can help you in your travels.  I also give you this palette and reed pen,” he handed each to Ahmed, “to chronicle all the proceedings of your new traveling companions.  Something for protection,” he handed Ahmed a red jasper amulet like the black markings over his right eye.  “The Utchat will help repel the forces of evil, disruption, destruction, and disorder, among others.  This one,” he handed Ahmed another Amulet this one of gold, “the Ankh will help protect you from the evil forces of decay and degeneration.  And this,” he handed Ahmed a wooden staff with a knot at the head and covered in the language over the tomb entrance, “will be your new weapon, for the ones you carry can no longer serve you.  This belt,” he held out a golden belt similar to his own, “will hold all that you place in it and on it.  These sandals,” also like his own, “will protect your feet.  And this kilt,” a white, silken, pleated kilt like the one he wore, “will be all the clothing you will need.”  He held out a keffiyeh like his own, “and this will cover your head.”  Last he held out a knee-length, white, silken, pleated cape.  “This will protect your body from the elements.”

The man now turned to the girl.  “For you, a symbol of your following.”  He placed a necklace around her neck, a simple gold chain with an ibis, just like Ahmed’s.   “Also a palette and reed pen to help you learn the languages you will need to survive in the other lands.  To help protect you,” he placed a ring on her finger, a blue lapis scarab.  “This will help ward off evil and provide good thing in this life and the next.  This,” he handed her a wooden staff just her size, “will be your weapon, for you will also need to defend yourself and possibly others.  This belt,” a golden belt just her size, “to hold all that you place in it and on it.  These sandals,” like his and Ahmed’s, “will protect your feet.  And a dress,” a sleeveless, ankle-length, white, silken, dress with a sheer, pleated outer layer, with golden threads around the neck, armholes and the hem of the outer layer, “will be all the clothing you will need.  And this,” he handed her a wig of long black hair, which would reach past her shoulders when worn, braided in thick braids, “to wear on your head.  Keep your hair short and wear this or let it grow.  And a cloak,” an ankle-length white, silken, pleated cloak, similar to Ahmed’s, “to protect you from the elements.  And you may keep the anklet.”

“This last leg of your journey with these people will bring you to those you will soon call family.  They are strange and unusual and to those who see only with their eyes they will be monsters.  Look to the sky, for it will show you the way to them.  Your coming will be foretold by someone who sees without eyes.  You will be greeted by a giant and a man,” he looked down at the girl and smiled, “who has none.  A boy with a painted face will appear to lead you to your teacher a man plagued by his beast, Keeper of Lost Secrets, Seeker of Forbidden Lore, and Guardian of the Strange, Unusual, and Monstrous.  He will be able to read the language the pages of the tome are written in.  For nothing you possess can do this.  A man whose skin moves will open your eyes to the Sun and the Moon.  The two men who are one with two faces will teach you how to speak.  And an old man who is not selling walking sticks will teach you the ways of the staff.

“Do not bear anything I have given you until you meet them.  For those you are with now, will not understand.  I will give you both each one last thing, something to carry your new vestments until you are able to wear your new life proudly.”  He handed Ahmed a large non-descript belt pouch and the girl a small one.  “And this last thing,” he held out a tomb similar to the one given to Ahmed.  “A gift for your teacher.

“Now, return to your caravan.  Your friends will be returning as you do.  And do not worry they are all fine.  They were merely shown the path.”

Ahmed and the girl stood and walked from the chamber.  As they did, they both placed all the items given them, save the ones they wore, into their pouches.  Everything went in, including the staves and looked no different than a simple pouch.  They both tied them to their belts and walked into the sunlight.

As they emerged into the light, the glowing green light began to fade.  And the handsome man’s appearance changed.  His beautiful features disappeared and were replaced by that of a desiccated, bandage wrapped mummy, as did the baboon guarding the golden throne.  A second baboon, wrapped in bandages emerged from the darkened passage and took its place next to the throne.  And dust appeared on all the items in the chamber.  The bats hanging from the ceiling of the tomb entry emerged from the darkness above, as did the beetles beneath them emerge from the walls.

“Now, oh revered one, my final task is complete,” he said in a raspy voice.  “I have passed the knowledge and burden of your teachings on to your new Herald and his follower.  Your word will now be heard again in the lands of the living, marking the coming of the rebirth of you and yours.  His journey will be long and hard, but his new family will help.  Now, I can finally rest in peace.”  He walked to the sarcophagus and opened it.  He got inside and closed it as the chamber went dark.

* * * * * 

Ahmed and the girl walked back to the small valley where the caravan was camped.  They walked into the camp just as Rashid and the others returned with Amsha and the other three who were missing.  No one noticed Ahmed and the girl return to camp.

Ahmed and the girl walked over to Amsha.  “How are you?  What happened to you?” he asked Amsha.  

“I’m fine.  A baboon stole something and ran down passageway.  We went after it.  We found the way leads to the other side of the mountain and into Har’Akir.  It emerges just south of the eastern road.  We retrieved the items, but never caught the baboon.”

“You were shown the path,” Ahmed said, remembering the handsome man’s words.

“I suppose we were.”

“Muradin will probably be wanting to leave as soon as everyone is packed up.  So perhaps you should get something to eat while you can.”

“Yes, now that you mention it, I am rather hungry.”  She smiled at Ahmed, who returned her smile.  A jingling sound made her look down at the girl.  Amsha smiled at her and put a hand on her cheek.  The girl smiled back.

“Are you two alright?” Amsha asked.  “You look a bit, I don’t know, distant.”

“We’re fine.  I guess you could say we were also shown the path.”

The three walked over to where the camels lay.  All of Ahmed’s belongings were exactly where they were before the wind summoned them.

Amsha ate while Ahmed packed everything up.  Muradin was anxious to move on, but he wasn’t pushing.  

When everyone was ready they mounted up and moved down the passage leading to Har’Akir.  It did not take long with everyone on camels.  They emerged into Har’Akir by late afternoon.  They moved onto the road and headed for Muhar.  Ahmed and the girl looked back.  The passage was no longer there.  It was as if it only opened for their passing and now that they have been shown the way, the mountain swallowed it up again.  Until the next Herald passes this way.  

Muradin was no longer in a hurry.  They reached Muhar about an hour before sunset.  They made camp east of town by the road.  Muradin sent several people into town to initiate trade and scout around.  Ahmed and the girl were going to go as well with Amsha when Ahmed felt her tug at his aba.  He looked down at her and she pointed into the air south of town.  He saw something flying in the air.

“Look to the sky, for it will show you the way to them,” Ahmed quoted the handsome man’s words.

Amsha walked up to them.  “Are you ready?”

“Yes, but not to go to town,” Ahmed replied.

“What do you mean?” Amsha asked.

“You go.  We will meet another time.  I’m sure of that.”

“Well, alright.  But is there anything you want me to get you?”

“No, I believe we have everything we will need for now.  Goodbye, Amsha.”  Ahmed kissed her tenderly on the cheek.  Amsha seemed a little puzzled.  Ahmed had never shown affection before in public.

The girl tugged at Amsha’s aba.  When Amsha looked down at the girl, she motioned for Amsha to lean down.  The girl then gave her a kiss on the cheek also.  This puzzled Amsha even more.  She looked into Ahmed’s eyes and saw a sadness there she had never seen before.

Ahmed walked over and got his camel, Naheer, and went toward where he had seen the thing flying in the air.  As he passed Amsha he pulled out the handkerchief she had given him and held it out to her.

Amsha was pale.  She realized that he and the girl were leaving.  Tears welled in her eyes.  

“Don’t cry.  We will meet again.”

“Keep it,” she said, a tear rolling down her cheek.  “To remember me by.”

“I need no object to remember you.  I will never forget you.  But this is not forever.”  He removed his scimitar from his belt and handed it to her.  “You take this, where I am going, I will have no need of it.”  She took the scimitar from him and watched as he and the girl walked away.

Rashid noticed her crying and came over to her.  “What is it?”

“Ahmed is leaving us.”

Rashid looked in the direction Amsha looked and noticed Ahmed and the girl walking away, camel in tow.

“Where are they going?”

“I don’t know,” she looked down at Ahmed’s scimitar in her hand.  “But wherever it is, he will not need a weapon.”

Rashid put a comforting hand around her shoulder.  They both looked after Ahmed and the girl and watched until they passed out of sight.

* * * * * 

The sun was setting as Ahmed and the girl passed out of Muhar’s city limits at the southern part of town.  Camped just outside of town was a Carnival.  There was a lot of activity in the camp.  Torches and campfires burned all over camp.  He heard people speak and could not understand them.  So he cast a spell.  They walked up to the gates and were met by two men.  One man was a giant of a man, standing 10 feet tall with long, awkward limbs.  The other man was tall and wiry with his lip curled into a smirk wearing a black top hat and a black and gray suit with a flowing black cape, making him look a bit morbid.  

“I’m sorry, sir,” said the giant.  “We are packing up to leave.”

“’You will be greeted by a giant’,” Ahmed quoted the handsome man, “’and a man’,” Ahmed paused and looked down at the girl.  He noticed the man cast no shadow, “with no shadow.”  He smiled down at the girl, his shadow.  “I am expected.  ‘A boy with a painted face will appear’,” just then the boy stepped from behind the giant.

Both the giant and the gentleman with no shadow looked to the boy.

“You were foretold of my coming ‘by someone who sees without eyes.’”

“Madame Fortuna?” the giant asked.  The boy nodded his head.  “Then he will be leaving with us?”  The boy nodded again.  “Very well, I am Hermos.  And this gentleman ‘with no shadow’ is Tindal.  And the boy is called the Familiar.  He is one of the Skurra, our Vistani.  They do not speak.”  

“I am Ahmed the Herald and this,” he put a hand on the girl’s shoulder, “is my shadow.  She does not understand or speak our language.  And the Skurra do speak, with their music.”  Ahmed remembered his dream.  The one he had the night before entering Sebua, of strange people with painted faces playing strange music that spoke to his soul, and a child that followed him like a shadow.

The boy’s expression did not change, despite Ahmed knowing about the Skurra’s music.  The boy pointed to the camel.  

“I will take it to the Organ Grinder,” Hermos said.  Ahmed handed Hermos the reins.   

“And tell the Organ Grinder the camel’s name is Naheer and there is an owl, named Borath, in the pillow of the terke, that is the saddle.”

“All right,” said Hermos.  “And we do have one here who is very good with languages.”

“’ The two men who are one with two faces’,” Ahmed quoted.  

 “Yes, that would be Claude and the Imp,” Tindal said, curiously.  “For someone who has just arrived, you know a lot about us.”

“We were foretold of you, also.”

 “Really?” Tindal asked.  “I will find a place for you two to ride while we travel to our next location,” said Tindal.  The boy shook his head.  “No need?  Very well, I will inform Mistress Isolde we have two people leaving with us.”  The Familiar shook his head.  “Already taken care of too?”  The boy nodded.  “Very well.”  He turned to Ahmed and the girl.  “Welcome to the Carnival.”

“Thank you,” Ahmed said.

The Familiar held out his hand for Ahmed.  Ahmed took it.  “You are to lead me ‘to the Keeper of Lost Secrets, Seeker of Forbidden Lore, and Guardian of the Strange, Unusual, and Monstrous.’”  The boy nodded.

Hermos and Tindal both looked at each other.  “Professor Arcanus.”

The three walked through the midway passing Skurra and Trouper alike.  They passed a gaunt man wearing a loincloth who watched while they passed.  His body was covered in tattoos.  But these were no ordinary tattoos.  They seemed to swim across his body as if alive.  “’A man whose skin moves will open your eyes to the Sun and the Moon.’”  The man nodded to Ahmed and the girl.  Ahmed returned the nod, the girl mimicked.

They passed another man, an ancient looking man who moved with an unusual nimbleness dispite his ancient appearance.  He was packing up staves and walking sticks into the back of a vardo.  He paused to watch the three passed.  “’And an old man who is not selling walking sticks will teach you the ways of the staff.’”  The man returned to his work.

A woman walked by in pair of skin-tight breeches and snug fitting shirt that showed off her curves.  She had short raven hair, porcelain skin and large bat wings.  “’Look to the sky, for it will show you the way.’”  Ahmed nodded to the lovely woman as she passed.  She smiled at him.

The Familiar led Ahmed and the girl to a large tent that was being broken down.  Next to the deflated tent was a vardo.  On the side of the vardo it said: ‘Professor Arcanus’ Menagerie of the Macabre!  And Hall of Horrors!’  Two Skurra men hung a sign, saying the same thing, onto rungs under the vardo’s roof while two others loaded a second vardo with other unusual things.  The Familiar led Ahmed and the girl past the Skurra and directly to a well dressed gentlemen with a cape, and carrying a ruby-headed cane.  A small Skurra man stood by his side.  He had a note pad and a pen, and was marking things off as they were placed into the vardo.

“Ah, Familiar,” the gentlemen said.  He looked to Ahmed and the girl.  “And you must be the two Madame Fortuna told me was coming.”  Ahmed bowed low.  “I am Professor Arcanus, Keeper of Lost Secrets, Seeker, of…”

“’Forbidden Lore, and Guardian of the Strange, Unusual, and Monstrous,’” Ahmed finished.  Arcanus looked surprised.  “I am Ahmed the Herald and she,” he put his hand on the girls shoulder, “is my shadow.  I was told of you as well.”

Arcanus smiled.  “I see my reputation proceeds me.”  He looked to the Familiar, “thank you, I’ll take it from here.”  Arcanus looked at the girl then to Ahmed.  “This,” Arcanus motioned to the small Skurra man with the checklist, “is Runt, my Skurra assistant.  Is she your daughter?  She looks like you.”

Ahmed looked down at the girl and smiled.  “I suppose I have adopted her.  She does not speak or understand any languages other than her own.”

“Well, the Imp can help with that.”

“Yes, we know.”  Ahmed opened the pouch on his belt and thought about the book of ‘knowledge’ he was given and he felt a book.  He pulled it out.  “I was told you could read this.”

Arcanus held out his hands and Ahmed gave him the book.  Arcanus looked at the tome, the thick with a wooden cover, covered in the ancient language of the Akiri.  His face went pale.

“Is something wrong?”

“Do you know what this is?” Arcanus stammered.

“It is knowledge given to me by my new master.  I have been chosen.  Chosen to bring the knowledge of the past back to this land, and that beyond.  I am the first Herald.  Others will follow, but I must pave the way for them.  A boy with a painted face will appear to lead me to my teacher, Keeper of Lost Secrets, Seeker of Forbidden Lore, and Guardian of the Strange, Unusual, and Monstrous.  For he will be able to read the language the pages of the tome are written in.  For nothing I possess can do this,” Ahmed recited.

“This is written in the ancient language of the Akiri.”

“And of Sebua the domain next to this.”

Arcanus looked at the book again and slowly translated the language.  “These are the Tenants and Teachings of the Heralds of Thoth, God of Wisdom, Time, Magic, Writing and the Moon.”  Arcanus noticed the necklace around Ahmed’s neck.  “And that is his symbol.”   The Skurra, Runt, moved over to see what caught his master’s attention.

“A symbol of the one I now serve, to show that I am his Herald.”  

The girl jingled the bells on her ankle.  Arcanus looked down at her.  She held out her necklace too.

“Yes, and you as well.”  Arcanus nodded.

“You will teach me this language then?” Ahmed asked.

“I thought this was all just a joke.  I didn’t really believe Madame Fortuna when she told me you were coming.  Even though I knew her words were true.  She truly can see.”

“’She who can see without eyes’,” Ahmed quoted.  

“You will teach me this language then?” Ahmed repeated.

“Yes,” Arcanus whispered, looking in amazement at the ancient tome in his hands.

“And this,” Ahmed put his hand in his pouch again and thought of the gift and removed it, “last thing,” he held out a tome similar to the one Arcanus already held.  “A gift for you, my teacher.”

Arcanus looked at the tome in Ahmed’s hands, similar to the Tenets and Teachings of the Heralds of Thoth Tome and nearly dropped it.  The girl jumped to catch it if it fell.  Arcanus went pale.  He placed one hand atop the tome.  “And this,” he paused, “is the Book of the Dead.  The real Book of the Dead.  I have a charlatan’s copy.  But this…”  

“Is for you.”

“But why?  You did not need to give this to me.  Your tenets would have been enough to sate my arcane interests.”

“What are gifts?  And why are they given?” Ahmed said.

“Yes,” Arcanus said with a warm smile, “shall we enter my vardo and I will help you with you tenets.”  He motioned them to his vardo.  

Hermos’ voice could be heard through out the camp, despite his soft-spoken nature.  “Are we all ready?  Sound off.”  

The last of Professor Arcanus’ things and that of the menagerie and hall of horrors was put away and the doors closed.  

The Runt then struck a bell on the side of the wagon and moved to get into the seat of Professor Arcanus’ personal wagon.  One of the four Skurra helping jumped onto the seat next to the Runt and took the reins.  Two of the remaining Skurra jumped into the seat of the menagerie’s vardo.

Voices, bells and gongs sounded all over the camp.  When silence reigned, Hermos called out, “All right then, move out everyone.”  Then he entered a cloth-covered vardo.  The Carnival then began to move.  They gathered into a line and before the first vardo, a mist formed.  Then they passed into the mist and were gone.

Professor Arcanus and Runt are courtesy of Joseph Zettelmaier from his story: “The Price of Admission” from Quoth the Raven issue #3.

The Rat

by Sean Thomas Poindexter

It was raining when the rat woke up from his brief and fitful slumber.  This wasn’t anything new, it always seemed to be raining, and when it wasn’t raining, a pale mist choked the horizon.  The rat didn’t consider such things, the world only existed in so far as he could feel, see and smell.  At that moment all he could feel was hunger, not an unusual sensation for a rodent…but while he couldn’t see anything to eat, he could smell it.


There were others about him, rats like him with mangy black fur and wiry, whip like tails.  He didn’t bother them, and they didn’t bother him, but they were his competitors in this life.  The rat twitched its nose to pick up the scent of what he could eat, and he found two trails.  Following the first, the closest, he found his brethren swarming the soft swollen earth…and the body of a black flyer.  

The rat sat up on his haunches and licked his front toes, his way of keeping himself busy while he examined the scene.  There were at least twenty of his siblings here, chewing on bits and pieces of the dead flyer.  It was hardly worth his effort to fight past them for what was left, most of what he smelled was already being eaten.  He nodded his head in frustration, then fell to all fours and scurried away before any of the others took notice of him.


The rat took his time in finding the other scent.  It was difficult for the rain; and the musky stench of the earth and bits of past meals on his own coat distracted him.  He took to compulsively licking his fur several times, having to consciously stop to focus on finding the scent again.  When he found it, he would trample over the soggy weeds and grass until he lost it again, and then go through the frustrating procedure of finding it once more.


In about an hour or so, as rats measure these things, he found himself in the tall weeds.  The rat remembered why he didn’t go into the tall weeds, why there weren’t other rats here right now following this scent.  The rat realized that he would have been better off fighting with his siblings for scraps of the flyer.  It was too late now; the rat was in the hunter’s land.  It was bad enough that the hunter came stalking the rats in their own home when it got bored or hungry, but to be so brazen as to actually go to the hunter…he shouldn’t have let his stomach control him so much.


The rat realized he was licking his fur again, and he stopped abruptly in frustrations.  Concentrate, he thought to himself, concentrate and you might live another night.  The hunter wouldn’t expect any of us to come up here, so maybe there is a chance…then he smelled it again.  Oh my…so much of it…so much stronger than before.  He was close, so close to it…so close to a meal that was all for him.  None of the other rats would dare crossing the hunter to get to it…at any other time he would have remembered what a rat looked like after the hunter finished with it, finished tearing its fur open with its shiny white teeth and claws the size of a rat’s leg…but tonight all he could think of was the scent of food.


By the time he made up his mind to go, he was already on his way.  The scent was vivid now, constant and unwavering.  This seemed meant to be, he though…this was a meal he was supposed to have, even though it would likely be his last.  He’d had a long life though; survived many things and he would likely survive this as well.  


Past the weeds he came to a gate.  Lightening flashed and lit up the sky, and the rat recoiled as its sensitive ears twitched from the thunderclap that followed.  In the brief burst of illumination, the rat saw a house past the gate, up a stone path at the top of a hill.  He’d never journeyed this far into the land of the hunter before, perhaps this was where the hunter lived?  No, far too large for the hunter, this was a home of the giants.  Was something the giants had worthy of a rat to eat?  The scent seemed to be saying yes, and when the pumping of his little heart lessened he scurried through the gate and into the yard.


The scent took him behind some giant buildings, where the earth was muddy and wet again.  In his entire racing about he hadn’t noticed that it had stopped raining, and the unearthly mist was rising up from the ground.  In the distance, towards the source of the mouth-watering scent, the rat now heard something that the rainfall had muffled before.  It was a chopping sound, like hard metal hitting something soft.  It was rhythmic, like the rat’s heart, though occasionally broken by the sound of dragging.  The rat advanced, until in the mists ahead he could see the breathtaking sight of a giant, its shadowy silhouette stabbing the earth with a spade.  So powerful were the giants, the rat thought to himself, that they reshape the very earth beneath them!  Surely, there would be something this giant would have that he could eat.


He watched intently as the giant finished his work, finally drawing close enough that it was more than a shadowy figure, he was a bearded giant with grey hair and filthy clothes.  He was surrounded by other piles of soggy earth, and before him lay a shallow hole, the bottom of which was filled with a brown pool of dirty rainwater.  The rat twitched its nose and raised its head up to get a stronger taste of the scent, and found that it was all around him!  The very earth was full of it, and the strongest point of it was coming from a large black bag that the giant had with him.


The rat was just about to advance on the bag, when the giant threw his digging spade to the earth.  It almost struck the rat, who instinctively dived out of the way only to lose his footing and fall into the hole.  He hit the pool with a splash, and closed his eyes as water surrounded him.  Panic took his body and he scrambled to bring his face up from the murky fluid, then he gained a tentative hold on the muddy wall of the pit and pulled himself up into the air.  The giant then hurled the pack into the pit with him, once again knocking the rat into the water.  This time though, he was able to pull himself to the top of the bag and avoid the risk of drowning.  Now the questioned remained: would he be able to get out of this hold before the giant threw something else at him?


The answer was no, but it didn’t matter because when the rat realized that his meal was under his feet, he elected to stay in the hole.  He made his way into one of the openings of the bag and found his toes touching something cold and firm.  The giant was hurling earth back onto him, but it didn’t matter to the rat.  He’d dug himself out of worse, and the hunter didn’t dig, so he would be safe with his meal.  


Long before the earth was packed, the rat was chewing on the soft, cold flesh of his meal.  He pulled bits of flesh from bone, swallowing it greedily then moving on to another fresh piece of the prize.  It wasn’t until his hunger was abated, and he began to look for a warm place to rest, that he realized what he’d been feeding on: the body of a giant.


Awe took him for a moment, the moment when he found the hand.  It was like his, but obviously larger and furless.  His wormy tail lashed about nervously and he examined the fingers, feeling each of them and sniffing the skin gently.  He found that it was smaller than the hand of the giant who had buried this one, and on its finger it bore a shiny new treasure: a ring!  

Some of his siblings had taken treasures from the giants before, but nothing this shiny or delicate!  It was perfect, he could take this with him and show it to the others so that they would know that he had been in the land of the hunter and the land of the giants…but no, then they would covet it and a more clever rat would steal it, and he’d never be able to enjoy its glitter and shine again.  No, he though, this would be my prize alone!  He would keep it himself and never let any of the others see it.  

It took him a while to gnaw the finger from the hand, but it came off with a little fight.  Less simple was removing the ring from the flesh, but this could be accomplished later.  Besides, he would likely become hungry again before he got home, and this meat would serve his belly well.  With the prize in his teeth, he set to the task of digging himself out of this hole, and once he’d accomplished that it would be back to the land of the rats.  The earth was still moist and malleable, and before long the rat’s filthy head poked through the earth and he was facing the cool embrace of night again.

The mists were thicker than before, and they obscured his passage.  He’d been down there for at least an hour or so, as rats measure these things.  The scent of other meals to be surrounded him, rising up from older, less defined mounds of earth that encircled the one from which he’d come.  What treasures, either shiny or chewable, lay buried in those?  It was too risky to try, and the rat was no longer hungry so he could focus on his survival more easily; though that didn’t stop him from compulsively licking the bits of his last mean from his fur every few minutes.

He left the scents behind him, and scurried across the lawn in the direction he thought he’d come.  He was almost to the gate, when he heard the hunter.  Had it been a clearer night, the hunter would have already taken him.  But the earth was wet and the hunter hated the wet, so his movements were awkward and clumsy by comparison.  The hunter’s eyes gleamed in the night, and his mouth opened to reveal those dreaded teeth.  He was far from the rat, but he could still smell the scent of one of his fallen siblings on the hunter’s breath.  The rat was confident that the hunter had not noticed him, at least until the hunter began to creep towards him.

Think! focus…the rat though as he stopped licking his fur and glanced about.  Pick up your prize! he thought to himself as he took it into his teeth and looked for an escape.  There was a house: the giant’s house not far from here.  The rat had gotten mixed up in the rain, the mist was too thick and it had confused him, drawing him closer the house than he had intended to go.  He might make his escape, but if he were to run now the hunter would take to pursuit, and he would become a meal.

Salvation came when the great metal gate swung open and a team of four-legged giants stormed in, dragging a wheeled box behind it.  The hunter, startled by the sound more so than the rat, was distracted for but a second, and the rat took his leave.  He scurried up through the moist grass into the house, running under a door.  The hunter was behind him, but the rat had sufficient lead and agility to escape.  He was in the house now, safe at last from the hunter…but not from the giants.

The ground here was hard and bare, and there was a pleasing warmth that rose up from a cackling fire in the distance.  The rat carried his treasure to the fire and curled up next to it on a row of stone, letting the heat dry the caked mud to his mangy fur.  What he enjoyed most was the shine and sparkle on his treasure, the red and yellow flames reflecting in the shiny glow of the metal surrounding the pale, cold flesh of a giant’s finger.

Such luxury was not to last, however… a door swung open and several giants filed into the room.  The rat scurried away frantically, finding a bookshelf to hide behind as he watched nervously for any signs of the hunter coming in with them.  No hunter, but he did see the giant from before, in cleaner clothing, talking to three other giants.  One of them, the one being talked to, was older than the others, and bore a look of worry or concern.  The giant the rat recognized was explaining to him something, and the two other giants stood back away as though they weren’t sure what was going on.  The elder giant then broke into tears, shaking his head and looking about the room, while the familiar giant placed his hand on his shoulder and offered some sign of condolence.  

It was then that the rat remembered that he’d left his treasure by the fire!  Looking across the room, he saw it there as plain as day, resting on the giant’s finger.  Nervously, he rubbed his hands and whipped his tail, then with a sharp bite of his lip departed from the safety of his hiding place and advanced upon his treasure.  The giants seemed too distracted to care about him anyway, and with any luck he’d have his treasure and be out of there before they even noticed.

No such luck, it would seem…for just as he was within an inch of his prize one of the giants let forth a scream.  The rat froze, and looked up to see all five of them advancing upon him.  The rat took one last look at his treasure, the glittering sparkle in the firelight and the musty scent of the flesh, and darted back to his hiding place.  He peered over his shoulder once he was there to make sure that the giants weren’t about to catch him, when he saw a curious thing: they weren’t interested in him at all…

The elder giant looked intently at the rat’s treasure then reached forth slowly with a quivering hand.  He took the prize into his fingers and raised it to his face, wiping the tears from his eyes and examining it closely.  The shaking subsided, and was replaced by a tremble of grief, followed by an explosion of rage.  The familiar giant attempted to flee, but the others grabbed him.  The older giant was screaming so loud it made the rat turn down his ears, and the other giants we striking the familiar one with pieces of wood to subdue him.

From here, the rat followed the giants out into the yard.  He knew that being close to the giants should dissuade the hunter.  He followed them only because the elder giant still had his treasure, and perhaps when he wasn’t paying attention he would drop it and the rat could reclaim his prize.  This didn’t happen, however.  Instead, one of the giants threw the familiar one to the earth next to the mounds he had been digging in earlier that night.  The familiar one seemed to protest, but the elder giant struck him in the face with his boot.  With that, the familiar giant retrieved his spade and began to dig; until the earth was opened again and there before them lay the remains of the giant the rat had fed upon earlier that night.

The next few minutes, as rats measure these things, were a clamor of frustration and fear for the rat.  The giants took to beating the familiar one again, but at no point did they ever relinquish his prize.  They made him dig more, until upwards of twenty mounds in the earth were opened and the bodies of a smaller giant revealed within.  Sometime during all this it had begun to rain, and the mists enshrouded the scene like a garden wall.  The rat shivered in frustration, watching the giants stomp about the defiled earth, frantically going from one hole to the next, then recoiling in disgust and anger at the contents therein.  When the last hole was overturned, the elder giant pointed at the familiar one, now covered once again in mud and filth.  He screamed as the two men took him away, dragging him out of the yard and into the forest behind them.  The rat, his mind still obsessesed with his prize, followed the group.

They moved faster than he, and by the time he’d caught up with them they were holding the familiar one to a tree.  He struggled in vain, as the two stronger giants pulled his arm back and held it to a branch.  The elder giant drew forth from his coat a hammer and a long, slender, rusty nail, which he drove into the flesh of the familiar giant’s hand, securing him to this tree.  He screamed and begged, but that didn’t stop the elder giant from driving a nail into the other hand, then into each foot…until the familiar giant was secured to the trunk and branches.  To further dissolve his chance of escape, they wrapped a rope around his waist and the body of the tree, and then left him there in the rain, screaming.  

Thoughts of the prize were gone now, as the rat had found something even shinier to adore.  Before him, writhing in pain and agony was warm food.  The rat drew close, not yet confident that the giant couldn’t hurt him.  When he was sure of it, he took a few cautionary sniffs and found himself becoming drunk on the aroma of blood.  Then he scurried away, back to the land of rats.  He would alert them all, and they would follow.  Tonight there would be a great feast, as every rat in the countryside would descend upon the giant and finally taste the luxury of warm food!  Better than any prize, the rat would be a hero, the champion who had braved the land of the hunter and the land of the giant, and brought his siblings the most beautiful prize of all.

The mists parted way before him, almost tunneling his advance as he scampered thoughtlessly through the mud and grass, his wormy tail whipping behind.

The Sheriff

by David "Jester" Gibson 

He grunted under the exertion of hefting up the heavy wooden beam and sliding it down into place. The aged wood ground against the frame of the door rubbing away yet another tiny bit of the already worn stain. He tried the door once for safety’s sake; it did not even open a crack.

“Be reasonable Iorga. Let me out.”

Iorga turned and brushed off the wood dust from his calloused hands and onto his heavy cloth apron. “You know the rules, Mihail. Sun goes down and the door gets barred.”

From across the common room Iorga scowled and tugged on one end of his long moustache. “But that sun is not yet down.” With that he gestured out of the still-open window. “You can still see the glow above the mountains.” 

Iorga walked over to the window and closed the heavy wooden shutters. “And now you cannot.” The innkeeper shrugged helplessly at the anxious man. “But you saw those clouds, the sun may as well have gone down as dark as it is.” He turned and walked across the Inn’s common room to his small kitchen. “Now that is enough of that talk. We are all in for the night. You must accept this.”

The single-room the comprised the common area was well filled. The inn, from its location between towns on the Old Svalich road, saw many people stop for a midday meal between thorps but few stayed the night. Only those who left late or hastily were forced to halt their travels. 

The Refugiu, as it was known, was a simple blockish structure with a small attached stable jutting out from the side. The stable was old and far too cramped to hold a large caravan or much trade goods and was only sizable enough to house a few steeds at a time. The building itself was dominated by the large common room with a small kitchen on the opposite side of the building of the stable. At the far end of the common room several smaller private rooms split away from the main building. Built some time after the rest of the structure these rooms had a rough unfinished quality but were solid and functional. The inn had once been described by a drunk Nova Vassan as being like a horse with its body, head, tail and many legs sticking out. 

Still grumbling Mihail crouched down before the large fireplace set against the wall. “Iorga knows my Anica will be concerned. She will talk my ear off if I return in the morning. If I’m lucky. Or she will beat me with a spoon again.”

A far larger man slapped the brooding Mihail firmly on the back. The portly man sat himself down by the fire and began the laborious process of hauling of his boots. “Then you should not have stayed for that final bit of plum brandy.” He laughed to himself.

“That is easy for you to say, Toman. You have buried two wives and are again single.” Mihail said picking up a handful of kindling. He scattered a few of the smaller pieces into the fire and watched as the quickly combusted. “You forget what it is like for the rest of us. Those with a wife still to please.”

“It is your own fault for… for…” Toman paused to finish the removal of his first boot. He rubbed his feet and tossed the offending garment over one shoulder. “I need new boots, these one have shrunk in the cold.”

“Of course they have Toman.”

“It is true, the cold and damp does that.” He laughed again to himself. “But as I was going on, it is your own fault for spending so much your time here the past few evening. I know that after your flock has been brought in you have you are unoccupied but drinking so much will not lead to good health.”

“I still do not see what Iorga is being so strict about. Normally on such as day as this he would not bar the door. Not for a good hour. If not more. It is not yet winter and the days are still long.”

Barasan came joining the pair by the fire. The scruffy furrier hauled his stool with him and rested himself down bringing with him the faint odour or pelts and leather. “Have you not heard then?” he said in his usual mumbled manner.

“Heard what?”

“Guttman is dead. He was killed not two nights ago.”

“No.”

“Yes.” Barasan nodded. The small man entwined his fingers and leaned forward. A long greasy lock of black hair fell forward and was promptly pushed back. “Cut-up almost to pieces and left to rot by the crossroads. His arms were bound behind his back and tied to a signpost. And his head was not found.” His words came quickly intensifying his mumble close to incomprehensibility.

Mihail gave his moustache a quick pull while he shook his head back on forth. “Terrible. Terrible.”

“I will say so.” Toman said grimly. “He still owed me eleven rat-teeth for that vest and hat I sold him.”

Barasan shrugged. “That is what lending will get you. But I have not told you the worst part.” Barasan leaned back and straightened with some mix of nervous energy and excitement. “It was the Sheriff that got him.”


Mihail looked at Barasan in dread. Toman's bushy eyebrows knotted in a frown. Barasan's mumbles seemed to have faded for that sentence and the words had easily carried through the common room. Even still they hung in the air like the smoke from the fire or the stench of spoiled meat. Behind them Vasile slid closer to his wife, Paraschiva, who made a sign warding away evil. The man in the corner did not seem to care one way or another and just continued his drinking.

Mihail spat into the fire and scowled at Barasan. “Now why did you have to mention him?” The herder demanded. 

“Because it means he is in the area. And that is why Iorga is skittish.” Barasan said knowingly. Glancing over at the barred door he asked, “Why risk attracting his attention?”

“Bah, it is know by all that the Sheriff is just a myth.” Toman said dismissively. “Something old mothers tell their children so they do not take up blades and try to be heroes or rebels. And if he were real why would he kill a poor trader such as Guttman?”

“He was more than a trader, I have heard talk that Guttman was also bringing in weapons from the West to sell to the Gundarakites.” Barasan said. 

“Talk. That is all that is.” Mihail said still watching the crackling logs and waving flames. “I have... had… known Guttman for many years. He was not one to side with those dangerous folk.”

Barasan shrugged. “That may be true but I think he was motivated more by their gold than by their cause.” 

“Yes, I too have heard of Guttman’s smuggling but that still does not mean it was the Sheriff.” Toman pointed out. “Any guard could have killed him. The boyar would not take kindly to some one drawing that kind of attention.”

“By why leave him like that? At the crossroads.” Barasan pointed out. “This was not just a murder. It was a message. Just like that village the Sheriff destroyed.”

“Yes.” Mihail nodded. “I remember the village.”

“I heard he killed them all single handily.” Vasile said speaking up. Beside the thin man his wife shivered and pulled her woollen shawl tighter around her frame. “He slaughtered them all like goats then gave their souls to devils so as to raise their bodies as the damned.”

“I heard this as well.” Mihail agreed.

“We have all heard that tale.” Toman interjected. “Of how he killed the farmers with but a dark gaze or how his steed breathed fire from the pit. But how many of you have heard the village named? And where in that land was it? The North? The West?”

“I heard it was in the South, near the border to Forlorn.” Vasile said. 

“No, it was West. Just a few miles South-East of here.” Barasan argued.

“You see my point.” Toman said smugly folding his thick arms across his broad chest.

“But of course we know not where it is.” Barasan snipped. “It was wiped off all maps, destroyed by dark magiks and the Devil Strahd.”

At that moment the wind picked up outside and the shutters rattled. Barasan jerked in fright and toppled off his stool and onto the hard earthen floor. Toman exploded into laughter as the scruffy -and now dirtier- furrier pulled himself back up.

“I do not see how the lot of you can just sit here talking about... him!”  Paraschiva snapped at the threesome by the fire.

“Now dear...” Vasile began resting his arm gently on his wife's shoulder. She knocked it off with a sharp turn then gave him a quick blow to the torso.

“Do not take that tone with me!” She snapped at him with ice eyes and a glare of menace. “You all should be still. It brings naught but ill fortune and tempts fate to discuss such things. And at night!” She added forcefully.

“She is right.” Mihail said tossing a small handful of wood shavings into the fire. Small crimson tongues danced across the blackening chips before throwing themselves up into the chimney as wispy grey smoke. “Such idle talk brings only trouble. Even if he is not here. We should not discuss that of such foul nature.”

The small common room grew quiet save for the random crackle of the fire and the sound of dishes being rattled about in the kitchen as Iorga's daughter, Ecaterina, did the washing up for the night. The shutters rattled a few more times before the slow wind gave up on its attempts and entry and died. From the crack between the shutters the final last gasp of light could be seen fading as the sun was swallowed early by the thick clouds above the rough peaks.

Toman picked up his boots and walked back to his table. The long shadows from the fire stretching out before him providing the only light to the dim room. The outline of the rotund craftsman danced about the walls and ceiling. He sat down and picked up his mug from where he had let it lie. “So.” he said slowly taking a quick draught of his drink. “If they never found his head, how do they know it is Guttman?”

Barasan looked up from his stool. “Pardon?”

“You said they had not found his head. Could it not have been someone else dressed as Guttman.”

“I... I do not know.”

“You mean to say you did not ask.” Toman said with a grin.

“But they would know Guttman anywhere. He has that ring on his finger at all times. The one with the red stone. And that scar on the back of his right hand where he was bitten by his mule.”

Toman chuckled. “Yes, I remember that day. Then the mule knocked him to the ground and stole his food.” He laughed harder and rocked back on his chair. 

“But it was the Sheriff who slew him.”

“Of course it was.”

Barasan frowned and continued to dust himself off sending small plums of dirt and grime misting into the air. Mihail rose and joined Toman at the table. He turned his back away from Paraschiva and Vasile and looked at Barasan. 

“I must ask this, as much as I know my curiosity is damnable.” Mihail took a deep breath and continued. “What know you of the Sheriff?”

“I will tell you, if you tell my why you ask.” Barasan said sliding his small stool over and ignoring Paraschiva's disapproving glares. The trapper smirked slightly as he sat down.

“I wish I could but give some convincing reason. In truth I am but curious.” The herder glanced at his friend across the uneven wooden surface. Toman did not look up from his drink. “I fear my doubting companion here is a foul influence on me. I wish to compare what you know with what I know.”

Barasan slid forward and grinned so that beneath his thin lips all his stained and crooked teeth were visible. “I heard he was a violent man from birth, a dark child that was always hurting small animals; torturing them just to see what would happen. A sick and twisted individual that was more the spawn of the devil than any son of a man. Some say he was indeed the offspring of some foul union between woman and one of the black creature of the Abyss.”

There was a faint sound from the far corner and the group turned to look at the forgotten patron of the inn. He sat quietly in the corner with his chair leaning over so the back rested on the wall. The man had his travel-worn boots resting on the table and his pale features glowed red from the light of the match in his hand. He lit his pipe and inhaled while shaking out the burning stick. 

Barasan watched him intently for a second for any further sign of motion. When there was none he turned back to Mihail. “So one day this foul youth was finally thrown from his village, the very same village he eventually razed to the ground. He was left alone to forage and fend for himself in the middle of winter when the beasts of the woods and mountains are at their hungriest and the snow and wind is at its coldest. But the twisted lad refused to fall or falter. He killed and ate any beast that came for him fashioning weapons from their teeth and claws and clothes from their hide. That was the sort of monster he was. Struggling, he climbed up the highest peaks and sheerest cliffs looking for the one being he would deem call master. Count Strahd the XI, the Devil of Ravenloft.”

Toman chuckled to himself. “All know it is death to go to the castle unbidden.” He set down his empty glass and loosened his belt contentedly. 

“For any normal man that is true.” Barasan spoke softly. “But we are talking about he that would become the Sheriff.”

“Of course.” Toman said mirthfully. “But here is what I have heard from people who spend more time working then drinking in taverns swapping tales.” 

Barasan shot him a dirty look but Toman ignored it and continued. “One day some people got out of line and rebelled by having the audacity not to have enough money to pay their burgomaster’s taxes. So that tyrant on the tall hill sent his guard down and had the lot slaughtered. Then to keep all the rest of the towns in line they spread some horror story about so as to frighten the gullible, young or womanish.”

“So you do not think the Count von Zarovich has such a servant?” Barasan asked.

“I do not think the Count von Zarovich has need of such a servant. There are far more frightening and convincing stories of him than of the Sheriff.”

“But the Lord cannot be everywhere. He cannot look after his interests over the entire Core.” Mihail said examining his empty mug and the reflection of himself at the bottom. He picked up the nearly empty bottle of brandy and filled out his shallow reflection. 

Toman shrugged. “That is true, I cannot argue with that.”

“I have heard different talk of the… his past.” Vasile said slowly. The three paused then turned to look at the speaker. Beside him Paraschiva hissed at him to be silent. Vasile did all he could to ignore her. 

“I heard he was a cruel man, but not the monster you make him out to be. Instead he was cruel only because he was born looking inhuman. Born with distorted and frightening features that all who say him labelled him cursed. They said that the darkness inside was shown by his ill looks on the outside.”

“That makes much sense.” Paraschiva spoke quickly. “Now leave it at that.”

 Vasile continued unabated. “As the folk turned their backs on him so he turned his back on them and entered the service of the Lord as a retainer. As the Count von Zarovich was the only person who would employ the lad. There, either by trickery or anger, the youth asked some shadowy forces for the power to repay those who had been so heartless to him. And thus he was given the might to do so. I have heard also that his Lord aided him find this power, showing him which forces to direct his pleas to.”

“You speak madness husband.” Paraschiva spoke sharply, her words edged razors. “I will have no further part of this conversation.” Making one final warding gesture she departed from the room.

Vasile hung his head down low and looked at his feet. “She is right, I should not be talking as such. It will only lead to pain.”

“Bah.” Toman said raising his hand dismissively. “You have nothing to worry about.”

“So speaks you but I will tempt fate no longer.” Vasile rose and followed his wife towards their small room. “I will speak no more on this subject and will do all I can to forget all I have heard this night.” He paused for a second and looked back. “I urge you all to do the same.” With that he left.

Mihail ran his fingers back and forth across the table staring intently at it as he had the fire. The inn was silent again save the faint crackling from the fireplace. The sound of scrubbing and clacking pottery had ceased meaning Ecaterina had retired for the night. “I too have heard talk of the Sheriff’s origins.” Mihail began as he licked his lips slowly. “But like much else voiced tonight, it does not match well with the other.”

“Go on.” Toman said resting his chin on his intertwined fingers. “I am eager to hear your tale.”

Mihail did not look up nor did he change his sullen look. “I heard he is of distant blood to the Count. But a few scant steps away from lordship himself. He journeyed to the castle and demanding the throne. But his coup was easily thwarted. Amused by the man’s arrogance and delusions Count von Zarovich sold the youth’s soul in exchange for power. He reduced the lesser noble to nothing more than an instrument of the Lord’s will. Von Zarovich then sent the youth out to crush the revolutions he himself once tried to commit.”

“From what I have heard the Sheriff is much more than a mindless tool.” Barasan stated.

“I have also heard tell that when the Sheriff lost his soul something else entered his flesh. Some dark force or hellish intelligence took possession of his body.” Mihail shivered slightly at the thought.

“So which tale is the truth?” Toman asked.

“Mine of course.” Barasan stated firmly. “Obviously.”

“Perhaps we will never know.” Mihail said quietly.

“Or perhaps, just perhaps ye are all wrong.”

The group turned and looked at the ignored stranger in the corner. The all silently wondered why they had not paid him any attention before. They had all noticed him but he has just seemed… uninteresting.

The man stood up and walked into the light towards the table. He smiled at them. It struck Barasan that the man was younger than he had originally though and had a fair complexion that suggested he was from another land. His rough and faintly nasal accent spoke of a Mordentish upbringing.

The smiling gentleman lit his pipe anew and leaned against the neighbouring table. “Now gentlemen, me stock and trade is stories of just the sort ye have been spinning all night. Real good feeshkas if I do say so meself. Why even the folk in Kartakass would have to think long and hard to match those.”

“Can we help you young master…?” Toman inquired. 

“Master of none and servant to fewer. And no you cannot, I much prefer to help meself. The only way to learn I always says. Or sometimes say.” The man’s smile widened. Mihail shivered yet again. 

The man sauntered the rest of the way to the table and continued. “Now it strikes me that since me trade is information, and I have received so much for free this night, I simply must give something in exchange. I would hate to be indebted to any of you fine men.”

Barasan’s eyes picked up. “What did you have in mind?”

The man shrugged. “Seems only fair to take me turn. Now I’ve heard things different like, now try to stay with me here.” He paused for a second to take a long inhalation from his pipe. Exhaling a broad white ring he continued. As he spoke he slowly began to walk around the table. 

“Long ago, in this very land and just a few mountains over and under there lived two brothers. The eldest was a hard man that had to sacrifice much so as he aged he felt jealous of the younger brother. So a result of this he did much wrong by him. So much did he wrong him that the spirits of all involved could not rest but kept being born anew until things could finally be righted.

“Now the elder brother always recognised his younger brother again and again, just as the younger brother would always know the elder. Sometimes the younger would try to right things through kindness and other times he would right things by compassion. But every time he failed until at last the younger brother had no choice but to try another path, he had to try force.” The speaker paused for a second to wet his lips. Producing a small metal flask from a hidden pocket he drank deeply and flashed a quick smile. The three at the table sat silently watching him as the man paced around and around the table never taking his gaze away from the three. The more he talked the faster and faster the man paced, his arms waving emphatically adding emphasis to the tale with ever gesture and thrust.

“This time was different. This time the younger brother learned the fate of all his failed past attempt and also saw the sadness the endless repetition was causing the land. So he resolved to slay his brother as it was the only way left. He practiced long and hard perfecting the martial arts of swordsmanship and archery. He learned to ride and swim and hunt honing his skills in the defence of folk he encountered. At last he thought himself ready and rode up to meet his brother in mortal combat. He lost.”

The man stopped his pacing and bowed his head respectfully. The three peasants stared at him silently feeling a mite dizzy from the frantic pace. Barasan noticed that for the first time that evening the man was not smiling while his head was bowed. The head rose and the man’s smile returned and he resumed his pacing and retelling.

“Now all knew about the cycle, even the elder brother. He knew if he outright slew his brother that he would simply return again and again, only next time the brother might practice more and harder, or simply be luckier. Next time it could be the older brother who fell. So instead of finishing his fallen foe he had him dragged into the deepest darkest dungeon that could be found.

“There the elder brother began his gruesome task, breaking the mind of his brother. Shattering his will to live and destroying all heroics and nobility that remained leaving only hate and an impotent rage. As a grim finale the elder brother imparted some of his own dark power on the younger, forever binding the warrior to him. As you cannot easily slay something that is apart of you.” With that the smiling man stopped to bow with a flourish then he tapped out the ashes of his weed onto the floor and ground them in with his heel. “The end.”

Barasan frowned. “But that story makes no sense. Why not simply imprison the younger brother in that dungeon and keep him there?”

Toman nodded in agreement. “And if that was the case why would the younger brother not simply end his life to gain another chance at revenge?”

“And why send the brother out to find and kill enemies?” Mihail asked. “Would the brother not ally with them?”

The still grinning man shrugged. “Alas, I know not for sure; perhaps because me mind is not as that of the elder’s is. But I do know some small bits of wisdom that may shed some light on this for those whose minds are sharper than me own.” The man pocketed his pipe and strode about the table again, his footprints long since forming a hard packed ring around it. “Firstly one must keep their friends close but their enemies closer. That bit of wisdom is so old no one knows from whence it originates. And death is not so easy an option, especially where there is such drive for revenge. Hope springs eternal my friends, even for the damned, and that which is eternal is hard to kill. The younger brother knows that. And finally what is a more fitting revenge than the corruption of what is pure? Every time the younger brother does the elder’s bidding, biding his time until he can strike down his master, the elder brother claims another small victory.”

“But the younger brother is still trying to kill the elder, what kind of fool would take such a risk?” Tomas asked.

“An old fool. And old fool that perhaps craves the new diversion while it lasts or one that is very confident in his abilities. Treachery comes easily but skill in betrayal does not. Anyone who is as smart and as experienced as the elder brother knows how to watch their back.” The man smirked and ceased his pacing. “One final bit of advice, but this one comes at a small price.”

“And what would this price be?” Barasan asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Just a little innocent and safety. Maybe more. We shall see.” The man said with a wry look. “Now here’s an interesting question of our dear friend the Sheriff. Why would such a frightening man who has been built up to be more legend than reality kill someone so obviously? It strikes me as odd for if you had such a dramatic figure you would want to keep him deep in the shadows and folktales instead of gutting random peasants and revealing one’s self..”

“It was a message.” Barasan stated shakily. “Obviously. To keep people in line.”

“Yes, but if he just disappeared one night it would be just as effective. And without the head it could just be some stranger. And in such a deserted part of the land too, far away from the other ‘traitors’. That is a bad message.” The man tapped his fingers on the table to emphasise that. “No, this Guttman was not killed by the Sheriff.”

“But…” Mihail began before a raised hand silenced him. 

“Rude to interrupt.” The man said gliding smoothly around the table. This time it was less the animated storyteller and more like a hawk circling. “Now was it the craftsman and fellow trader that did the deed?” He asked resting his hand on Toman’s broad shoulder. “The one who seemed positive that the Sheriff was not in the area and unconcerned about a possible murdered loosed.”

Tomas was about to speak but one look from the rest silenced him. The man continued his spiralling stopping to rest a hand on Mihail. “Or was it the herder? Anxious to leave and who has spent the entire night avoiding eye contact and acting strange.”

“Or lastly was it the man who seems to know the most about the murder? He looks to know all the grisly details of the body and its condition and seems the most interested in blaming someone else.” the man said looking down at Barasan.

“But… but could it not be… someone else?” Mihail stammered looking helplessly and fearfully at the speaker. 

“Yes, it could be Vasile.” Toman pointed out. “And Iorga does seem to be in an odd mood. Even you, you are the stranger here. We do not even know your name.”.

The man grinned again and looked down at all three. “Like that wife would ever let Vasile be long enough to kill someone. As for Iorga, that’s a different matter altogether, but he is not the one. Does not have the eyes of a killer. But who does is one of you three. He has the eyes of a cold-blooded killer. Nasty one at that.”

The man leaned over and slowly looked all three directly in the eyes one after the other. “I could tell you who, but there is no fun in that.” The man reached into his cloak and produced a long sharp dagger. He pulled it from its sheath and laid it flat on the table. “Because it would be simply cruel to leave you two innocent folk alone and unarmed with a killer.” He explained never glancing away from the blade. 

The three at the table slowly eyed each other and the knife. Out of the corner of their eyes they could see the man walking away towards one of the private rooms but none of the three risked taking their gaze away from the other two long enough to see which room. The chairs seemed harder and less comfortable, they fidgeted slowly back and forth staring unwaveringly. They then noticed how dark it had become and how the fire was slowly dying out without new fuel. 

The stranger’s voice carried in from the far side of the room. “Our dear friend the Sheriff is just one of life’s little mysteries and frankly I like it like that. Because you can make it what you will and believe who you want. When you just give away the truth one of life’s wee mysteries is just gone forever and there are fewer stories in the world. Good evening folks and have a pleasant night.”

There was then a faint sound of a shutting door followed by a brief scuffle, a sharp cry and a heavy thud.

Waking Dreams

by Tami Sammons

Alex is a seasoned warrior, hero in his community for thwarting the aims of many a highwayman, fowling beasts, and rescuing a child who had fallen down a cliff that no one else could reach.  He is at a ceremony in honor of his great deeds, something he didn’t want.  For he didn’t truly deserve it, it was his duty.  He truly felt he did nothing special.  During the ceremony, he stands outside the town hall fidgeting hoping it would be over soon, so he could go home to his wife and children.  But then he realizes, they should be here.  Where are they?  He looks around for them.  

“Where are they?” he says out loud.

The mayor stops in the middle of his speech and looks at him angrily.  “What?” he spats.

“Where is my family?”

Just then someone races into the proceedings, a man covered in perspiration.  His arm bloody, a large red spot covered the lower half of his shirt.  “Highwaymen,” he began out of breath.  “Outside of town.”  He falls to his knees.  Alex runs to him.  It’s his neighbor.  “They got her,” he breathes heavily and collapses in Alex’s arms.  “And the children.”  He breathes heavily again.  “Near the gorge.”  He slumps in Alex’s arms.  “Go to them,” he whispers.  “Old Man’s Meadow.”  He sighs, his breath slowing.  “Before sunset, or…they…die.”  He breathes one last time.

Without hesitating, Alex lays the lifeless body of his friend down gently and bolts for his horse.  Old Man’s Meadow was nearly half a day’s ride from town.  And it was after noon.  He would have to hurry in order to make it in time.  He leapt onto his horse and raced out of town.  He races down the road, past the gorge.  He sees a dead horse, a broken wagon, several pools of blood, and a rag doll.  He pushes his horse on.  Finally as the sun crests the horizon, he bursts into the clearing of Old Man’s Meadow.  He sees a group of five men standing around a large tree with four bodies handing from the two large branches near the bottom.  He races into the clearing, drawing his sword as he leaps from the horse.  He begins hacking and slashing at the five men on the ground to get to the tree.  When he finally gets to the tree he leaps into the air and swings, cutting the ropes hanging two of the bodies.  They fall lifeless to the ground. He leaps at the other branch and cuts the other two bodies down.  He drops his sword and grabs the bodies.  He screams holding the lifeless bodies of his family in his arms.  

Townsfolk take the bodies of his family and put them on a cart.  They take Alex by the arms and lead him to the front seat of the cart.  As he climbs up into the seat he notices something under the tree.  A woman.  Her skin is ivory, her eyes black, a tattered, faded ballerina costume adorns her frail body with pale bloody handprint stains on it.  She pirouettes mournfully in the shadows of the hangman’s tree.

Alex stares into Dr. Burrow’s face, a tear falls down his cheek.  He lowers his head exhausted.

“You actually saw the woman dancing? The Ghost Dancer,” Dr. Burrow said.

“Yes,” he whispered, his voice shaking.  “As clearly as I see you now.”

* * * * *

Alex stands outside the town hall fidgeting hoping it would be over soon, so he could go home to his wife and children.  But then he realizes, they aren’t here.  Where are they?  He looks around for them.  

“Where are they?” he says aloud.

The mayor stops in the middle of his speech, he looks angry.  “What?” he spats.

“Where is my family?”

Just then someone races into the proceedings, a man covered in perspiration.  His arm bloody, a large red spot covered the lower half of his shirt.  “Highwaymen,” he says out of breath.  “Outside of town.”  He falls to his knees.  Alex runs to him.  It’s his neighbor.  “They got her,” he breathes heavily and collapses in Alex’s arms.  “And the children.”  He breathes heavily again.  “Near the gorge.”  He slumps in Alex’s arms.  “Go to them,” he whispers.  “Old Man’s Meadow.”  He sighs, his breath slowing.  “Before sunset, or…they…die.”  He breathes one last time.

Without hesitating, Alex lays the lifeless body of his friend down gently and bolts for his horse.  Old Man’s Meadow was nearly half a day’s ride from town.  And it was after noon.  He would have to hurry in order to make it in time.  He leapt onto his horse.  He races out of town, down the road, past the gorge.  He sees a dead horse, a broken wagon, several pools of blood, and a rag doll.  He pushes his horse on.  Finally as the sun crests the horizon, he bursts into the clearing of Old Man’s Meadow.  He sees a group of five men standing around a large tree with four bodies handing from the two large branches near the bottom.  Away from the tree there are five empty, glass coffins setting upright against a wagon.  He races into the clearing, drawing his sword as he leaps from the horse.  He begins hacking and slashing at the five men on the ground to get to the tree.  When he finally gets to the tree he leaps into the air and swings but suddenly there are five more men between him and the tree.  His family reaches out to him as he fights these new foes.  

Finally, these five men fall to the ground.  Only there are five more men standing between him and his family.  When they fall there are five more men, then five more men.  His families’ faces begin to turn blue.  But there are five more men preventing him from reaching them.  Then five more men, and five more, and five more, and five more.  Suddenly he realizes he isn’t in the clearing anymore.  He hasn’t even entered the clearing.  And five men stand by the tree, his family still hanging there, their arms fall to their sides as he can see the life leaving their bodies.

Alex screams.  “NO!!!!!”

Then he notices the coffins.  There in one of the glass coffins is a man.  He is a tall, intelligent, upper-class gentleman in an impeccably tailored suit.  His arms folded over his chest.  His black hair is perfectly styled.  His right eye is open looking through a monocle attached to his vest; his left eye is closed.  

Alex stares into Dr. Burrow’s face, a stream of tears falling down his face.  He lowers his head exhausted.

“And you saw a man in the coffin?  Hypnos,” Dr. Burrow asked.

“Yes, watching the fight.”

“This makes two.”

* * * * *

Alex stands outside the town hall fidgeting.  He wants to go home to his wife and children.  But then he realizes, they should be here.  Where are they?  He looks around for them.  

“Where are they?” he says aloud.

The mayor stops in the middle of his speech, he looks furious.  “What?” he growls.

“Where is my family?”

Just then a man races into the proceedings, covered in perspiration.  His arm bloody, a large red spot covered the lower half of his shirt.  “Highwaymen,” he says out of breath.  “Outside of town.”  He falls to his knees.  Alex runs to him.  It’s his neighbor.  “They got her,” he breathes heavily and collapses in Alex’s arms.  “And the children.”  He breathes heavily again.  “Near the gorge.”  He slumps in Alex’s arms.  “Go to them,” he whispers.  “Old Man’s Meadow.”  He sighs, his breath slowing.  “Before sunset, or…they…die.”  He breathes one last time.

Without hesitating, Alex lays the lifeless body of his friend down gently and bolts for his horse.  Old Man’s Meadow was nearly half a day’s ride from town.  And it was after noon.  He would have to hurry in order to make it in time.  He leapt onto his horse and raced out of town.  He races down the road, past the gorge.  He sees a dead horse, a broken wagon, several pools of blood, and a rag doll.  He pushes his horse on.  Finally as the sun crests the horizon, he bursts into the clearing of Old Man’s Meadow.  He sees a group of five men standing around a large tree with four bodies handing from the two large branches near the bottom.  He races into the clearing, drawing his sword as he leaps from the horse.  He begins hacking and slashing at the five men on the ground to get to the tree.  

“No,” one of the screams.

Alex cuts his way through the men until there is no resistance.  When he finally gets to the tree he leaps into the air and swings, cutting the ropes hanging two of the bodies.  They fall lifeless to the ground. He leaps at the other branch and cuts the other two bodies down.  He drops his sword and grabs the bodies.  He screams holding the lifeless bodies of his family in his arms.  Then he realizes, it’s not his family.  Four men look up at him, smiling.  

“Thank you sweetheart,” a man says.  “Saved me from the hangman’s noose you did.”  He begins to laugh.

“Where’s my family?” Alex screams.  

“At the bottom of the gorge, sweetie,” the man says.  “We killed them after sending the fool off.”  The men jump up out of his arms and run from the clearing. 

He stands, looking around the clearing.  Then he looks at the five men he killed getting to the tree.  They look familiar, because they are.  They are five members of his militia, five of his friends.  

“No,” he whispers.  “What have I done?”  In a panic he looks around trying to think.  “What am I going to do?”  

He sheaths his sword and starts walking back and forth from the clearing to the woods beyond.  He stops at the edge of the woods and looks in.  Dense foliage and underbrush cover the floor of the woods.

“Alex.”

Alex spins around to see a man.  He is a tall young man wearing a chain mail shirt with a tabard over it with the town’s militia insignia on it.  “Jared?” Alex says, stunned.  Then he realizes there are always six men on patrol.  Jared is the sixth.

“Alex, what happened here?” Jared speaks calmly, in a friendly tone.

Alex is confused.  “What do you mean?”

“Where are the highwaymen?”

“What does it look like?” Alex says fearfully.

“It looks like someone came up and killed the militia as they hung the highwaymen.  Then cut them down and they fled into the woods,” Jared says.

Alex feels relief.  Jared doesn’t seem to suspect him.  “Yes, it does look that way.  It’s impossible to track them through the dense underbrush.

“Let’s go back to town and get others to help.  Maybe we can catch them on the other side.  Send word to the other towns to be on the lookout for them.”

“Yes, that sounds good,” Alex says walking to his horse.

“That’s what we’ll tell the town,” Jared says.

“Yes,” Alex says.

“We needn’t tell them anything else.”

“Why would we?” Alex turns to Jared curiously.

“That’s how it looks, so that’s what we’ll say.  They needn’t know anything else.”

“What do you mean?  ‘Anything else’?”

“You were trying to save your family.  You couldn’t see straight.  I understand that.  It was a mistake.  No one need know anything more.”

“What?” Alex said, anger growing within him.

“I was standing by the meadow’s entrance.  I say everything.  No one need know anything,” Jared said.  “Anyone can make that mistake.  Even you.”

Alex suddenly became very afraid.  Jared knew what really happened.  He couldn’t let anyone know.  Fear grew within him like a volcano about to erupt.  Something had to be done.  “No, Jared, no one need know.”  Alex looked around the meadow.  No one around but him and Jared.  They were alone.  As Jared went to mount his horse Alex drew his weapon and dealt with the problem in one swift stroke.  

Jared’s lifeless body fell to the ground in a heap.  Alex looked around again.  Still no one.  He knelt down and wiped the blood from his sword then stood to mount his own horse and return to town when he saw him.  Or rather it, hovering by the entrance to the meadow, a winged serpent with vibrantly colored stripes.  

Alex stares into Dr. Burrow’s face.  

“And you saw a rainbow colored serpent watching?  The Rainbow Serpent,” Dr. Burrow asked.

“Yes,” he said. 

“Three, three!!  I can’t believe it.” 

Alex’s eyes glaze over and he seems to not see the doctor anymore.

* * * * *

Alex stands outside the town hall fidgeting hoping it would be over soon, so he could go home to his wife and children.  But then he realizes, they aren’t here.  Where are they?  He looks around for them.  

“Where are they?” he says aloud.

The mayor stops in the middle of his speech, he looks angry.  “What?” he spats.

“Where is my family?”

Just then someone races into the proceedings, a man covered in perspiration.  His arm bloody, a large red spot covered the lower half of his shirt.  “I’m sorry,” he says out of breath.  “It slipped.”  He falls to his knees.  Alex runs to him.  It’s his neighbor.  “My wife,” he breathes heavily and collapses in Alex’s arms.  “She’s going to her.”  He breathes heavily again.  “You wife.”  He slumps in Alex’s arms.  “Old Man’s Meadow.”  He sighs, his breath slowing.  “Before sunset, or…she’ll…tell her.”  He coughed, blood splattered on Alex’s shirt.  He put his hand gently on Alex’s face and smiles.  “She knows,” he whispered.  He breathes one last time.

Without hesitating, Alex lays the lifeless body of his friend down gently and bolts for his horse.  Old Man’s Meadow was nearly half a day’s ride from town.  And it was after noon.  He would have to hurry in order to make it in time.  He leapt onto his horse.  He races out of town, down the road.  He gets to the gorge, but the way is blocked.  One of the local sheep farmers is there with his sheep.  The sheep are grazing in the only path there is around the gorge.  

Alex calls to the farmer, “please, I must get by.”

The farmer doesn’t hear him.  The sheep are making too much noise.

Alex tries to push past the sheep.  The farmer notices him and yells.  “Stop that, you’ll scare my sheep.”

“Then move them,” Alex demands.  “I must get past.”

Alex continues to push forward while the farmer tries to clear a path.  Finally he’s past the sheep.  He continues down the road toward Old Mans’ Meadow.  Suddenly, a group of deer comes out of nowhere, runs past him and spooks his horse.  It takes all his horseman’s skills to keep from being thrown from the horse.  It takes a few minutes to get the horse under control and continue on.  Then there are a group of women and children in the road.  They call out to him, wanting to thank him for everything he’s done for the town.  He acknowledges them and tells them they must move he must get by.  Then there is a fallen tree blocking the road.  It’s too high, he doesn’t believe his horse can jump over it and it’s impossible to get around.  An old man with a mule drawn cart is standing there.  He offers to help get the tree out of the way.  He suggests they tie both animals to the tree and pull it from the roadway.  They tie the animals to the tree and pull it out of the way.  The old man thanks him and he they are both off down the road toward Old Man’s Meadow.  

He sees Old Man’s Meadow ahead.  Just then his horse trips.  He and the horse tumble to the ground.  The horse lands on top of him.  He feels bones crack in his legs.  He checks the horse, hoping he can get it to roll off him.  The horse is dead.  He tries to push the horse off.  The pain in his legs is horrible.  It blurs his vision.  The horse rolls off.  He begins to crawl toward the meadow.  Just as he crawls into the meadow he sees two women by the old tree.  One is his wife, the other his friend’s wife.  They are talking.  There are children playing in the meadow.  His children.

“No!” he screams.  But they don’t seem to hear him.  “Please, no!!!!” he screams louder.  They still don’t hear.

Then his wife puts her face in her hands and starts to cry.  She looks over to him pain on her face, tears in her eyes.  She runs over and grabs the children and runs down the road away from him.  

Alex screams in anger.  His friend’s wife turns and runs toward him a bloody short sword in her hands.  He grabs his long sword from is scabbard and holds it out toward the woman.  She strips and falls onto his sword.  As she hits the ground her sword cuts into his stomach.  The woman lies dead at his side, his sword plunged through her chest.  Then he hears laughter.

He turns to see an old woman by the tree.  She is a hunched, leathery brown-skinned woman in animal skins.  She’s leaning on a gnarled staff.  Her deep, clear eyes peer at him from beneath wrinkled flesh.  He calls to her, but she just laughs.  Her laughter makes him angrier as he lies there in a growing pool of blood.  She laughs.  He grows angrier.  Her laughter echoes in his ears, he grows hot with anger.

Alex stares into Dr. Burrow’s face, an angry look on his face.  His eyes glaring.

“And the old woman, you’re sure about her?  Mullonga,” Dr. Burrow asked.

 “Yes,” he said, still angry.

“That makes four, four of the five.  And all this while we sat here?”

“Yes,” Alex’s eyes glaze.  “Will this ever end doctor?”

“The nightmares?  I don’t know Alex.  I have never known anyone who have fallen victim to more than one member of the Nightmare Court.  Let alone four members.  I will have to consult with my colleagues.”  Dr. Burrow stood to leave the room.

“I can’t take much more of this, doctor.”

Dr. Burrow turned to look at Alex.  “I wish I could say more.  But the mind is not always something that can be cured easily, especially when the Nightmare Court is involved.”

“That’s not the right answer doctor,” Alex said calmly looking up at Dr. Burrows.  

There was a strange look in Alex’s eyes that sent a chill down Dr. Burrow’s back.  Fear griped the doctor and he felt the need to leave quickly.  He turned to leave the room.

“No doctor,” Alex began, “that’s not the right answer at all.”  

Dr. Burrow pounded on the door to be let out.

“I think if I stop you, I will stop the dreams.”  Alex stood.  Dr. Burrow turned to look at Alex.  Alex smiled, cold and maliciously.  Dr. Burrow went pale.  The window in the door opened.  Alex lunged at the doctor.

“Help!!!” Dr. Burrow screamed.  

Keys could be heard in the door’s lock.  The guard called for more help.

“Heeeellllllp!!!!” Dr. Burrow screamed again, a gurgling sound to his voice.

The door opened, but only about a foot.  Alex and the doctor were on the floor preventing it from being opened further.  The guard called again.  More men pushed on the door.  The door was finally opened enough for one guard to gain entrance.  He saw a gruesome sight.  Alex had Dr. Burrow on the floor and was clawing and biting at his flesh, ripping him apart.  The guard swung the nightstick down to make contact with Alex’s head sending him to the ground.  He got up and went for the doctor again.  The guard hit Alex again with the nightstick.  Alex hit the ground again.  Alex got up again and slammed against the door to prevent anyone else from entering.  The guard swung again.  Alex hit the floor again.  He got up again and went for the doctor.  The guard swung yet again.  The guard outside the room threw his weight against the door sending it, the doctor and Alex flying across the room.  Alex got up and went for the doctor again.  Another guard entered the room and grabbed the doctor and tried to drag him from the room.  The first guard swung on Alex again.  This time Alex didn’t hit the floor.  Something caught Alex’s attention.  Then he noticed another man in the room, in the corner.  It was a mysterious figure in dark, tattered robes.  A hood covered his face and head.  Wisps of long silver hair could be seen escaping from the hood.  The robe appeared to be made of spider web with dozens of large, black spiders crawling all over him weaving more web.  His gnarled, pale hands were the only things visible from beneath the robes.  The bony hands like talons were held out toward Alex, the fingers moving in a strange dance.  Strings hung from the taloned fingers and stretched toward Alex.  These stings ended at Alex, they were attached to him, his limbs as if making him move like a marionette.  The guard swung again.  Alex landed on the floor.  He rolled over onto his back and looked up at the mysterious figure.  The figure’s hands stopped moving.  Alex didn’t move.  The figure faded away.  He looked over at the guard.  He lay there on the floor looking up at the guard who hit him.  Dr. Burrow’s blood covered his mouth and chin.  Alex’s own blood streamed down his right temple like a river disappearing into the dark forest of hair.  Alex smiled up at his attacker.  

“Don’t stop.  Keep swinging.  Don’t stop until I no longer breath.  It must stop.”

Then Alex heard a noise in the corner of the room.  The corner was dark and he thought he saw someone watching.

Alex stared into Dr. Burrow’s face, a defeated look on his face.  “It must stop doctor.”

“That was quick.  With little break between the dreams.  And this time you attacked me.  And you’re sure of the description of the figure controlling you like a puppet?”

“Yes.”

“The Nightmare man, that makes all five.  Never has this happened before.  I really must consult my colleagues.”  Dr. Burrow got up to walk to the door, but remembering this last dream of Alex’s.  He turned to look at him, feeling a bit uneasy.  Alex lay on the bed, motionless looking up at the doctor.  Alex’s face was pale, his eyes dull and lifeless.  He blinked.  Dr. Burrow turned, went to the door, and knocked.  The window opened then closed.  Then the door opened.  Just before leaving, Dr. Burrow turned to look at Alex once more.  “I will try to do everything I can to help you, Alex.”

“Yes, doctor,” Alex said, calm, cold resignation in his voice.

The doctor exited the room.

Just as the door closed, Dr. Burrow heard Alex call to him.  He opened the door in the window.  Alex was standing right there looking out at him, a strange wild look on his face.  He smiled at the doctor. 

“Tell them quickly doctor, for if you wait, they may doubt your words.”  Then Alex laughed.  The laugh sent a cold chill through Dr. Burrow’s body right to his core.  “He wants them to know.  Credit where credit is due, after all”

He walked immediately to the Dr. Gregorian Illhousen’s office, the chief physician of the Clinic for the Mentally Distressed in Egertus, Nova Vaasa.  He has made a personal study of the Nightmare Court and Dr. Burrow knew if anyone could help, Dr. Illhousen could.  As Dr. Burrow walked past the nurse’s station, there was a noise in a dark corner.  He looked into the shadows and saw something, or at least he thought he did.  It was a man.  But the doctor paid him no mind.  

* * * * *

“All this trouble over an affair he had with his neighbor.  The neighbor’s wife mortally wounded her husband when she found out then told his wife.  She left him and took the kids.  He killed the neighbor’s wife when she tried to kill him.”

 “That does seem the most likely event.  According to the reports, the townsfolk remember hearing the neighbor say something about their wives, and Alex was found at this Old Man’s Meadow under his dead horse with his neighbor’s wife impaled on his sword and her sword in his side.  Also his wife and three children had made a hasty departure that day.”

“What a mess.  Well, put all this down in your session book then go home for the night,” said Dr. Illhousen.  

After telling his superior everything that happened with Alex, he went back to his office and put everything down in the patient’s file.  Then Dr. Burrow decided to go back and talk with Alex one more time.  He wanted to know who this ‘he’ was who wanted credit.  

It was late, a lot later than he had believed.  He had been up all night putting down all the information from his session with Alex.  The sun would be coming up soon.  But he still felt he needed to talk to Alex one more time.  

When he got to Alex’s room, it was empty and the door was open.  The mattress was rolled up and tied.  He called to the nurse on duty.  The nurse wasn’t there.  It was his superior, Dr. Illhousen.

“Where is Alex?  And why isn’t the nurse here?”

“Your patient died an hour after your session, Dr. Burrow.  It was as if his body and mind just gave up.  I told you this last week.  Don’t you remember?”

“Last week, I talked to him just last night.”

“Why don’t you tell me again doctor, what is the last thing remember?”

“I put everything down in my session book about my meeting with Alex.  Then I wanted to talk to Alex about this mysterious man who wants credit.  I wanted to talk to him about it again.  I went to his room and it’s empty.  And now you’re here.”

Just then Dr. Burrow heard a noise in a dark corner just past the nurse’s station.  He looked into the shadows and saw something, or at least he thought he did.  It was a man, tall and thin with porcelain skin and overly large pointed ears.  His eyes were bright green with vertical slits and seemed to reflect the light like an animals.  He was smiling.  His teeth were sharp and pointed and his tongue was forked.  His long red hair seemed to glow like burning embers.  He wore a simple black robe and carried a large purple feather quill in his left hand.  He had a tablet in his right.  He held the tablet so Dr. Burrow could see and he put a second hash mark on the page.  

“Am I awake Dr. Illhousen?” 

“Yes, you have been for the past week.  We’re very worried about you.  Sleep deprivation has made you hallucinate.”

Dr. Burrow looked up at the man in the corner and felt cold.  A wave of realization flooded over him.

“It’s not sleep deprivation and I’m not hallucinating.”

“Than what is it?”

“’Him.’”  He looked around the room.  It wasn’t the nurse’s station.  It was a patient’s room, his room.  And he was still standing in the corner.  “That’s how he works, that’s how he gets you.”  He sat down on the bed and looked over to his colleague.  “There is a new member of the Nightmare Court, Dr. Illhousen.  You should be careful.  I wouldn’t loose any sleep if I were you.  Or you could be number three.”
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