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The fierceness of the Dreamland
demons is beyond doubt one of the most terrifying aspects
of the world, which
lies behind the sleep-sealed eyelids of the Knorens. Consisted of
five elements (earth, fire, water, air and ether), the demons that
dwell in those misty plains act like magnified mirrors when they
happen to come across a Knoren, be it human, antaur or any of the
other mortal races of the Haldhe Land. Whether they do that on a
whim or due to some ineffable, preordained pattern is anyone’s
guess. They are immortal beings and as there are good, bad and
neutral Knorens so does the same range of intentions and actions
exist among the demons of the Dreamland.

Now, there's a story about an entity,
which came from that place a long time ago and the accounts
regarding its deeds – balancing between fact and imagination – say
that it wiped out an entire village in the eastern foothills of the
Thunder Mountains. The natives of Blifend, who live close to the
region of this mysterious distress, speak of an evil, bone-chilling
laugh echoing in the wind one warm night of winter followed shortly
after by high pitched screams resembling those made by men under
brutal torture.

I learnt of this
otherworldly tale during my travels in the wild regions of the west. It
was right after I had miraculously survived an ambush that the man
eating Interrans had laid in one of the border forests. My
saviours, fearless and indestructible men and women of Blifend,
arrived just in time and crushed those brutes to masses of
blood-soaked flesh and broken bones without receiving the slightest
damage. When the threat had passed and everything was calm again
they invited me to their bivouac and there, under ancient trees I
listened in awe to their captivating songs of war and love. It was
then, around their blue campfire that I first heard of the tragedy,
which took place not so long ago.

One of the Blifendians, a brown
haired woman with green eyes and a fit, slender figure revealed to me what
had transpired under the heavy shadow of the Thunder. Her father,
she told, had sauntered near enough the village one day and to his surprise he
witnessed a beast in human form - not sure if it was he or she –
attacking and killing unarmed villagers with a large sword,
chopping them in pieces and devouring them with an unnamable
madness glinting in its grisly sunken eyes the likes of which he
had never seen before. Now, they say that the Blifendians due to
their perfect, invincible structure cannot be harmed by anything on
this Land and for that reason they know no fear. The man who saw
that carnage however felt a strange numbness in his heart when he
glanced into the manically morbid depths of the monster’s eyes and
he was frightened. Before he could even grasp the meaning of that
unknown feeling he had turned around and fled. The terrible
chortle
and the squeals that
were heard the next day along with the man’s witness kept the
people of those untamed woodlands away from the
settlement.

The story was too short to
arouse any kind of emotion to me, but the woman also told of an old man who
lived in the mountains and from an unknown rumour was
believed
to be the sole
survivor of the decimated village. That was the release of my
mental bowstring and the arrow of my inquisitiveness had been
fired.

In the weeks that followed I sought to find
that man but had no luck in reaching him in time. After a year and
a half of dangerous trekking and climbing in the Thunder Mountains
I found almost hidden in a secret glade a small cabin. The
dark-coloured boles of the oak trees with the velvet green foliage
seemed to form an impenetrable wall around the house. No bird, no
animal was to be heard or seen near the enclosed area.

I managed to squeeze in there through a small
gap between two twin oaks only to find a veil of unbearable terror
falling up-on my shoulders. It was more than the actual sight of
the dreary hut. It was a feeling, an instinct primitive and
overwhelming that set my mind in a state of alert. Yet, I pushed
forward through the black thicket disregarding my inner voice of
trepidation. The forest floor was full of dead, rotting vegetation.
Mould and decay filled my nostrils and the taste of blood mixed
with dirt rose intermittently in my mouth.

At first the tiny establishment
had an indifferent tone, similar to the plain, lazy huts of the northern
realms. On a second look however, a supernatural menace smote upon
my face like a wave of warm air blowing out of the muzzle of a
gigantic beast. But, I didn't falter and persistent as a mule I
stepped closer. It was a small, square cabin, simple and desolate.
The logs still stood although erosion had evidently taken hold of
most of them. The door was shut and there was no knob or handle on
the outside. It wasn't locked and with a little push it squeaked
intimidatingly and retreated inside a half-lighted interior that
reeked of old death and rot. Initially, I hesitated but after grabbing a
stick I entered with caution and ready to lash out at anything that
might come at me from the dark corners of the house. There was no
need though for such action because the sole thing alive in there
was me.

I searched for any sign of the thing I was
looking for in the first place. Only piles of dust and torn, filthy
garments littered the plank floor. But after a careful look my eyes
caught sight of something that made my heart race. A ghastly
skeleton was occupying the far corner! Such Terror!

What kind of high form of bravery inspired
me then I didn't know, but I was able to overcome my initial horror
and approach without dread the long gone resident of that hut. It
was standing upright and had this dark brown hue similar to the
discolouration of the remains found in aeon-sealed tombs. Its arms
were bent like in a defensive posture as though it had been
attacked by someone or something. The legs were closed and traces
of a strange material around the ankles indicated they must had
been tied together; whether before or after the time of death it
was unclear. Above, the pelvis appeared crushed whereas higher than
that the skull stood on the top of the spine in flawless condition
with all teeth still attached. Two rusty iron nails protruding from
either side of the upper torso below the clavicle explained the
standing position, but beyond that there was nothing more to be
extracted from the dead human.

I didn't touch the bones lest
the spirit of the departed put a curse on me and decided to search the cabin
for any clues as to its identity. I mean I wasn't sure if that
skeleton was the person I was seeking for. Not long after I had
left that grim spot I stumbled across a cubic object, almost hidden
amidst the debris on the floor. It was a small, light chest wrapped
in fine leather. I unknotted the strings and removed the wrapping
revealing as I had guessed a little black box. Its material puzzled
me because it looked much like wood as it did iron. Dark and
unadorned, it could be opened by sliding the top on its left or
right side. I dared not to push it all the way at that time for a
cryptic breath was howling outside and the sun had already started
to descend from its higher throne. It would have been unwise in
many views to remain in that forsaken place after dusk. Hence I put
the chest in my sack and walked to the exit.

I thought I heard a dim
whisper behind me when I set my foot on the doorstep and I
instinctively looked back. Now I wish I hadn't done such a thing
for no sooner had I turned than the terrible skeleton in the corner
raised his hands and rattled his perfect teeth! I believe I fainted
at that moment and collapsed right out of the hut.

I came around
soon afterwards just
to encounter a more terrifying scene. The skeleton had abandoned
its spot and was motioning dramatically to me with his needle
fingers through the open door. Banging his teeth together and
making gestures as if trying to convey a message of some sort to
me. Yet I lay still on the dead soil, but a foot away from the dark
entrance where that hideous remnant of a human was moving like a
puppet under invisible strings not daring to take one step beyond
the threshold of its vile derelict dwelling.

However, in the agony of that unearthly
instant I made another mistake. I attempted to communicate with it
and in doing so I took out the box from the bottom of my sack and
showed it to it. I guess that unambiguous manifestation of
audacious theft must had enraged it in-to such heights that it
immediately pounced on me like a feline predator. I screeched and
tried to avoid its sickening, brown fingers as it lashed out at me
aiming for my eyes. But the power of the glorious and royal sun
struck my assailant with such fury it turned it into dust only a
few seconds after exposure. The noisome brown powder fell upon me
like ashes from a morbid fire and choosing to accept all this
nightmarish action as a wild waking fantasy I swiftly got up and
ran as fast as my quivering feet could carry me out of that
accursed dark oak walled patch of earth.
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I have a vague recollection of my
returning to my homeland. I don’t remember any of the details of my
journey; I can’t no matter how much I force myself. The passages
and crossings I had traversed seemed out of place and time. The
landscapes around me - mountains, forests and rivers - drifted the
same way blurry images float in a dream under a troubled sleep. Was
I cursed?

When I finally arrived at my house, I was
in no condition to do anything at all. It took me several days to
recover from that appalling experience and only when the recurrent
nightmares of me being eaten alive by giant skeletons subsided I
dared to explore what was inside my doom trophy; the small black
chest.

It was a simple
thing,
created with the plainest craftsmanship yet difficult to classify
as indifferent. The material was both soft and hard. I could press
it anywhere I wanted to although not more than to notice my fingers
being pushed back every time by an unknown force. Moreover, the
smell that emanated from it, faint at first, escalated with each
passing day. It was the odour of rotting flesh as one might expect
to find in an abandoned abattoir and it chills me to the bone just
by referring this feature.

Apart from the
senses of sight,
touch and smell, hearing was also affected. What do I mean by that?
Well, every time I opened or closed the damned thing a resonant
laughter burst all around me. It was hysterical, an evil noise born
from some forbidden madness that made my soul numb each time it
transpired. Seemingly distant but so close to me, distinct however
to me alone, I got used to it after a day or two, by which time I
had already dived into the darkness of that wicked case.

In retrospect,
I should have
listened to the voice of reason deep down inside of me screaming a
silent though scream, dictating (to) me to toss that awful
container in the hearth. Alas! It was too late when I came to the
sad yet true conclusion that human curiosity is often one of the
greatest types of stupidity. Yes, I was curious back then, curious
when I pursued an unconfirmed report about a survivor of a village
decimated by a monster and then turned my back on the objective
because I had come on a more unusual thread. Yes, I was curious
back then and I believe I am still a curious person after all the
devastation I have let loose and witnessed. I know this will be my
downfall one day or not if I’m as lucky as the circumstances have
proved me to be, but either way I have accepted my fate. I only
hope that this account of the terrible moments in the Banner
Highlands of the North, where I resided once will alert people to
the lurking dangers so near to them and yet so far, and perhaps if
they display the appropriate level of resilience to their
weaknesses they will learn to be more cautious and eventually
choose a simple life over a perilous inquisitiveness.

But, I’m getting ahead of myself. I ought to
write of the preternatural calamity that had arisen in my hometown
instead of repeating frightful thoughts and commonplace
ideas.

I remember it was nighttime, my servants had
retreated to their rooms in the adjoining dwelling and I was all
alone in the house. I opened the box without thinking it twice.
Before the last echo of the paranoid laugh, which boomed once again
in my frantic imagination, died away my eyes were set on the heart
of the little chest. Upon a black velvet lining that shimmered
there rested a perfectly shaped, white rhombus. Solid and
pearl-textured it looked pretty well harmless were it not for the
mystic box that encompassed it. I touched it and difficult as it
may be to describe it here the same difficulty I encountered trying
to accept what had happened when my ring finger went through that
peculiar artifact; for it must be an artifact torn from an alien
world where matter has aspects unknown to us mortals.

I was poking the bottom of the
chest yet I could clearly see the rhombus embracing my
finger. Soon
afterwards, a strange faint light shone from it, an eerie radiance
of pale white that lingered on my hand. That made me nervous. At
once I backed away from the desk where I had laid the mysterious
item and watched the gradual dying of the unsettling and contagious
glow. The light had also disappeared from my hand. What was that? A
projection of the artifact or some form of witchcraft placed there
in order to prevent thieves from stealing that precious piece of
alien art? I wasn't sure, but not wanting to hear again that
perturbing laugh I gritted my teeth and decided to
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