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It’s a funny world we live in.

There was a sign on one of the bodies I found hanging from a tree on the side of the road. It had been nailed into the old man’s throat, and it read: The prophecy is a lie. Hell if I know what prophecy the sign was referring to—there are so many, after all. 

By their look, the bodies hadn’t been dead long. Aside from the geezer were two grown men, a boy that couldn’t be older than his teens, and finally a woman that was either overweight in life or bloated after death. Their skin was gray, peppered with blotches of dark purple and green. The stab wounds had turned almost black. They hadn’t been in pristine condition, even before the crows got at them.

I contemplated these people and their sign. A family simply trying to get by that ran afoul the wrong people? A fellowship of adventurers seeking glory and fortune? Was this false prophecy responsible for their fate? Were they people who believed they were meant for some special destiny? Something grander, I imagine, than getting chopped up and hanged from a tree on the side of the road. 

There never is a shortage of hypothetical prophets, would-be mystics, and supposed oracles—all shilling this “ancient” prophecy foretelling that great destiny or horrific doom. More amusing are the overeager swashbucklers who think just because they have a sword strapped to their back, they’re the Chosen One—the destined champion, ordained by fate to be the savior, conqueror, or destroyer.

Such as it is in Graylands, where the land is still mostly frontier, unsettled and unmoored by the greater Empires of the Realm. A land of opportunity—ideal for drifters, warriors, outlaws, cultists, and everything in between to cultivate power, find riches, disappear, or just get trampled by everyone else.

One thing that certainly piqued my curiosity was the enterprising fellow responsible for the display. Whoever killed them had worked them over with something large and unsubtle before stringing them up and was evidently proud enough of his work to hang them up as a ... message? Warning? Just for fun?

“Sloppy,” I muttered, resuming my journey. 

Not far past the bodies, I came across a small outpost ten miles east of Devon. There was a market for supplies, an inn, a stable, and a tavern. The overcast afternoon was giving way to cool evening, so I decided to stop for a pint. The bar was serving a healthy crowd—mainly travelers, a few Graigmen, and even an Eldér or two. No one paid me any mind as I took a seat at the bar and ordered my drink.

“What brings you around these parts?” the bartender asked, a middle-aged, balding man with greasy hair coming down to his shoulders.

“Just passing through,” I replied, taking a sip of beer. “I found an interesting display of bodies not far from here. You hear anything about that?”

The bartender paled, and his head sunk into his neck like a turtle retreating in its shell. Keeping his voice low, he said, “You see the big fella in the back? The one with the spiked armor?”

Indeed, in the back of the tavern was a sinister looking man sitting in a darkened corner. Even seated, I could see he was a big, bolshy bastard. He was tall and barrel-chested, and his scowling face looked like it was chiseled from stone by twitchy, uncertain hands. His thinning hair had formed into a formidable widow’s peak, and his thick body was adorned with devilish tattoos and black, spiked armor. 

Truth be told, he looked like what a child would believe a “bad-ass warrior” should look like.

“That’s Burke Zell,” the bartender continued. “They call him ‘Burke the Butcher.’ Those people you found were pilgrims on their way to Garland the other day. I couldn’t say what set it off, but the Butcher heard them preaching in the street, and next thing you know ...”

“Feeding the crows,” I said.

The bartender nodded, and I continued drinking, when a young man sitting next to me I didn't even notice asked, “Why haven’t the Sentry Elite done anything?”

The kid wasn’t a soldier, but he might as well have been—young and strongly built, with reddish-blonde hair and fierce look in his eyes. He was dressed for travel and kept a fine looking broadsword by his side. He had the look of a warrior, but was too fresh faced with too noble a demeanor to be a mercenary.

“The Butcher usually lays low when they’re around,” said the bartender. “But lately we haven’t seen much of the Sentry Elite. Most have been heading south for some reason. I think they’re all occupied with the Devil’s Moon and all.”

I’d forgotten a Devil’s Moon was soon. I’ve never been certain of the details, but it only comes once every fifty or hundred years. It’s said when there’s a Devil’s Moon the barriers to the Black are at their weakest and evil energies are at their most potent. Demons flourish, and malevolent spirits roam unchecked. Basically a holiday for warlocks and dabblers in the dark arts.

“Anyway,” the bartender continued. “With the Sentries busy elsewhere, the Butcher’s been worse than ever. Best thing to do is just try to stay out of his way. Especially when he’s getting his drunk on.”

The kid scoffed, took his drink, and found a table of his own. Just from his look and tone, I could tell everything I needed to know about him. Here was a boy setting out, weapon at the ready, to take on the world, find adventure, and etch his name in legend. I daresay he was the spirit of Graylands on two legs. A young man who saw himself as a future hero with a capital H. 

And by the look of it, hero-boy was itching for a fight with the notorious Butcher. 

Color me intrigued.

* * *
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I think, aside from myself and probably the bartender, the only person who recognized and appreciated how ugly the scene was going to get was the barmaid.

She was a pretty woman with delicate features and chestnut brown hair. She moved around the bar, serving patrons with a cordial and pleasant smile. She brought beers to Burke Zell and tolerated his leering and groping, trying her best to remain on his good side. But her eyes revealed the tense unease of someone who knew she was sitting on a keg of black powder that was itching to explode.

I kept my eye on the Butcher. When he wasn’t “flirting” with the barmaid, his beady eyes moved from face to face. It was a look I recognized—he was looking for a fight and just deciding which poor clod would suffer his wrath.

Over on the opposite side of the tavern, I could see hero-boy was willing to oblige—just waiting for something to set him off. And unfortunately for the young barmaid, she would be that something.

The girl was walking past Burke when he grabbed her and forced her onto his lap. She tried to free herself—gently and politely, so as not to anger him—but he wasn’t taking no for an answer. The groping started to get rougher, and the barmaid was more than uncomfortable—she was getting frightened.

The other patrons of the tavern continued talking, but it was clear they were only pretending not to notice. The barmaid struggled, just short of hitting him or screaming for help, but no one was coming to her aid. Until ...

“I think the lady isn’t interested.”

The tavern went dead silent, all eyes turning to hero-boy as he stared down Burke Zell. 

The Butcher didn’t look impressed. “Piss off, kid. Before you get hurt.”

He continued groping the barmaid, and hero-boy declared, “Leave her alone.”

“What’s it to you?”

“I am Benjamin King.”

Burke chuckled. “Is that supposed to mean something?”

“No, I suppose a guy like you wouldn’t care. But I’m sure you remember the name Westen.”

Burke’s eyes narrowed before the grin returned to his face. “Aye, that I do.” His arm tightened around the barmaid, and he added, “But I don’t think you’re the guy who’s going to do something about it.”

Hero-boy tapped the hilt of his broadsword. He was smirking, but there was no humor in his eyes. “You want to find out?”

Tension sunk over the entire tavern like a thick, humid fog. Making no sound, the two Eldér slipped out the door, wanting no part of this nonsense. A handful of other patrons followed suit. Everyone else was frozen—some in fear, some in anticipation. The barmaid had gone deathly pale—the look of someone who knew (not thought) she was going to die. 

As Burke rose from his seat, the bartender said in a quavering voice, “Not—not in here, guys! Take it outside!”

If anyone heard him, they didn’t acknowledge. Standing, Burke towered over the barmaid. His left hand gripped her shoulder, keeping her close, but he wasn’t using her as a shield. Not yet, anyway. His other hand went to his side, where he had a massive, bloodstained cleaver strapped to his belt. 

Hero-boy’s hand was on his sword, ready to draw. The smile was gone. “Leave the girl out of this.”

The Butcher chuckled and hissed in the barmaid’s ear, “Would you like that, girl? You think this pup is going to save you?” 

In a flash, the cleaver was out and under her chin. She didn’t even squeak. The bartender made a noise—somewhere between a scream and bark—but froze in place, as though he feared the slightest movement would provoke Burke. Hero-boy’s sword was drawn, but he made no move.

“No!” he shouted. “Let her go! This is between us!”

“But you brought her into this, boy,” Burke replied, grinning. “If you wanted a fight, you just had to ask. But you didn’t make a move until she got involved.” The barmaid flinched, a stream of blood dripping from her chin down the cleaver’s blade. “Her blood’s on you, hero.”

I had to give that one to Burke. If hero-boy was after the Butcher all along, he went about it all wrong—getting riled up about some barmaid and making it about her. Now he might’ve cost some girl her life. Sloppy—and from the grimace on his face, I think hero-boy realized it, too.

“Luckily,” Burke said. “I’m a gentleman.” He moved the cleaver away from her neck and smiled. “With honor.”

With that, he hurled the barmaid at hero-boy with all his strength. The kid had barely enough time to catch her and move her aside before Burke was coming at him with the cleaver. Wasting no movement, the Butcher drew his other cleaver and was hacking away with dual weapons. 

Hero-boy got his sword up and blocked the attacks as best he could, but he never got any momentum. His second mistake challenging Burke the way he did was relying on a broadsword in a crowded tavern. The close quarters made the weapon unwieldy and difficult to swing. 

To the kid’s credit, he saw his disadvantage and tried to lead the fight outside. But the Butcher was too strong and surprisingly fast for a man his size. He overwhelmed hero-boy, backing him into a corner, and slammed him through a table placed there. 

One of the cleavers was buried in the kid’s right shoulder, and the sword was knocked from his grip. In desperation, hero-boy tried clawing at Burke’s face with his good hand, but that did no good. Burke gripped the kid’s arm and twisted—a loud crunch, followed by hero-boy’s howl filled the tavern. 

Both arms useless, the kid offered no defense as Burke hacked into his chest and gut with the second cleaver. The kid’s flesh turned white, but he made no sound—only watching his body torn apart with wide, disbelieving eyes. Suddenly, Mr. Benjamin King looked no older than ten years old.

The Butcher chopped away and snarled, seeming to anger himself somehow. He turned to the barmaid, who looked like she was going to throw up. “You like this?!” he barked. “You think your hero was going to take me down?!” He then snatched her by the hair and slapped her face.

Charming.

Returning his attention to hero-boy, Burke started hacking at the kid’s neck. The chops were messy, and the head came off with an audible ripping sound, leaving a ragged stump. He held the head up for everyone in the tavern to get a good look.

“You see this!” he bellowed. “You see what happens when you challenge the Butcher! This little shit ain’t better than me! You hear?! He ain’t NOTHING!” Still not satisfied, he walked to the barmaid and shoved the head into her face—because this was now her fault, apparently. “See your hero now! Look at him, bitch! NOTHING!”

Burke then spit on her, slammed the kid’s head down on the floor, spit on the remains, and stormed out of the tavern, muttering to himself. Outside, he mounted his horse and rode off into the night. 

What was left of hero-boy lay in an expanding pool of blood. The barmaid sunk to the floor, her shirt now stained red, and tears pouring down her face. The bartender rushed over to her, trying to comfort her. Patrons that hadn’t fled as soon as the fight started looked on in horror and disgust. At least one man threw up.

I paid for my beer and left the bar with a smile on my face and song in my heart.

I had found my next project.

* * *
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There wasn’t much to find out about Burke Zell’s background. He began as a simple farmhand in his teens. Specifically, he was in charge of handling the meat sold to market. As he grew older, he took a stab at joining the local military and later the Sentry Elite. Because of his background and fondness for his custom-made cleavers, he was nicknamed, “Burke the Butcher.”

Oh, what cracking wit the Sentry Elite possesses. 

Unfortunately—or fortunately, depending on your point of view—Burke’s cute little nickname became even more appropriate once he hit the battlefield. Suffice to say, his brutality led to a dishonorable discharge. Ever since, he’d been making a name for himself as a small-time marauder, notorious for terrorizing the villages surrounding Devon and Garland.

Basically, he was perfect.

I kept a close eye on his movements for the next few days. When he wasn’t blustering through the local villages, he moonlighted as a debt-collector in Garland. He rented a small room there some of the time, but I found he preferred to spend most of his nights in a secluded cabin hidden in the Shadow Forest. It took some hunting, but I tracked down the cabin’s location, and everything was easy-peasy after that.

It was a small, ramshackle dump. I’d wager he probably found the place abandoned. But it was off the beaten path, relatively well hidden amidst the woods, and an effective hiding spot for an outlaw. In a way, Burke paid me a kindness using the cabin—the seclusion would suit my purposes nicely.

When the big day finally came, I hid myself away in the brush while Burke made his rounds. I entertained myself imagining how I would proceed when the Special Moment finally came. I kept coming back to Burke’s idiotic nickname, and as I turned it over in my head, I considered an appropriate way to begin.

Night soon fell, and what a night it was. The autumn air was cool and crisp, gently stirring the trees and dying leaves. A shroud of clouds covered the whole sky and turned them a lovely black and red—like blood mixed with ink—but thin enough to allow a fat, yellow moon to beam upon the world. With the sky and color of the leaves, the night was a dark shade of dull, but very potent red.

When Burke returned, he stomped his way to the door of his cabin, looking sullen and maybe a little drunk. He moved with the ease of someone who never thought for one moment danger might be lurking in the shadows—certainly not on his home turf. But in the end, there was no ambush of Sentry Elite or waiting posse of avengers. Just little old me.

As he reached the door, I moseyed up behind him, and with a little prick of the sedative dart, he was out like a light. Dumb bastard never knew what happened.

With that done, I went to work. There was a dingy cot in the corner I suppose he used for sleep. I figured that would suffice and began the preparations. After tying Burke up, I started setting up candles and lit the fireplace. I like my sessions well lit.

But I was stopped when I heard behind me what sounded like a wounded dog with a sock stuffed in its mouth. I turned to find a young girl, no older than a teenager, tied up in the corner. She was a small, delicate thing, with golden hair and wide, frightened green eyes. Her dress had once been white, but was torn and filthy, and the girl herself was covered with bruises.

Curious.

I removed the gag in her mouth and asked, “And you are...?”

“Ce-Cecilia Westen!” she said. “Please—please, don’t hurt me!”

I like to think myself a sharp individual, but I’m ashamed to admit it took me a moment to deduce what was happening. Finally, I recalled hero-boy referring to someone named Westen and concluded Burke must have kidnapped this young woman. And therefore, I guess, hero-boy was on some sort of mission to save her. 

Here I was, engaging in a little casual murder, and I find myself a rescuer.

“Erm,” I said. “I—uh—I am here to ... rescue you?”

“You,” she said, hope surging in her eyes. “You are?”

“Yes,” I answered. “Yes, I am.”

I cut her loose, and she immediately locked me a death-grip I assume she thought was a hug. She began sobbing, “Thank you,” over and over again, babbling about how she wouldn’t stop believing someone would save her, and went on and on. 

All well and good, but I kept looking back at Burke and wanted to get on with the important business. Unfortunately, I used my only sedative dart, so I was forced to take a more direct approach with Ceseel ... Cemsen ... whatever her name was. So I sucker-punched her in the face. 

Not my finest hour, I admit.

With what’s-her-face taken care of, I returned to work. I secured the legs of Burke’s cot so he wouldn’t be able to sway and tied him down. With everything in place, and my pretty little scene set, I put on my smock and work gloves and prepared my tools. Given his nickname, I decided it would be best to begin with my own cleaver and hacksaw. 

I admired their glint in the firelight, anticipating when they’d be dripping with the lovely, lovely reds. I could feel the night come to life around me. My senses were alive, and I felt an intangible energy in the air. All the colors of the world heightened and sharpened. It’s as though there’s this buffer between me and the rest of the world, dulling the colors and muting everything. 

But when it’s that special time and that Special Moment—when it’s just me, my chosen project, and my precious blades—the blinds fade away, and I see the world for what it is.

It’s only then does everything feel ... real.

Not a moment too soon, I heard Burke stirring back to consciousness. He groaned and shook his head before realizing he was tied down. Almost instantly, his senses came back to him. 

“What is this?” he snarled, thrashing about and trying to break free. “What the hell is going on?!”

I stepped forward and greeted him with a cordial smile. “Hi, guy.”

“Who the hell are you? Why am I tied up?”

“Guess.”

He didn’t reply, instead thrashing about some more in a vain effort to get loose. Seeming to realize that wasn’t going to happen, he scowled at me and said, “I get it. You’re here for the Westen girl. Look, just take her and get the hell out of here!”

“The what?” I asked, already forgetting about what’s-her-name. “Oh, yeah. Her. What’s her name?”

He stared at me for a long while. “What are you? Some kind of mercenary or something?”

“Not exactly,” I said, revealing the cleaver and hacksaw. Behind me, he saw the leather satchel containing the rest of my tools. When I saw the color drain from his face, I knew the pieces had come together in his head.

“What,” he said. “What—no! No, you can’t do this!”

“Can. Am. Will.”

He resumed struggling as I approached with my toys. Veins bulged from his thick neck, and a shine formed on his skin. His eyes flamed with a combination of horror and outrage. 

“No!” he screamed. “You can’t do this to me! I’m Burke Zell! I’m Burke the Butcher! I’m a warrior! I can’t die like this!” I stood over him and prepared to make the first incision. He squirmed and quivered, but he glared at me with hate. “I was meant for more than this! I’m better than this! I was going to be a legend ...”

“Well, things don’t always turn out the way we want.”

“Wait!” he squealed as the blade’s edge slit into his skin. “Wait a minute! Come on, man! We can work something out! Why don’t—why—how ‘bout we work together?”

I had to chuckle on that one. 

“Seriously!” he continued. “Hey, look, I get it. You like carving people up. I do, too. Why don’t we, you know, team up?”

I had a brief vision of myself, riding alongside Burke “the Butcher” Zell, and for some reason that sparked a fit of laughter in me. But I felt no real humor in it—only profound desire to kill him all the more. Slowly.

“You’re not in my league, Burke,” I said. “I don’t torment the weak. Any dumb bastard with a knife can bully barmaids and kids. There’s no pleasure in it.”

“Coward!” he snarled. “What makes you any better?”

“What’s that?”

“Yeah ... yeah, I did those things. I killed those people. And yeah, I did it because I could.” His expression strained, face turning red. “But who the hell are you?! How are you any different?!”

I placed the cleaver and hacksaw aside, looked Burke Zell in his goofy little face, and smiled.

“No, no, no. You don’t get it. You’re just a little boy playing villain. You’re no terror. You’re no monster. The real monsters are the ones you don’t see until they’ve already got you. Guys like you, Burke, who bop around the countryside, smashing and making all the noise to show how tough and mean you are—you don’t last. Guys like me—the real monsters—I get to kill you and be hailed a saint for it.”

His eyes widened, and a look of dawning comprehension and fear I found oh-so rewarding replaced any anger or misplaced machismo he had. And there it was: the special, Special Moment I live for. To watch someone who thinks they’re untouchable, who thinks they’re the Big Bad, suddenly realize if you’re going to play in the dark, sooner or later you stir a real dragon.

I picked up the cleaver and hacksaw, but paused to see if he had anything more to say. Instead, I saw all hope crumble in his eyes, and any noise died before it could reach his throat.

On the subject of dying ...

Bliss. Heavenly, gorgeous bliss. Despite favoring a butcher’s tools, I started small and methodical. I trimmed away limbs and sawed flesh. Burke tried to scream, but it only came out in strained groans and gurgling from the blood filling his mouth. 

As much as I enjoyed the noises he was making, I stuffed a rag in his mouth that quickly turned to a deep, dark red from soaking the blood. Reds and pinks flowed in the firelight, and it was a lovely display to see. The world was alive with color. I was lost in a soothing ocean of ecstasy. His moans gave way to light whimpers before he went silent and still. By the time the life faded from his eyes, I was digging through his torso like I was rummaging for treasure. 

I removed my gloves and smock, both drenched and dripping in red fluid and meat. I stepped outside and took a relaxing breath. In the east, the lovely dark sky began to give way to brightening blue dawn. With the thrill still flowing in my blood, I lit a cigarette and enjoyed the chill air before everything returned to normal—for alas, all good things must come to an end. The blinds returned, the world died down, and the colors subsided. Everything became a little duller and more mundane, as it always does. 

Finishing my cigarette, I checked on what’s-her-name, and she was still out. After taking her outside, I cleaned my tools, packed up, and set the cabin on fire. Although I’m sure Burke Zell will not be missed—and there are many who might shake my hand and buy me a beer for ridding the world of his lot—I rather doubt those people would be approving of my ... methods.

And besides, cleanliness, I’m told, is right up there next to godliness. 

It was dawn when I was done. As the cabin burned, I was greeted by a shining sun and gentle mist covering the land before me. When the girl finally came to, she moaned, “What—what happened?”

“I’m afraid you passed out,” I said. “But fear not. That monster won’t hurt you again.”

It took a moment for it all to come together, but once it did, she began tearing up and hugged me. “Thank you! Thank you, so much!”

“It was my pleasure.”
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Almost instantly, Katrina Lamont knew she woke up too early. With the dry, copper taste of a hangover in her mouth, she opened her eyes to find she’d been sleeping on the floor. With an effort, she turned over and saw the room’s bed above her. She was fully clothed, one of her boots only half off, and her overcoat lay crumpled beside her.

She attempted to sit up, but a wave of dizziness made her remain flat on the wooden floor. She instead inched over to her coat, using it as a make-shift pillow, and groaned upon feeling her stomach bubble inside her. She remained there a few minutes, contemplating passing out again, but her mouth was dry and sticky. Somewhere deep, the now-stale taste of liquor lingered, and upon thinking of it, her stomach lurched with a hint of bile licking the back of her throat. 

Once the room stopped swaying, she forced herself into a sitting-up position. She didn’t remember how she got back last night. For a moment, she wasn’t even sure what town she was in or how long she’d been there. She’d drifted in and out of so many places—wallowed in countless bars and taverns—they all blurred together.

Dictum, she remembered. I’m in Dictum. I got here the day before yesterday.

It took some effort, but she recalled entering town through its ramshackle gate—barely noticed by the guards posted there. Her flask had been almost empty, and she wasn’t as drunk as she wished to be, so she wandered to a bar before bothering to look for an inn. She might have passed out in the tavern had the bartender not yelled at her and told her to find a room. 

Sitting with her back against the bed, fighting off her lightheadedness and the spots in front of her eyes, she pulled herself to her feet and limped to the stand across the room. Although there was a Pilgrim’s Stop in the town square, she settled for the cheaper inn around the corner from the bar. The room was a tiny wooden square, consisting of a single bed, nightstand with a filthy, cracked mirror, and narrow window.

On the nightstand was a large white bowl with nondescript blue design around the edge, filled with water. Stumbling to the bowl—by now, she was confident she was still drunk—she dunked her face. 

The water was pleasantly cool, and she thanked herself for thinking far enough ahead yesterday to keep the bowl filled. This far south, one would be hard-pressed to find an inn with running water in the rooms. An outside water pump was the primary source of water, and Katrina knew the last thing she’d want to do with a bad hangover was walk outside, pump water, and return to her room.

While soaking her head, she opened her mouth and gently swallowed. It did little to remove the coppery taste in her mouth, but the water soothed her throat. She stood upright with a deep breath—her long hair flipping up and spraying water all over the wall and ceiling. 

She looked at herself in the mirror and felt she was looking at the face of death. Her black hair—except for the white streak that grew from her right temple—hung in front of her face like dripping strings. Her blue eyes were sunken and bloodshot. Staring at her reflection, Katrina noted her complexion was less smooth ivory and more pasty white.  

Was someone talking to me last night? 

The image sprang to her mind. Her memories of the previous night were a blur, but she could swear someone was asking her questions. She’d been sitting at a table in the corner, trying to ignore and be ignored by the rest of the bar as she often would. And then someone approached her ...

Her stomach lurched again, and she knelt there frozen, waiting to see if she would vomit or not. Someone approaching her was nothing out of the ordinary. Men often tried hitting on her—despite (sometimes, because of) her grim appearance—especially when she was knackered something fierce. 

The important thing was she didn’t get into a fight. She checked her knuckles and found no signs of violence. The door to her room was closed and bolted, so she was coherent enough to walk back and lock the door behind her.

The threat of throwing up past, she yawned, coughed, shook her head, and backed to the bed, dropping across it. She was still tired, her head pounded, and her stomach churned, but at least she didn’t feel like she was dying anymore.  

Early morning light trickled in through the window. It was gray and colorless, and Katrina could already tell it would be another cool and dreary day. There was little sound coming from outside, and she realized again it was too early to be awake. She dozed off, still trying to piece together the events of the previous night—a memory of someone approaching her at the bar lingering in her mind.

She was drifting somewhere between asleep and awake when she heard knocking at her room’s door. For a minute, she thought (hoped) she was just dreaming or the knocking was meant for some other room.

“Excuse me,” said a man’s voice coming from outside the door. “Ms. Rien? Are you in?”

She didn’t answer at first, hoping whoever it was would get the hint and leave. But the knocking persisted, as did the voice asking if she was in.

With a groan, she finally answered, “Go away.”

“Please, Ms. Rien, I need to speak with you.”

She took the pillow and covered her face with it, as if doing so would make the man leave. 

“My name is Rasul Kader,” said the voice at the door. “We spoke last night, but you were ... you probably don’t remember our discussion.”

Katrina sighed, suddenly wishing there had been violence last night. “Go away,” she repeated.

“Please,” said Kader. “It is an urgent matter.”

Pressing her palms into her eyes, she snarled and said, more in the interest of making him leave than anything else, “Come back later! Find me during lunch or something! Too early!”

There was a pause, and Kader replied, “Very well, Ms. Rien. I’ll try to find you this afternoon.” There was another pause, and he said, “It is of the utmost importance you hear what I have to say.”

She stuck out her tongue and made a gagging noise as she heard his footsteps walk down the hall. She was too tired and hung-over to pay much mind to it at the time, but in the back of her memory, she remembered the last time someone had something “urgent” to tell her. She shivered involuntarily and drifted into an uneasy but dreamless sleep.

* * *
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Deacon Marcus was close to drowsing on his horse when he finally saw Dictum’s town wall appear through the morning mist. It stood close to twenty feet, made from thick stone, but it was clear all effort ended with its construction. Once upon a time, it might have been painted, but whatever color it had been was long faded and chipped. Riddled with pot marks, dirt, and graffiti, it looked more like a decayed relic than the perimeter wall of a village. 

He recalled it looked no better the first time he saw it, back when he was a Private. He was a Captain now and guessed the wall hadn’t been cleaned or repaired once since. Although he’d seen towns with worse defenses, he doubted Dictum would last long against even a semi-competent raid. 

The two guards standing at the entrance did little to dissuade that notion. The one on the right was a thick man in his forties, and he appeared to be letting his weight catch up to him. But he did have the harsh look of someone who had at least seen his share of bar brawls—which was more than could be said of his younger partner, who looked like he’d never seen a real fight in his life.

“Morning,” said the older guard. “You Sentry Elite?”

“Yes,” replied Marcus. “I am Captain Deacon Marcus, and these are my partners, Privates Janis Brooks and Adam Nelson.” 

He leaned forward, rolling up his sleeve to reveal the badge branded into his arm confirming he was a Sentry Elite. Typical for a Sentry, Marcus was a tall and strapping man with an athletic physique. His square jaw was always covered with stubble, despite his shaving every morning. He kept his long, light-brown hair tied in a tail, and he had a small, diagonal scar on his forehead. Even without his Sentry Elite uniform—consisting of dark blue clothing under red and bronze armor—he was easily identified as a soldier and warrior.

“Name’s Tanner,” said the guard. “So what brings the Sentry Elite ‘round these parts?”

“Just tracking some pirates,” he said, yawning. He was eager to get moving and find an inn, but figured he might as well ask some questions while there. “You guys see anyone suspicious come through recently?”

“Not pirates,” Tanner said, scratching his chin. “Least none that I can tell.”

“It’s them cult freaks I’d be worried about,” the younger guard said, slouching against the wall.

“Cult freaks?” Brooks repeated.

“Just spooks,” Tanner said. “Old priests, bums, and pilgrims wandering in and out, talking a lot about the Devil’s Moon and some great evil waking.”

“Yeah, we’ve been running into those, too,” said Marcus, rubbing the back of his neck. The craving for a cigarette came suddenly, but he ignored it. “Just fanatics,” he muttered, clearing his throat. “Anyway, is Dunham still Sheriff here?”

“Yeah, he’s still kicking,” Tanner said, letting out a humorless cackle. “You’ll probably find his fatness eating in his office. I guess you been through here before, so you know the way, yeah?”

Marcus nodded and thanked the two guards before leading his unit into Dictum proper. It was not the smallest or dingiest of towns one would find in the south of Graylands, but it was not the place for permanent settlement. Almost no building reached higher than two stories, and most of the roads were dirt. The southern border was steep hills piled on top of one another, and the north consisted of some wooded area before Haley’s Gorge. In addition to lackluster security and proximity to the Dark Lands, farming and mining were said to be virtually nonexistent.

Dreary weather did little to make the town seem more inviting. The sky above was overcast with thick clouds of varying shades of gray and white. The air was cool, but there was little breeze, and it looked like it would rain sometime that day.

What Dictum did have was a decent enough market for trade and plenty of bars. It was best served as a gateway between the larger town of Canton to the east and the forest on the west—a stopover for travelers headed one way or another, nothing more.

Once they reached the town square, Marcus dismounted with a sigh. Tired as he was, it felt good to stretch his legs. “Right,” he said. “I’m going to talk to the Sheriff and let him know our business. I know there’s a Pilgrim’s Stop nearby. You two get some rooms.”

“How many rooms, sir?” asked Private Brooks. She was a short, stocky woman with blonde hair she kept tied in a tight bun at all times. Her face had a look of stern authority. As far as Marcus knew, she’d been a Sentry Elite for less than two years, but he could see it was a duty she took with the highest seriousness.

“Sky’s the limit,” he said, yawning. “I really don’t care, unless you want to share rooms.” 

Brooks didn’t react to that, maintaining her grim-looking expression, and he wondered if she interpreted that as an actual order. He glanced at Private Nelson, who tried to look serious, but mostly he looked tired and bored. He was a young rookie with a round, baby face, and short, dark hair that looked almost blue.

“How’s the arm, son?”

“No problem, sir,” Nelson said, glancing at the bandaged wound on his left arm. Marcus was fairly certain this was one of his first missions, and the kid seemed just a little proud of the wound he suffered the previous day. “I’m good.”

“Once we’re set up, we’ll check that and change the bandage.”

The two Privates nodded and rode off. Marcus sighed, rubbed the back of his neck, and headed for the Sheriff’s. Like most of the buildings in Dictum, it was a simple structure—a single-story box of wood with a pair of windows in the front. Unlike most, though, the back was built from brick and stone befitting the jail cells. Marcus tied his horse in front and stepped inside.

Sheriff Dunham hadn’t changed much since he last saw him. Older and perhaps and little fatter, but he was always a round man with a weathered and red face, distinguished by his thick mustache. He sat at his desk, feet up, and hands folded on his fat belly, either deep in thought or dozing. Tanner’s prediction was vindicated by the half-eaten sandwich on the desk. 

Marcus encountered the Sheriff once when he was still a Private, but they never spoke. That prior experience and finding the man lounging at his desk told him any help Dunham offered would be minimal, if at all. Nevertheless, it was standard procedure for Sentry Elite to make their presence and purposes known to local militia and law enforcement.

“Sheriff Dunham,” he announced, stepping inside. “I’m Captain Deacon Marcus of the Sentry Elite.”

The Sheriff glanced up with beady eyes, and his eyebrow cocked slightly. He showed no sign of recognizing him and lurched from his chair, the wood creaking loudly with his movement. Marcus could already tell his presence displeased the fat Sheriff as they shook hands. 

“What can I do for you, son?” Dunham asked.

“I am here with my two officers—Private Janis Brooks and Private Adam Nelson—and we’ve been tracking the theft of a certain object, the Dragon’s Fang dagger.”

“The what?”

“An old relic—dagger with a silver handle and blade said to be forged from a dragon’s tooth. It was stolen about a month ago from a temple outside the Coldstone Desert. My unit and I have been tracking it.”

“I see, I see,” said Dunham, nodding and stroking his mustache. “Any idea who took it?”

“Pirates, most likely. No one specific.”

Apparently tired of standing, Dunham sunk back into his seat—the wood crying out even louder than before. “No word of pirates around here. Not recently anyway. Something special about this dagger?”

Marcus shrugged, seeing no point in telling the Sheriff what little he knew of the Dragon’s Fang. It supposedly had some story or history behind it, but he didn’t know, nor did he care. All evidence of the theft thus far pointed to pirates, and he was a soldier—experience told him the realms of magic and sorcery weren’t his jurisdiction.

That’s Guardian business. 

“The trail has led us in this direction,” he said. “We think whoever has the dagger might have come through this way.” He paused, wondering whether he should even bother pursuing any questions, doubting Dunham would reveal anything Tanner hadn’t. “Anything suspicious going on around town, Sheriff?.”

“Nothing serious,” he said. “There’ve been reports of some cultists and priests passing through. Some demon sightings in the woods. It’s probably on account of the Devil’s Moon in a few days. Got everyone spooked.”

“Understood. Well, I don’t expect we’ll linger long. If you or your men should happen to hear anything, be sure to let us know.”

“Not a problem, son,” Dunham replied, returning to his reclined position.

Marcus turned toward the door, glad to be finished with the formality. With that out of the way, he was eager to adjourn to the inn, eat a decent meal, and take a long nap.

“Oh, that reminds me!” he heard the Sheriff call as he was stepping out the door. “There was a younger fella here yesterday. He said he was expecting you.”

And you only just remembered this.

“Yeah, said he was staying at the Pilgrim’s Stop,” Dunham continued. “Said he needed to speak with you.”

He hesitated and asked, “Was he another Sentry?”

“Naw. Don’t recall the name, I’m afraid. But he was a Guardian Mage, I’m sure of it.”

Marcus didn’t show it on his face, but upon hearing the word mage, he felt his stomach drop and craved a cigarette again.

* * *
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Katrina managed to sleep another few hours. It appeared to be around noon when she finally awoke, still hung-over, but infinitely better than she was earlier. She dunked her head in the bowl of water a second time before putting on her coat and heading outside for some air. 

She stopped to ask if the inn offered anything resembling bath accommodations, but the keeper only responded with a look wondering if she was insane or stupid. Stepping outside, she considered that just as well. Even if the inn did have a bath—or Dictum a bathhouse—she dreaded imagining what kind of condition it might be in. 

Being outdoors helped somewhat, but her headache remained, and Katrina could feel the shakes starting to crawl down her arms. She craved another drink. Rubbing her eyes, she considered it might be too early to jump back into boozing and checked her pocket for a smoke. Out of cigarettes, and figuring since she was outside anyway, she decided to head to the market.

The weather managed to make Dictum look even worse. A cold dampness hung in the air, turning the roads to mud, and draining away what little color the town had. Most everyone in the streets looked morose and sullen—the only notable difference was travelers only passing through seemed to move with some sense of purpose or destination. Locals loitered around listlessly or seemed to wander with nowhere specific to go.

Most of the locals haunted the town square. Some were young, but most were old men she recognized from the tavern. The only person who appeared out of place was the tall Sentry Elite going into the Pilgrim’s Stop—and even he looked like he was going to be sick. Completing the scene was an old beggar. He sat in the dirt, shirtless and scrawny, looking as though his soul had been drained from his body.

The market didn’t sell any pre-rolled cigarettes, but Katrina was able to buy a decent sized packet of smoking leaves and rolling paper. Completing her purchase, she dropped the remaining change in the tin cup of the beggar. He looked up at her with sad, bloodshot eyes, and a weary, toothless smile formed beneath his shaggy beard.

“Bless you, ma’am,” he moaned, barely above a whisper. 

Katrina nodded and noticed a tattered sign propped up at his knees that read: I was the chosen one.

She gestured toward the sign and said, “Aren’t we all?”

Her stomach still churned, and she had no appetite—but she craved a drink all the same and needed someplace to roll her cigarettes and smoke. She headed to the tavern she’d been frequenting, preferring to stay in the out-of-the-way dive. This early in the day it was still pretty empty and dismal—only the bartender serving a handful of locals and travelers passing through. 

She took a seat at an empty table in the far corner, trying not to think too much of a pair of old men sitting at the bar greeting her with waves and smiles. She’d only been in Dictum for a day and a half, but she was already being recognized by regulars.

Guess I’m just a memorable person, she thought, rolling her first cigarette.

Taking her first drag, she debated whether to start drinking already and wondered how much longer she’d stay in town. Listening to other patrons at the bar, Katrina got the feeling she shouldn’t linger in Dictum and head north. Talk of cultists, talk of pirates, talk of demons, and even some talk of the end of days. At first she wrote it off as spook stories one would often hear this close to the Dark Lands—made worse by the approaching Devil’s Moon—but the most recurring talk was of something evil brewing in the nearby Derelict Woods.

Past the forest to the west lies the coast. To the north was Bevy, and to the south, Fane. Bevy was the more developed town, but she recalled they’d be celebrating some kind of festival soon. Fane was a shithole, but the thought of being surrounded by so many joyous and festive people made her uneasy. 

And then there was Canton to the east—probably the closest to an actual city this far south. From there, she could grab a ferry and make her way back north. And if there really was something evil infesting the western forest, it would probably be better to avoid that direction.

Good a plan as any. 

Katrina sat by herself, smoking her cigarette, having forgotten the man that called himself Rasul Kader knocking at her door that morning. If she had remembered him, she probably would’ve left Dictum as soon as she woke up and not been greeted by the well-dressed young man who approached her with a gentle smile.

“I’m glad you came, Ms. Rien,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m afraid I need your help.”

* * *
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Marcus had been through a hundred towns all over Graylands, and almost every one had a Pilgrim’s Stop. More than once he wondered whether it was a coincidence, they were all connected, or their respective owners wanted patrons to think they were. There was no link in quality—a Stop in Garland would have fantastic service, while one in the next town over was a dive—but one could count on a Pilgrim’s Stop to be a moneymaker.

This particular Stop smelled of cooked chicken, but Marcus’s appetite died after the Sheriff’s. He found his unit sitting with a young man he could already tell was the Mage. Upon seeing him, Brooks sprang up at attention. Nelson didn’t react as fast, but he dropped the chicken wing he was eating and followed suit. Brooks announced she was able to rent individual rooms for each of them at a fair price. 

He just waved his hand and nodded, keeping his attention on the Mage sitting at the opposite end of the circular table. He was young and studious looking, with short, light-blonde hair and green eyes beneath thin spectacles, wearing loose-fitting gray clothes and a white cloak.

“Greetings, Captain Marcus,” he said, rising and extending his hand. “I am Elijah Warren of the Guardian Mages.”

“Pleasure,” he replied, shaking Warren’s hand. He unhooked the broadsword from his back and took a seat. “Sheriff Dunham told me you were expecting us?”

“Yes. I arrived here yesterday hoping to catch you.” He paused to take a bite from his sandwich. “Your comrades tell me you were delayed outside Canton?”

“Yeah. We got into a scuffle with some bandits.” He paused, clearing his throat. “Is this about the Dragon’s Fang?”

“I’m afraid not, Captain.” Warren wiped his hands and revealed a rolled up scroll from his inside pocket. The paper was sealed with the familiar badge of the Sentry Elite. “I was sent by your superior, Major Garrison. You have new orders.” 

Marcus took the message and read the new orders. With each word, he felt an increasing weight press down on his neck. Then he read them again to make sure he wasn’t imagining it. They weren’t as bad as he initially feared, but he still felt the urge to strangle Garrison the next time they met.

While he was reading, Nelson told Warren about their encounter with the bandits outside Canton. “Hey, Captain,” Nelson said. “Who was that guy that helped us out there? Sipher...? Sipher something?”

“I think it was Drepa,” he replied, rubbing the back of his neck. “I think he’s some kind of mercenary.”

“Sipher Drepa,” said Warren. “Not familiar with the man.”

Finished reading, Marcus looked at his two Privates and Warren. If things turned bad, he hoped the Mage who was now part of his unit had more field experience than the two Privates. 

“What’s the word from Major Garrison, sir?” asked Brooks.

“There’s apparently something wrong with the Derelict Woods to the west. Some kind of ‘sickness’ brewing in the southern parts of the forest and believed to be spreading.”

“Sickness?” Brooks repeated. “What’s that mean?”

“Details are sketchy, but from my experience, that usually means evil spirits and mutated wildlife. Maybe demons. May or may not be related to the Devil’s Moon. According to our new orders, we are to put aside our hunt for the dagger for now. Mr. Warren here is going to be our resident Mage on the case. Major Garrison says we should rendezvous with him in Bevy in a few days, and since the way to Bevy is through the Derelict Woods, we get the first sniff.”

Brooks showed no reaction, but Nelson was visibly disappointed with the new orders. Warren asked, “What were you looking for, Captain?” 

“We were tracking the theft of an old dagger from outside Coldstone. Trail led us here.”

“The Dragon’s Fang?”

“Yeah.”

Warren nodded, a hint of concern forming on his face Marcus noted.

“Thing is, we started hearing some rumors,” Nelson chimed in, chewing on his chicken.

“Rumors?” said Warren. “Of what?”

“Pirates,” Marcus said. “Some have been spotted lurking around the woods in the north and the east. Others are believed to be around the coast. We think the bandits outside Canton might have even been linked to them.”

“Not just any pirates, though,” said Nelson, barely containing his eagerness. “Tell him, Captain. The big one.”

“Relax, killer,” he said. “But yeah, there’s even been some word of Krutch Leeroy in the area.”

“Krutch Leeroy?” asked Warren.

“The most infamous pirate in the world,” Nelson answered. “No one really knows where he came from, but they say he’s one of the deadliest fighters in the Realm. They say he once outfought an Eldér and Scimitar warrior at the same time.”

“Thanks, Nelson,” said Marcus, trying to get the discussion back on track.

“I heard he has this magic weapon,” the Private continued, sounding like he was a hunter talking up big game. “Something that can summon thunder and fire. They even say—”

“We get the point, Nelson,” Marcus cut in. “But yeah, Krutch Leeroy is a legit, real-deal pirate the Sentry Elite have been tracking for years.” He paused, scratching the stubble on his chin. “Whenever pirates are involved, Leeroy’s name gets thrown around at least once.” He sighed and asked Warren, “So what’s the deal with the woods?”

“Well,” Warren said, wiping his mouth with a napkin. “There is something going on in the forest. My superiors sensed a darkness building in the south, and it appears to be spreading. I’m to assist you in investigating the cause in any way I can.”

The table fell silent, and Marcus found himself wishing for a cigarette again. This far south, it was not uncommon to hear talk of demons, but that rarely amounted to more than a roaming pack of orcs. They were only a couple leagues shy of the Dark Lands, after all. The badlands to the south was a practical hotbed for loose demons. 

But anything that would warrant the attention of the Guardians would have to be much more than an orc pack. He wondered if Warren knew more than he was letting on, but decided to hold off on pursuing the matter. 

Nelson and Brooks were both willing and held their own against the bandits well enough, but still were inexperienced. If what was going on in the forest was a worst case scenario, he didn’t like the idea of wandering into darkness with just a lone Mage and two rookie Privates.

“Captain,” Nelson said, snapping him out of his thoughts. “Do you suppose the stolen dagger might be linked to what’s happening in the woods?”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, a magic dagger is stolen. We trace it here, where there’s apparently something nasty brewing in the forest. What if it’s connected?”

“Let’s not jump to any conclusions, okay? We have nothing to base that on, and that kind of thinking will just have us chasing our own tails.”

Nelson nodded and resumed eating. Warren was silent, but Marcus could see the suggestion there might be a connection piqued the Mage’s interest. Suddenly he didn’t just want a cigarette, he wanted a drink.

* * *
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Katrina took a sip from her pint of ale. The beer went down like razorblades, and she felt her stomach churn in protest, but she ignored it. She stared at the young man seated across from her, her eyes cutting holes into him like she was trying to will death upon him with the strength of her face alone.

He either didn’t realize her foul mood, or ignored it, because he regarded her with a friendly smile. His long brown hair was neatly groomed, and warm hazel eyes stared at her from behind thin spectacles. A faint goatee grew on his upper lip and chin, and he was dressed in a fancy, dark maroon overcoat with an elegant suit underneath—far too nice for these parts.

“As I said, my name is Rasul Kader. We talked last night.” He hesitated before adding, “But I suppose you don’t remember.” He cleared his throat and continued, “Anyway, I’m in need of your help.”

She didn’t answer; her body tense and stiff. 

“You see, I have been charged with a most important and sacred task. I am looking for—”

“Why me?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Why me?” she repeated, revealing a harsh and scratchy voice, as though she had a permanent sore throat. “Why come to me? What does this have to do with me?”

“Oh, well,” Kader said, adjusting his glasses. “I heard of the assistance you offered to the Malloy family recently. I was led to believe you were a warrior of sorts that would be ...” He paused, trying to find the word. “Sympathetic to my cause.”

“Malloy family?”

She scoured her addled memory, trying to recall any interaction with anybody named Malloy. “Oh,” she said, rubbing her forehead. “Look, that’s not how it sounds. They were being harassed by some bandits, and I was passing by and needed some money. I was also drunk. I’m not the person to come to with sacred quests.” She hesitated and finished in a whisper, “I don’t do that anymore ...”

“At least hear me out,” Kader said. “I’m looking for an important girl who may be in great danger. I need your help in finding her and protecting her.”

“Who’s the girl?”

His head dipped, looking distressed. “I’m afraid I’m not entirely sure. I couldn’t even really tell you what she looked like. You see, it is a ... complicated situation.”

Katrina sneered. “That’s it? Do you even know where this girl might be?”

“I am fairly certain she is somewhere in the area.”

“So let me see if I understand this,” she said. “You’re looking for a girl, and you don’t know where she is, what her name is, or what she looks like? And you, for some reason, thought I was the person to come to about this?”

“I understand how this must all sound, but you must realize secrecy is of some importance to my mission. I cannot tell you more until I am certain you will help me.”

She shook her head, groaning, and took a deep gulp of her ale. “Well, I hate to break it to you, but I’m not the person you need. Despite what I did for the Malloys, I am not some wandering do-gooder for hire. It sounds to me like you should be in the market for a bounty hunter.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” he said, sharply. “You have to realize I am not the only one looking for this girl. I fear she may also be the target of ... enemies.”

“Then go to the Sentry Elite. Honestly, what the hell made you think I was the person to come to with this?”

“Do you believe in destiny, Ms. Rien?”

Upon mention of the word, a swig of beer she was drinking went down the wrong windpipe, and Katrina began choking and gagging.

“The girl I seek,” Kader continued, “is no ordinary young woman. She has been blessed and charged with a grand destiny. Her life—or death—could hold sway over countless lives. I must find her and keep her safe. I’ve sought you out, Ms. Rien, because I believe you are bound to my—”

He didn’t finish, as Katrina lunged across the table and grabbed him by his collar. “Who sent you?!” she snarled. “Who are you? Why did you come to me?!”

Kader stared at her with wide, frightened eyes. “I—I told you! I have been tasked with—with finding a young woman and—and I believe you can help me!”

She dropped him back in his chair and snatched her coat. “You stay the hell away from me! I want nothing to do with you!”

She moved to leave, her already sour mood turned to solid black. Kader suddenly grabbed her hand and pleaded, “Please! The girl is in terrible danger! I need your help!”
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