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FOREWORD, AFTERWORD, AND EVERYWHERE IN BETWEEN
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Oh, hello again.  Took me by surprise so ye did.  I see ye’ve brought some friends with you.  What’s that ya say?  Back for more, aye?  So soon?  Our previous installment was quite lengthy.  So many characters.  So much turmoil.  So many conflicting waves of hope, faith, and doubt.

Still, so many unresolved riddles.

Why, even that nasty ol’ Wraith needed hisself a wee rest after the ordeals in Silverdale, and yet, everything is going splendidly as planned.

Very well, let us pick up where we left off.

But first, a quick word of caution: It’s about to get dark—real dark.

But such is the way of things.  The breaking of dawn cannot come before the pitch black of night.  The light cannot penetrate that which is not already shadow.  And truly, there is much darkness about, even in these most enlightened of times.  Such is the frost before the fall.

I only hope (as I presume do ye), that the end of this installment shall be the fragile torch blazing brazenly against the dark.  I have faith that our heroes, Troll, Myriam Star, and the Dog shall prove the victors.  After all, they are prophets, are they not?  I hope that by the end, our champions shall witness the dissipation of storm clouds and the return of sunny, unblemished skies.

But I seriously doubt it.

J.S.F

October, 2013
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PROLOGUE

D.C. al CODA
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Anne tossed and turned against the darkness that held her head below the surface of slumber.  From somewhere deep inside her, she could hear his voice; pleasantly vacant, cold, and empty.  He cackled and called her name from some distant plane: I’ll be dreaming of you—Scrippity-Clackity-Scrappity-Crackity—Won’t you dream of me?  Scrippity-clackity-scrappity-crackity?

Anne shivered.  Muscles clenched, body trembling.

Dream of me, the voice persisted.  Dream of me now!  Scrippity-crickity!

But she didn’t want to dream of him.  She feared him, and yet, somehow felt drawn to him, which only frightened her more.

Oh, please won’t you dream of me?

Many cold and invisible hands caressed her.  Anne quavered in revolt.  No use.  She couldn’t move.  Those hands worked up and down her body; feeling every crevice and pore as talon-like fingertips tickled the curve of her spine with a sensation that both excited and revolted her.

Oh, Anne, Annabelle, the voice cooed.  Its cold hands drifted up Anne’s shoulders and slithered around her thin neck like long, fat earthworms.

Another voice called from deeper in the darkness.  Farther away.  “Oh, Anne, wake up.”

No, dream of me.

“Wake up.  Anne, wake up.”

Dream.

“Wake up!”

Anne awoke, bolting up into a sit.  She opened her mouth; meaning to shriek at the top of her lungs against the encompassing blackness.

A slender hand clasped over Anne’s lips, muting her screams.

“Shh,” Sarah said, “T’is all right now, ye’r awake and safe, here with me.”  Sarah kissed Anne on the forehead and combed her fingers through Anne’s jet-black hair.

Usually, such an assuagement was just the cure for Anne’s night-time maladies—usually.  Anne peered around the darkened domicile.  She didn’t recognize her surroundings or the bed in which she slept.  Finding herself in the gloom and in such a foreign place sent a wave of panic coursing through her.  Breathing heavily, Anne shuddered and shook.

Sarah softly stroked Anne’s hair, and whispered, “T’is all right, Anne, calm down.”

After a moment (to Anne it seemed like an eternity), she realized where she was:  Sarah Danvers’ bed.  The only place left for the sole-remaining child of Silverdale to sleep.  Miraculously, Sarah’s shanty remained unscathed from the torrential flames that devoured the town shelter.

Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Anne asked, “What’s going on?”

“We’re going on a trip,” Sarah replied.  “We’re going to see our friends.”

“You mean, Mr. Troll?”  Anne’s fear melted down and boiled into a new sensation—excitement.

“Aye.”

“And Ms. Star?”

“That’s right,” Sarah said.  She smiled, and her blue eyes glistened briefly in the dark.

Anne giggled, “And my puppy?”

Only a mere fourteen hours had passed since she’d last seen her puppy (along with his friends), when they all left town together; skipping along in the morning sunshine and singing.  Already she missed her dear puppy more than she would care to admit.

“That’s right.”  Sarah smiled again, ran a hand through her wavy red-hair, and said, “Now get dressed quickly and be quiet about it.”
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A slight rustling roused Roger Wilcox.  He snapped awake when remembering he was supposed to be on watch detail.  He, along with Jeffrey Rush, had drawn first night’s watch at Silverdale’s southern gate.  Others were posted at the other two entrances (eastern and western end) and more would be drafted into service over the days to come.  But on the first night since the newly-appointed-mayor, John Steward, ordered the town’s entrances to be guarded on a regular basis, Roger Wilcox had pulled the short straw.

Roger glanced over at Rush.  Out cold and snoring.  The problem was they were given chairs when they should have been standing at attention.  The warmth of the lit torches festooning the open archway also aided in the heavying of eyelids.

Roger could have sworn to the Almighty, hisself that someone or something just grazed past him, exiting town and entering the tree line.  He was certain he heard the laconic clomping of hooves, a horse snorting, Anne and Sarah’s whispering voices.  But that could have been a dream.

With a trembling hand, he wiped the sweat from his wrinkled brow and peered out into the darkness.  The tree line stood no more than fifty-paces away (give or take), yet the torches’ light only illuminated the small area around Roger and Rush.

There it was again, a low rustling like a small animal foraging through a pile of dead leaves.

Roger shifted nervously in his chair.

Stirring, Rush yawned, and asked, “What is it?”  The wrinkles and stubble rippled across his pale, leathery chin.

Roger replied, “Don’t rightly know.”  He grabbed his trusted cane (resting alongside his chair) and stood.  His archaic joints popped and creaked as he crept toward the ruffling tree line.  He stared deeper into the abyss, willing his night-vision to focus on something—anything.

Deep shadows darker than the blackness surmounting them emerged from the trees.

Heavy with dread, Roger’s stomach sank into the depths of his bowels.

Twang.  Twang.

Roger felt two dull sensations strike him, like being punched in the chest.  His fingers frantically searched his body.  His hands were slick with blood.  Roger glanced down.  Two blackened, steel arrows protruded from out of his pectorals.  The arrows’ tips so sharp, he hadn’t even felt them.

“Well, what was it, a coon?” Rush asked.  He shifted comfortably in his chair and readjusted his hat.

Roger fell to the ground in a slump.  He opened his mouth impossibly wide, unhinging his jaw like a serpent prepared to strike.  A low, mournful gurgle broke the night’s otherwise ubiquitous silence (Roger’s attempt at crying out in pain, or help, possibly both).

Rush lifted the brim of his hat and stared at Roger, crumbled on the grass.  Rush’s heart filled with a dull terror that almost seemed to mock him.  I told you so, it said.  He saw the first one emerge, then another, then more; slipping out of the trees as but shadows.  Black-armored archers with reddish scratch-marks etched into their chest-plates.  Others had large, round buttons over their chest armor; red with a black, distorted horseshoe-like-symbol.  Rush had seen that symbol before, just the previous night, in fact.  It was the mark of the King.  An arrow to the temple blotted out his vision; ceasing his life.  He would be one of the lucky ones.

****
[image: ]


Byron awoke to skirls keening, like raging thunderstorms.  The trampling of hooves and the barks of unfamiliar voices echoed, as well.  Byron knew what was happening, the very same thing Sarah tried to warn him of earlier that eve—invasion.  She had begged for him to sneak out of town with her and Anne later that night (of course Anne didn’t know about any of this).  Sarah even cried and pleaded.

“I’m sorry,” Byron said.  “But I can’t just up and leave everything behind.  Everything I’ve ever known and loved.  As brother Troll would say, if it be God’s will that we should fall, then so be it.”

Sarah grimaced and diverted her gaze toward the ground.

A shrill shriek returned Byron’s thoughts to the here-and-now.

Where was he?  He blinked, rubbing his eyes as he peered around in the darkness.  He didn’t recognize where he was, or why his bed seemed so uncomfortable.  Then it hit him.  He wasn’t in his bed.  His bed had burnt to cinder and ash, along with the rest of the late, Reverend Lowell’s house.

So much death and destruction occurred over the last two days, the survivors were reduced to finding alternative living arrangements.  Byron himself, now slept in an abandoned home in the residential part of town.  The prior occupants, an elderly couple by the name of Dantry, had been trampled to death the previous night during the height of the hamlet’s riots.  Unable to bring himself to sleep in a dead man’s bed, Byron helped himself to a blanket and pillow and curled up on the foyer’s hard-wood floor.

Crash.

Terror ceased his muscles as the front door burst open.  Pain stabbed his eyes as the foyer lit up with light.

Could it be day already?  No, the light was the wrong hue—too orange, like just before twilight.  Had he slept the day away?

Shadowy figures filed into the domicile.

“Check the house!” the first form barked to the others.

Byron’s eyes still hadn’t adjusted to the sudden in-pour of illumination.

The shadow trounced toward Byron and grabbed him by the hair.

Byron pulled back.  “No!” he cried, warding off the figure with wild thrusts of his arms.  The last thing he remembered before losing consciousness was an iron fist smashing into his face.
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They came from every gate, even from the secret one behind the still smoldering rubble of the once proud mayor’s mansion.  They came quickly and without mercy.  They pulled people from their homes, burned houses, raped, pillaged, and plundered.

Inside the old town meeting hall, the residents of Silverdale were lined up in rows and forced to kneel (the pews had been torn out and now burned in a giant bonfire in the middle of town).  No one dared oppose.  No one dared fight or flee, for they had all given up hope.  They were already dead.

“Silence!” a tall soldier boomed, and all was silent.  Hands folded behind his back, he strut down the middle aisle of the kneeling residents of Silverdale.  His heavy, black armor clinked and clanked as he walked.  His thick helmet had the growling maw of a bear carved into the facemask.  “Where is the Constable Withers?”

Silence still.

The soldier pivoted, pointed directly at Byron, and said, “You.  Where is Constable Silas Withers?”

Byron stammered, “He...he’s...”

“Out with it,” the soldier commanded.

“He’s dead, sai.”

The soldier asked, “Really?”  He removed his helmet, revealing the face not of a demon, or some unspeakable phantom, but of a man.  He appeared young, with a full head of wild, fiery, red hair.  A proud, square jawline chiseled his chin.  Three knucklebones had been fashioned through the bridge of his nose.  Hooped jewelry pierced through his eyebrows and bottom lip.  A black horseshoe-like brand darkened the left side of his face.  He rested his helmet in the crook of his arm.  His green gaze scanned his master’s newly acquired property, and asked “Who is in charge here?”

From a back row, John Steward raised his hand.

Goodie Sawyer, kneeling next to John, whispered, “No, don’t.”

“Quiet woman,” he whispered before calling out to the soldier, “I reckon I am, sai.”

The man with red hair glared intently at John.  He handed his helmet to a nearby soldier.  Arms swinging, red hair dancing around like flames licking the top of his skull, he marched toward Jonathon.  “Who are you?” he growled.

Head tilted, Jonathon recoiled.  Squinting, he stuttered, “My name is Jonathon Steward.”

“A Steward,” the red-headed soldier scoffed.  The corner of his lip curled up in a malicious (albeit, dashing), grin.  “And just how is it that a steward is in charge here?”

John gulped.  Hands shaking, he said, “The mayor, constable, sheriff, and reverend are dead.  The rest of the town’s hierarchy has fled in fear.”

The soldier’s bushy brow shot up into a fiery half-moon.  He stroked his princely chin, and said, “Really?  How interesting.”

“Please, sai, don’t kill us,” Jonathon groveled.  “Ye don’t have to kill us.  We’ll join ye willingly.”

The soldier asked, “In what capacity?”

John quavered, “We’ll join ye’r army.”

He smiled, exposed yellowed filed-teeth, and said, “Why, you are nothing but farmers and whores.”  He turned to address the rest of the crowd, and in a booming voice, declared, “We took your entire town in less than a quarter-of-an-hour, with only but a fraction of his majesty’s great army.”

“Long live the king!” the soldiers hailed in unison; pounding chest-plates and buttons.

The red head pivoted.  Towering over the cowering steward-turned-mayor, the king’s man said, “You are not soldiers.  You are slaves.  Now kneel, slave!”

Before Jonathon could utter a single objection, another soldier swept up behind Jonathon and kicked out the back of his knees.  Wailing, Jonathon collapsed to the fissured flooring.

The red-headed soldier pivoted again, turning to address the newly acquired lot once more.  In a thunderous voice, he decreed, “Listen up whelps!  My name is General Shroud.  Perhaps you have heard of me.  I am the wealthiest, most powerful, and feared man in all the known world.  And I have come here not to take your town, but to take you, in the name of the king.”

“Long live the king!” the soldiers cried out again.

Shroud folded his hands behind his back and smiled.

Silence.

Shroud paced back and forth as he continued his proclamation of doom.  “You are now the sole property of his majesty’s second born, the Hellion of war.  It is my great honor and privilege to present to you, your new lord and master:  Furion the Black!”

The meeting hall’s doors flew open, though not a single soldier or slave dared to glance back.  A slow methodic thumping noise arose, as if something large awkwardly trundled toward the alter where Reverend Lowell once stood.  Ka-shink.  Ka-shink.  Ka-thump.  Ka-shink.

Byron bowed his head, shut his eyes, and steepled his hands.  He tried to pray but couldn’t.  He couldn’t clear his thoughts from that terrible slumping noise.  Ka-shink.  Ka-thump.  Ka-shink.  Like chainmail, bouncing off some exoskeleton-like shell.

Most of the soldiers knelt entreatingly before their master.  Others slightly bowed their heads while’st keeping sentry over the slaves.

Randal Stevens pulled a fork from out of his boot.

Trembling, Byron whispered, “No, don’t.”

A masked soldier hit Randal in the back of the head with an axe-handle.  Randle dropped.  Blood oozed out of the crack in the back of his cranium.

General Shroud bowed before his lord as the Hellion approached the altar.

Still, Byron couldn’t bear to glimpse at the demon incarnate.  Yet, he sensed the Hellion’s presence, like some unseen weight bearing down upon his chest, making it heavy and hard to breathe.

Shroud nodded at two soldiers.

The king’s men knocked over the alter.  Wax candles rolled across the plank-fissured flooring.  Then they brought the chair Reverend Lowell (and ironically enough, Reverend Warwick) had sat in, up to the front of the stage.

As if beckoned by the Hellion himself, Byron peered up at his new lord and master.

The figure known as Furion appeared slumped.  Hunched over and wearing a long, black cape and hood.  Furion assessed his newly begotten property through big, round, black goggled orbs.  He stood less than a regular man’s stature (possibly even shorter than the Dog), fat and bow-legged.  The Hellion was clothed in black garbs and silver chainmail that looked more like spider’s webbing.  The symbol of the spider had been etched upon the silver chest-plate wrapped around his bulbous form.  His face covered in a mask; mouth and nose-guard comprised of that webbed-armor.  He wore odd, black boots on stubby and bloated legs.  His gloved hands consisted of a thumb and two long, crooked fingers a-piece.  He sat in the reverend’s chair and to Byron, it seemed as though it pained the Hellion to do so.

Furion chirped, “Scrippity-crick-crack-slurpity.”

“I’m afraid constable Withers is dead, my lord,” General Shroud said.  He bowed, hands folded behind his back, as if a man without a care in the world.

“Scrip-scrap-crackity?”

“Him, my lord,” Shroud proclaimed, pointing toward John Steward.  He jogged toward Jonathon, grabbed the steward by the arm, and forced him to his feet.  General Shroud brought Jonathon before Furion, and said, “Kneel before lord Furion, you cur.”  Shroud snarled and kicked out the back of John’s knees again.

“Scrickity-scrap-scrip,” Furion chirped.

Shroud said, “His blackness wishes to know where the interlopers are.”

“I...I...d...don’t know,” Jonathon quavered.

“Then, you are of no use to us,” Shroud said.  He snatched a crescent shaped dagger from his belt.  He grabbed Jonathon by the ponytail and brought the blade up to his throat.

“Wait!” Jonathon screamed.

Chuckling, Shroud asked, “What’s that, something to say?  Suddenly know the where-abouts of the ones we seek, do you?”

“No,” Jonathon replied, quivering.  “But he does!  He was the giant’s best friend and closest confidant.”

Byron glanced up.  A swell of doubt overtook him.  Jonathon was pointing right at him.

“Excellent,” Shroud said, and then slit Jonathon’s throat from ear-to-ear.

Jonathon clutched at the wound.  Blood spurted through his fingers.  He tried to scream but only gargled deep pools of crimson.

General Shroud’s lip curled in a crooked, handsome smile.

Laughing in a warbled cackle, Furion lurched back in his chair.

Eyes bulged, mouth working open and close like a fish out of water; Jonathon writhed until his muscles grew slack.  His hands fell away from his neck.  Blood squirted across the floor in diminishing bursts.

Smirking, Shroud nodded toward Byron, and said, “Bring him forth.”

Before Byron knew what had happened, he knelt before Furion, the Lord of Black.  A shock of Byron’s red hair cinched in Shroud’s firm grip.  The crescent blade curled tightly against his neck.

“Scrickity-scrap-scrip,” Furion chirped.

But in his head, Byron heard the Hellion speaking clearly.

Where is Mayor Godfrey?

Byron didn’t answer, he couldn’t.  Too scared.  A sudden force grasped hold of his skull; seeping into his mind, applying pressure.

“Scrathity-click-clackity?”

Where is the daughter of Reverend Hansel Warwick?

Byron’s brain felt like it had suddenly caught fire.  Burning, melting, and turning into a thick gelatinous goop.

“Crack-a-lackity-screeeech?”

Where is Anne Warwick?

Blood seeped from Byron’s nose and ears.  Just a trickle at first but soon poured steadily faster as Furion rearranged his brains; scavenging for answers.

“Screeeeeeeeeeeeech-scratch-clickity?”

Where is the slave?

Blood gushed from Byron’s mouth and eye sockets.  He tried to scream but couldn’t.  He couldn’t even move.

“Scratch-a-lack-a-triiiiiiiiiickiiiiity?”

Where is Myriam Star?

Quivering in indescribable torment, Byron hitched and heaved.

“Screeeeeech-scraaaaaaaaaaaaaaatch?”

Where?

Byron’s brains tore apart in neat, little, globular chunks.

“Screeeeeech-scraaaaaaaaaaw?”

Where?  Where?  Where is Star?  Where!?

Invisible, forceful fingers pushed further into the doughy remains of Byron’s mind.  Furion laxed his grip just enough to allow Byron to scream.  Then, right before the brother’s brains exploded within his own skull, Furion the Black, taker of souls and slave driver of the west—found what he was looking for.
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“What a glorious day,” Troll said, before sinking his teeth into a skewered hare.  And a glorious day it had been, indeed.  For, the three were back on the road.  It hadn’t taken them long to get to the edge of the Western woods.  There, they set up camp early.  Troll spent most of the day huddled under a tall oak-tree, recording the events of the last two days in his journal.

Star and the Dog went frolicking in the woods; just two free spirits running wild after what seemed like months in captivity.  And when the two jovially returned toward dusk, they brought dinner.  The Dog carried three plump hares, while Star totted an armload of fresh sprouts, wild cabbage, and onions.

Troll prepared a fire while the Dog skillfully skinned and cleaned the hares with his hunting knife.  The stumps of the arrows he’d received on their final night in Silverdale still protruded from the Dog’s chest and back.

Odd.  For a while, Troll forgot them there, as if the wooden appendages simply assimilated to the Dog’s anatomy.

The Dog didn’t seem to notice them either.

Star and the Dog already finished their meals some time ago.  But not Troll.  No, he savored every salty bite as he sat there next to the campfire.  The lambent flames warming his bones felt like an old and welcome friend.  He performed his characteristic run of a hand down the left side of his face, past his scar and down his bushy beard, where he vehemently scratched.

Troll iterated, “Ah yes, a glorious day indeed.”  He couldn’t be happier.

Star didn’t reply.  Her focus fixed studiously upon the task at hand.  Leaning slightly toward him, she knelt before the Dog.  Her hat sat on the ground beside her.  Long, golden curls cascaded loosely about her lithe shoulders.

Star was removing the arrows still embedded within the Dog’s flesh, or at least, attempting to.  Wielding the Dog’s hunting knife, she already extracted the one in his back.  Now, she toiled with the two in his chest.  Star meticulously sliced through the Dog’s hairy flesh, and he just sat there, is if impervious to the blade’s serrated touch.

Dog fascinated himself with one of Star’s shooters.  He turned it this way and that; inspecting every angle, opening the chamber, and spinning it.  It wasn’t loaded of course.  Dog cocked the gun and aimed at nothing in particular.

Mouthful of greasy meat, Troll asked, “You know how to use that?”

The Dog aimed at Troll’s forehead and squeezed the trigger.  The Dog smiled, exposing sharp, bestial fangs.  The fire’s amber glow danced within his golden gape.  His toothy grin and arched eyebrow seemed to ask, “Don’t you know who I am?”

Troll said, “Yes, yes.”  He conceded a palm and shoveled another spit full of game into his mouth.

Star worked the blade under the arrow’s head.  The Dog didn’t even flinch.  Star snorted in vexation and brushed away golden curls from the side of her brown, oval face.  She set the knife aside, grasped hold of the arrow, and tugged.  Star groaned through clenched teeth as she pulled.

The Dog leaned away and the arrow ripped from his flesh in a ploosh.  A small yelp escaped the Dog’s thin lips.  Dog’s wound healed right before his companions’ wide gapes.

Star picked up the knife and cut around the final arrow; buried so deep in his pectoral it was a miracle it hadn’t pierced some vital organ.

Watching Star wield Dog’s knife, and the Dog toying with Star’s shooter, sent a wrinkle of pride through Troll.

Truly, they were now a trinity.  Back together and back on the road.  Oh, what a glorious day, indeed.

“Which reminds me,” Troll amended aloud.  Without putting down the spitted meat in his other hand, he retrieved the Dog’s gauntlets from the confines of his infinitely cavernous cloak.  “I fixed them,” he said, casually tossing the weapons to the Dog, who caught them easily enough.

“Hold still,” said Star.  His sudden movement caused her hand to falter.

The Dog didn’t seem to notice the slipping of her hand, or the jagged gash that resulted.

Star groaned as another wound healed before she could even excavate the obstruction embedded within.  Out of sheer exasperation, Star stuck the blade into the dirt, popped up in a squat, and wrapped both hands around the arrow.  Grip slick with blood, she managed to hold gird, and tug with all her might.  The weapon ripped out of the Dog’s chest with another sickening ploosh.  She wiped the sweat beaded upon her wrinkle-less brow, and gasped, “Got it!”

The Dog strapped on one of his gauntlets and inspected it just as he had with Star’s shooter.

Troll nodded toward the gauntlet, and said, “Before, ye had to pull back the pin.  That pin, forged to the back of the blade-plate, would then cause the gauntlet blades to spring forward.”  Troll took another bite from his skewer, and said, “In battle, one does not always have a free hand to load such a weapon.  What I did was weld the pin directly to the hook, which holds the blade-springs, and then I welded a trigger where the pin used to be.”  Troll ran a hand through his long greasy hair.  The beads rattled in his mangy locks.  He continued, “So now, instead of pulling back on the pin, ye simply pull the pin back ahead of time, like loading a gun.  Then, when ye want to use it, ye simply clench ye’r hand into a fist, pressing down upon the bar.  Go ahead try it.”

Squinting, lips pursed, Star asked, “How did you we...ld it?”

“A bit of magic, deep pockets and such,” Troll replied, passing his hand through the air, as if waving off such obvious answers.

The Dog clenched his fist, and three razor-sharp-serrated blades sprang forward.  The Dog gazed at Troll with a savvy smile as bright as his eyes.

Troll added, “As I said, it’s like a gun, you’ll have to cock and reload the pin every time.”

The Dog pulled the pin back.  Before, this action would cause the blades to unsheathe; now it served to retract them.

Troll continued, “You’ll have to cock the hook, and pull the pin back again to load it.”

The Dog did.  He clenched his hand into a fist, and the blades sprang violently forward once more.  Amusement dancing within his golden gape, the Dog glanced at Troll.  A small, crooked smile, that of the Cheshire cat, spread across his face; dotted by a seam of sharp, yellowish teeth.  The Dog nodded.

Troll continued, “Just don’t leave it cocked for too long a period of time or hit it against anything when it is loaded.  It may damage the spring.”

Dog nodded.  His braided beard danced in the wind.

Star wiped her bloody hands off in the grass, before doing the same to clean the Dog’s knife.  She glanced at the Dog.

His wounds had already healed; leaving no trace of the arrows that were buried deep within his flesh.

Star handed back the Dog’s knife, and asked Troll, “How the hell does he do that?”

“Blood,” Troll replied.  “He drinks blood.  It heals him.  Probably what keeps him young, too.”

“How do you know?” she asked.  Catching herself, she repeated in a milder tone.  “I mean, how do you know?”

“I reckon the signs have always been there since I first met the Dog.  Sometimes he’d heal quickly, other times not.  But it was in the shed outside the mayor’s house did it finally dawn upon me.”

“I saw that shack,” Star said.

“They had the Dog chained to a wall, torturing him.”  Troll glanced at the Dog.

The Dog gleefully strapped on his other gauntlet, as if uninterested in the conversation at hand.

Troll continued, “By the time I had gotten there, Dog already freed himself, just as I said he would.”

Star playfully rolled her eyes, and said, “Yeah, yeah.”

Troll chomped into the meat, and continued, “He was drinking their blood.  It healed him.  I reckon his healing rate is controlled by how much blood he drinks and how much time in between blood-meals.”  Troll ran a greasy hand down the side of his face and beard, and said, “I’m fairly certain drinking blood also turns him feral.  But I believe he has somewhat control of that, none-the-less.”

Star asked, “Feral?”  Brow furrowed, nose wrinkled, Star brushed back golden curls, once again.  The shackle on her thin wrist jingled slightly.  She sighed and directed her emerald-gaze upon Troll.

That’s right.  He forgot that Star had never seen the Dog in his feral form.  It all made sense now.  Dog had never been jealous of him and Star.  Well, at first, he had, sure.  But she never saw him in his feral state because whenever he was in that state (which was quite often back in those days), the Dog hid from her.  Perhaps it the very same reason why the Dog hid from anyone else when he was like that—‘cause people were scared of him.

Troll laughed.

Star asked, “What, what’s so funny?”  Arms crossed, though curling the compass’s chain around her sinuous fingers.

“Nothing.”  Troll waved off the question and consumed another healthy bite of roasted hare.

“Come on, Troll, no more secrets between us.”  She gazed up at him.  Her stare seemed friendly yet stern.  “Not between any of us.”

Troll sighed, and said, “Very well, ask of me what ye will.” He tossed the remains of his dinner toward the Dog and wiped his greasy hands on his kilt.

The Dog pounced upon the carcass, grabbed it up in his maw, and rolled around on the ground with it.

Troll tippled from his canteen, belched loudly, and said, “I presume ye have many a quandary for me.”

“Yeah, but only a few I need answers too.  Stuff I can’t wrap my mind around.”

Troll gestured for her to continue.

“All right.”  She smiled, settled back, and wrapped her arms around her thin frame.

Troll offered her his canteen.

She waved it off.  Her gaze penitently glued to the ground.  She picked up her hat, plopped it on her head, pulled the brim down low over her face, and drew the cincture tight around her slender chin.

Really?  After all this time, all they’d been through, she still hid her face from him.

Star must have seen it or at least sensed it.  Her head jerked erect.  Peering directly into Troll’s eyes, she said, “What else have you learned about the Dog that you haven’t told me?”

Troll replied, “He drinks blood.  It heals him.  He doesn’t appear to age, which leads me to believe he’s possibly older than the mayor of Silverdale had been.  He’s not human, although I suspect he once tried to pretend to be.  His eyes change color, though I don’t know why.  And he can shift into some sort of bestial-like state.  He hasn’t shown ye because he was afraid ye’d convince me to leave him.  That is all I have gathered so far, but when I learn more, ye shall be the very first to know.”

Star glanced at the Dog, who gnawed on the hare’s carcass.  Star nodded toward the Dog, and asked, “So, you’re telling me that no matter what, he can’t be hurt?”

Troll snorted, and said, “Oh, come now, ye of all people should know he can most certainly be hurt, I should think his re-purification would have taught ye that much.”

“Okay, so he can’t be killed?”

“I didn’t say that.”

Brow furrowed, bottom lip slightly curled, Star said, “Yeah, you did.  Yesterday, before we split up and met up at the mayor’s mansion, you said you didn’t think anyone could kill him.”

“Rightly so,” Troll replied.  “I said I didn’t think anyone could kill him, not anything.  I never meant to infer or imply that he couldn’t be killed.”

“Okay.”  Compass chain twirling, she rolled her eyes, and asked, “So, what does that mean?”

Troll performed his characteristic running of a hand, and said, “While I don’t remember much of anything before meeting the Dog, as ye know, I have these memories of strange tales of lore.  Of mythical monsters and heroes.  But as to why, I knoweth not.  Perchance it another false memory.”

“Like when you woke up with the Wachati, right?”

“Correct,” Troll replied.  “My point is that in all these tales of Grimm that I can somehow recall, all the monsters, creatures, and heroes that seem so invincible, always have some sort of weakness.  Something that can hurt and possibly kill them when nothing else seems to faze them.  Something elemental.”

They gazed at the Dog.

Shirtless, he had gone partially feral.  A short, thin coat of brown-fur sprouted from exposed flesh.  The tips of his ears, fingers, and nose slightly elongated.  He rolled on the grass, scratched his back into the dirt, and moaned in ecstasy.

Star peered at Troll ‘neath the brim of her hat, and asked, “But you think something can kill him, right?”

Troll sighed, ran a hand down his scar, and said, “Aye, I suspect as much.  ‘Though, if and when such information should come to us remains the real mystery.”

“You said that you knew the town would come after Dog.  That you asked him to let it happen.  That you planned it.”

“Indeed, I did.”

“Did you know a Jessip was imprisoned in town the whole time?  Were you counting on their intervention during the Dog’s re-purification?”

“No, on both accounts.  But as I told ye before, God was guiding me.  And I have nothing but the utmost of faith in the Lord, Almighty.”

Biting her bottom lip, Star asked, “What about all the lapses in memory, jumps in time, shifting scenery?  Were you able to sort that out yet?”

“Regrettably, no.  But I feel this, as ye call it, slippage in time, to be the key that will inevitably unlock such mysteries.”

Star replied, “That wasn’t very helpful.”  She twirled the chain of her compass within her thumb and fore fingers.

“No, I suppose not.  But there it is, staring us in the face, saying, howdy-do.”

Spinning the compass’ chain, Star sat quietly in the grass.  Her gaze lost in the fire’s crackling embers, as if someplace else all-together.

Did she know she was rocking back-and-forth?

The Dog peered up at Star.  He studied her with a sour (and for the first time, to Troll), unreadable look on his face.

Troll asked, “Anything else?”  For the utmost of brevity, he feared what she might ask.  But why?

Star gazed into his eyes, and said, “Yeah, who was that figure back at the mansion?”

Scrippity-scrap-clickity-clack.

Troll’s mind drifted away, as if the specter were speaking directly to him.  As if the Wraith in his immediate company.

I’ll be dreaming of you, won’t you dream of me?

Visions of leathery bats with beady-red eyes and long, taloned wings filled Troll’s head.  A hollow chill ran up his spine, causing his chest, shoulder, and back muscles to clench up, cease; freeze in terror at the shadowy possibilities of his own imagination.

He thought he was done with all that.  He thought he had overcome his fear.

Troll blurted, “A Hellion.”

Eyes wild and golden, the Dog glared at Troll.

He had this odd, solemn look on his face that troubled Troll’s soul; troubled like the way the Dog’s Cheshire grin used to bedevil him.

Star ran a hand under her hat and through her hair.  Shackle rattling, she said, “So, There’s two of ‘em now.  Plus, the King’s army.”

Troll sighed, “So it would appear.”

“I just hope Sarah and Anne get here soon.  They should’ve met us by now.”

“Everything will unfold as is God’s intention, have faith Myriam.”

“Do you think Sarah was able to convince Byron to leave with her?”

Head slouched, Troll sighed heavily, and said, “Sadly, no.”

Nestling by the fire, she reiterated, “I sure hope they get here soon.”

Troll knew she didn’t want to sleep until everyone together, but she needed the rest.

“Me too,” Troll said.  He leaned back and folded his hands upon his stomach.

Star began to snore.  Soon, the dreams would come.  And then, the night terrors.

Squatting on his haunches, the Dog turned his back to the fire and peered out in the darkness; keeping watch.

One question remained.  One that Troll was glad Star hadn’t asked.  Not exactly a question, more like a doubt.  Despite the fact that Troll’s victory over the Wraith left him physically and emotionally drained, something seemed off-putting.  Like it had all been too easy.  Like the Wraith wanted them to proceed, to advance.  Somehow, it reminded him of storm clouds.
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Apparently, the soldiers weren’t ready for someone to just come charging through the trees on horseback, and Sarah (along with Anne and Maddy, the rag doll), were able to take the foraying king’s men by surprise.

Sarah kicked Dasher and he raced deeper into the darkened forest (Anne sat in front of Sarah.  Maddy, the rag doll, saddled respectively in the younger girl’s lap).  And even though it seemed they’d made it out of town free and clear, just in the nick of time, Sarah knew it only moments before the soldiers regrouped and came after them.

Terror slithered into the hollows of Sarah’s bones.  Going this fast through this forest (and at night), was suicide.  But if the king’s men caught them...well, Sarah preferred suicide.  She kicked for Dasher to accelerate.

Despite all the action currently ensuing, Sarah’s thoughts turned to Byron.  Had she really done all she could to convince him to flee with her and Anne?  What happened to him now?  Had he told anyone of her intentions of desertion?  These questions faded into frivolity as arrows whizzed past her.

Against her better judgment, Sarah glanced over her shoulder and felt her heart sink into her bowels.

Four (that she could see), soldiers pursued them on horseback.  All bore bows and arrows.  And evidently, all had been well trained to use such weapons while’st riding.

Arrows flew all around Sarah as Dasher feverishly steered through the gloomy, coniferous maze.

Dasher was old, not quite the quickest even in her youth.  But thankfully, Dasher’s previous owner had accustomed the mare to night travel.  And ‘though their pursuers rode faster steeds, they couldn’t keep up with Dasher’s experience at navigating through dense forestry after dark.

Anne cried, “Sarah!”

“Don’t worry Anne, t’will be all right,” Sarah replied.  “Everything’s going to be right as rain.”

A blackened steel-arrow zoomed past Sarah’s left ear and plunged into a nearby tree.

Sarah cried, “Duck!” just moments before an extended tree -limb would’ve knocked the two right off of Dasher.  She protectively smothered Anne.  When they cleared the branch, Sarah glanced back.

The lead horseman slammed right into the limb.  He screamed before being trampled by his comrades.

The three remaining pursuers ducked the obstacle.

“Shit!” Sarah hissed through her teeth.

Anne chimed, “Maddy says we should jump.”

“What?’

“We should jump and let them chase the horse while’st we hide in the bushes.”

“Good idea,” Sarah replied.  An arrow sailed danger-close to her pretty, little head.  “Now?”

“No, not yet,”

Sarah said, “Well, ye just be sure and let me know when Maddy thinks we should go.”

Arrows flew all around them.

Their pursuers closed the gap between them and the elderly Dasher.

Sarah asked, “Now?”

“No, Maddy says we need to go faster.”

Sarah kicked the mare as hard as she could, and said, “Come on Dasher!”

Dasher sprinted forward with all the fortitude she could muster.  Once again, they began to make headway.

Their pursuers swore and hollered in vexation.

Twang.  Twang.  Twang.  Even their arrows landed short of their target.

Sarah asked, “Now?”

Anne replied, “Almost.”

Dasher leapt over a fallen tree.

One of their pursuers collided into the barricade.  Another horse crashed into the roadblock; sending its rider flying through the air and smashing into a tall-standing pine.

The remaining rider leapt over the entire debacle.

Anne cried, “Now!”

Sarah wrapped her arms firmly around Anne (and Maddy).  The three dropped off the left side of Dasher and into the brush.  The impact was so hard it almost brought Anne to tears.

“Shh... shh, it’s all right,” Sarah said, dragging Anne away from the trail and deeper into the thicket.  She sprawled over Anne and covered the younger girl’s mouth with a shaky hand.

Trembling, hearts beating like wild drums, they lay in wait.  Crickets chirped softly in the still night air.  Then Sarah heard it.

Clomp-cla—clomp-cla—clomp.

Anne sobbed and Sarah pressed her palm tighter against Anne’s lips.

The horseman trotted within feet of where Sarah and Anne (and Maddy), jumped off Dasher.  The rider in thick, black armor tugged on the reigns and his steed reared back, neighed, snorted, and circled about.

Had the soldier not been fooled by their rouse?

Sarah hated herself for not waking Anne earlier.  But she couldn’t help it, the girl looked so peaceful sleeping there in her bed, and now they would both die for it—or worse.  Instead of dismounting and dragging the two girls out of the brush by their short hairs, the rider continued after Dasher.

The two girls lay there a moment.  Wide-eyed, their hearts galloped as quickly as Dasher navigated the night.  Sarah still covered Anne’s mouth as she waited; straining her ears for the sound of approaching hooves.

Crickets chirped away in blissful ignorance.

Sarah whispered, “Perhaps, we should wait here for a little while in case anymore come.”  She removed her hand from Anne’s quivering lips.

Anne nodded toward the direction their pursuer had gone, and quavered, “Or in case he comes back.”

Sarah combed her shaky fingers through Anne’s hair, and said, “Aye, just in case he comes back.”
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Star stood alone in the deepest canyon of the fields.  The sun’s merciless heat beat down on her as flecks of sand and stone pecked at her skin.  Where was everyone?  The wind picked up; driving more stingy pelts of grit into exposed flesh.  A cold shiver coursed down her spine.  All the slaves and soldiers were gone, but she wasn’t alone.  Furion was close, closer than he’d ever been.  She could feel it.  But instead of anger and hatred filling her heart, dread radiated out from her heaving chest.  She peered around the cavernous walls.  Shovels, hoes, and pickaxes lie abandoned next to empty carts used for transporting sand and stone.

Star glanced upward, shielding her eyes from the sun’s brilliance with the back of her hand.  No jingling of the shackle.  Those were still secured around her thin ankles.  A length of rusty chain tethered her to the rocky interior.

Plop.  Plip.  Plop.

Something dark crimson (almost black), trickled down from above.

Star gazed upward again, but she couldn’t see anything.  Then, from out of the light, something dark materialized; fuzzy, like an incipient shadow.  The object landed with a dull thud before Star’s feet.  A swirl of dust circled up in the air.  When it cleared, Star peered down at the bloated and bloody corpse.  It was her brother, Mikhail.

Star trembled.  Her fists clenched into absent-minded balls of rage.

Thump.  Thump.  Thump.

The air littered with more dust and sand as body after body fell from the ledges above.

Some corpses she recognized.  The others were nameless slaves.

Thump.  Thump.  Thump-thump-thump.

The sky above darkened.

The soldiers gone.  They had excavated any and everything useful to them.  And when they were done, they filled in the chasm with the workers; also no longer useful.

From somewhere deep inside the recesses of her mind, Star heard Furion cackling.  And just before Star could scream, she was buried alive beneath a mountain of death.
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Sarah awoke to the chirping of birds.  She shivered.  Her clothes felt damp with sweat or the morning’s dew—possibly both.  She opened her eyes.  Creases of sunlight penetrated through the thick foliage; warming her face.  Sarah cursorily scanned the scenery.  Where was she?  How had she gotten—

Then it hit her like a sack of potatoes; total recall of the previous night’s adventures.  Then she noticed Anne was gone.

She sat up and peered around.  Anne was nowhere in sight.  Sarah strained her ears for the faintest traces of the way-ward girl; a giggle, a cry, something—anything.  Nothing but the chittering of birds and the rustling of leaves swaying in the early morning breeze.

Sarah’s first instinct was to call out for Anne, though she quelled that thought.  Soldiers were probably still looking for them.

Perhaps, that’s what happened.  Perhaps, the soldier came back, found them sleeping, and snatched the girl away in the dead of the night.  Was it her fault?  Had it been Sarah’s snoring that gave them away?  If that the case, then why was she still there?  Why hadn’t they taken her, as well?  Because it was Anne they wanted.  Wasn’t that what Troll said?  Wasn’t that the reason Anne was still alive in the first place?  Sarah felt frantic now, nearly on the verge of all-out panic.  She stood; wet clothes clung desperately to her skin as she scanned the area.

In barely a whisper, Sarah called, “Anne.  Anne, where are ye Anne?”  Anne wouldn’t be able to hear her, but she dared not speak any louder.  Besides, a sort of pseudo-solace existed in being able to cry-out for the child as Sarah worked her way through the dense forestry.  Then she saw it; Maddy, Anne’s rag doll, abandoned in the weeds.  Just the sight of it sent an indescribable emotion all through her body and she didn’t know whether to mourn or rejoice.  She picked up the doll and clutched it tightly to her breast.  A small whimper escaped her thin lips.  She peered around, franticly whipping her head this way and that.  Surely, Anne would not stray too far from her dolly.  She pushed through the brush, and whispered, “Anne, are ye out here, Anne?”

If the sight of Maddy called for rejoice than surely the vision before her was cause for despair; just after the treeline stood an outcrop that ledged a several hundred-foot drop, straight down.  “My God, no,” Sarah muttered, “please tell me she didn’t...”  She couldn’t even finish that thought, for what lay beyond those rocky cliffs was nothing but desert for as far as the eye could see.

****
[image: ]


Troll stood alone in the forest; a solitary giant surveying his surroundings.  Birds chirped and chattered.  Bees buzzed.  The aromatic fragrance of flowers burgeoning in the warm, spring sun tickled his sinuses.  Eyes closed, he saw nothing yet sensed everything.  He sniffed at the morning air; huge nostrils examining every molecule of scent.  Oh yes, he was close now.

Troll twisted his massive hands around the knotted wood of his staff and prepared himself for battle.

The ruffling of limbs and leaves sounded above.

Troll prayed, “Lord, be with me.”

Silence.

Troll thrust his staff upward; instantly feeling pressure.  He caught something.  More to the point, he caught someone.  He slid his hands down the end of the staff.  With a hearty grunt, he shifted his weight, and slammed his opponent into the ground, like driving a hoe into the soil.

The Dog rolled backward along the leafy earth, landed on his feet, and settled into a crouched position.  The Dog bounded.  Claws out, teeth barred.  His golden eyes burned with intensity.

For the utmost of brevity, Troll lost himself in that golden gape.

The Dog pounced on Troll and wrapped his arms around his giant master.  With as much fury and force as the Dog could muster, he wriggled and thrashed at Troll’s legs, attempting to wrestle the behemoth to the ground.

Both feet firmly planted, Troll dropped his weight.  Hands together, he slammed an elbow into the Dog’s ribcage; narrowly missing the cur’s kidney.

The Dog yelped.  He crumbled to the deciduous forest flooring and skittered away.

Gasp.  Troll winced and clutched at the stitches (he had forgotten about, until now), he’d received after Booth Wilkins attacked him on the night of the Festival of the Fall.

The Dog darted forward, latched onto Troll’s calves, and gnawed edaciously at the leather sandal-straps around Troll’s legs.  Not hard enough to break skin, but enough to hurt.

Howling, Troll swatted at the Dog.

Like a cat, the Dog rolled on his back, reared up his legs, and dug long, jagged toenails into the leather protecting Troll’s hairy, lower appendages.

Troll bellowed, “Aargh!”  He pitched his staff into the brush.  With both hands, he grabbed the Dog by his thin ankle.  Slowly, Troll spun around in circles; twirling faster and faster.  The momentum lifted the Dog off the ground.  Stitches stretching in agony, Troll tossed the Dog.

Rotating haplessly, the cur flew.  Sideways and in mid-air, the Dog reached out and dug his claws into the trunk of a nearby oak tree.  Velocity on his side, and hands anchored into the tall oak, he spun round; sending splinters flying.  Still in mid-air, the Dog circumnavigated the knarred bark, drove his feet into the trunk, and sprang toward Troll.

Troll slammed a fist into the Dog’s face.  His knuckles popped and tingled.

The Dog flounced to the ground in a heap.  He scampered to his haunches and growled.  Slowly, he backed away, and prepared to pounce, yet again.

Troll said, “Impressive.”  He swept away stringy hair and locks of beads from his face and shook the numbness from his other hand.

Growling louder, the Dog arose.  Foam flowed from his fanged maw.  His golden gaze pulsated hungrily.

Troll stood without the aid of his staff.  His stiches ached ever more.

The two squared off.

Fangs barred, claws outstretched, the Dog leapt forward.

Troll stepped to the side.

The Dog landed hard and slid across the earthen ground as a plume of dust swirled.  Dog pivoted.  Growling, he pounced.

Troll waited until the penultimate moment, then stepped aside, and swatted the Dog in the face.

The Dog floundered to the ground.  An exasperated huff slipped through his fangs.  The Dog popped to his feet and delivered a series of rabbit-punches into Troll’s torso.

Troll allowed this.

The Dog hit him again—harder.

Un-fazed by the blow, Troll leaned back, rested his hands on his waist, and howled in laughter.

This time, the Dog swung at Troll’s side; the one with the stitches.

Troll stepped backward.

The Dog lost his balance and waffled to the grass.

Troll laughed heartier.

The Dog scrambled to his haunches.  Fangs exposed, he growled.

Troll smiled, made a come-hither-motion, and said, “Again!”

The Dog leapt.

Once again, Troll stepped out of the way.

The Dog crashed into a small bush.  The Dog found his footing and whirled around.  Growling all the louder, golden gaze narrowed, his upper lip twitched in anticipation.  His fury face bloomed a sanguine hue.

“That’s good,” Troll said, “hold onto that anger, ye’ll be needing it, yet.”

The Dog strode toward Troll.

Troll waved him on.

Growling, the Dog crouched lower, prepared to strike.

Troll hobbled toward him.

The Dog lunged.

Troll waited until the cur nearly upon him, then shuffled away.  He drove his foot into the Dog’s side and sent the cur flying again.

Dog whirled through the air, landed hard on all fours, and charged.

Troll faked right.

The Dog dipped to the right and then pounced.

Troll flanked left.  He swung.  His fist found purchase alongside the Dog’s frontal lobe.  A sharp wave of pain gamboled from Troll’s knuckles to his shoulder.

The force of the blow sent the Dog reeling.  Once again, the Dog landed upon all fours and glowered at Troll.

Troll said, “Ye’r watching my feet.  Don’t watch my feet, they lie.”

The Dog lunged.

Troll stepped away, and said, “Watch my waist, watch my eyes.  That’s how ye’ll be able to tell which way I’m going to go.”  Troll swung at the Dog, but his feet were faking.

Dog watched Troll’s waist, his eyes.  He rolled under Troll’s arm, leapt up into Troll’s torso, and pounded tiny, furry fists into his master’s midsection.

Troll swung wide.

The Dog ducked and kicked out the side of Troll’s knee.

Troll tottered.

Dog rammed an elbow into Troll’s shoulders.

The blow had little effect.  Troll slammed the rear of his cranium into the Dog’s face.

The Dog staggered backward.

Troll prayed, Dear Lord, I pray I do not permanently damage my friend.  Then, he delivered a punishing upper cut to the Dog’s chin.

The Dog rocketed backward.  Blood poured profusely from his mouth and noise, yet he appeared unfazed by the blow.  He scurried to a crouch and glared at Troll with eyes so dark they were almost black.  The Dog bound upward and kangaroo-kicked Troll in the face.

Both rolled backward on the ground before setting on their haunches; facing each other.

Troll smiled, and said, “Good.”  He ran a hand down the left side of his face and over the scars the Dog bestowed him with once-upon-a-time-ago.  “Very good,” he amended.

The Dog smiled back.

The two combatants rushed head-long at each other.

Either out of strategy, or sheer clumsiness, (which was usually the Dog’s custom), the Dog tripped and rolled into Troll’s legs.

Troll’s arms waivered for balance.  He briefly danced on uncoordinated toes before waffling to the ground.

Dog rolled to his haunches.  He leapt a-good-fifteen-feet straight upward; teeth barred, claws extended.

Troll waited until the penultimate moment and then lunged to the side.

Troll scrambled to his feet, but the Dog found his footing first and pounced.

Troll rolled away, and said, “Do ye not now see how simple aversion tactics could save a man’s life?”

As soon as he touched ground, the Dog popped up, like a cat jumping in the air when frightened.  He skittered away just as Troll kicked at his face.  The Dog rolled to his haunches.  He clenched a fist; unsheathing a trio of razor-sharp blades.  He glared at Troll and smiled.

One hand pressed against his aching stitches, Troll gasped, “I thought we agreed no weapons?”

The Dog stood there a moment.  His smile faded into a look of stoicism.  He shrugged, as if to say, “sorry”, and then sheathed the gauntlet blades.

“Good form.”  Troll waved him on.  “Shall we?”

The Dog charged.

Troll stood at the ready.

Mere feet in front of Troll, the Dog fell to a squat, and bounded over Troll’s head.

Pivoting, Troll swung at the Dog.  He missed.

The Dog grappled Troll by the back of his head.  With his free arm, the Dog repeatedly elbowed Troll in his shoulder blade; frenetically ramming his knees into Troll’s obliques.

Troll reached behind him, grabbed the Dog by the back of his shirt, and flung him to the ground.  Troll wrapped the Dog in a headlock as the cur thrashed about in vain.  Constricting his arms like a python, Troll’s muscles tightened around the Dog’s neck, cutting of his air supply.

Cough.  Hack.  Cough.  The Dog struggled.

“Am I interrupting anything, boys?” Star asked, hands on holstered hips, hat slung low over her brow, and looking fine as can be.

“Not at all.”  Troll released the Dog, and said, “That’s enough for today.”

Growling and hacking, the Dog scampered away.

Troll dusted off his cloak and kilt and retrieved his trusted staff; a tell-tale sign their wrestling truly over.

On all fours, the Dog returned to his master’s side and set upon his haunches.

Troll strode toward Star.  He had half-a-mind rush into Star’s arms, embrace her, and kiss her.  But both were far too steady of soldiers for that, especially with so much work to do.

Troll bade, “Dog, stay!”  He lightly grabbed Star’s arm and led her away.  “What news, have ye?”

Brow furrowed, gaze narrowed, Star reared her head back, and asked, “Don’t ya want to discuss this with the Dog?”

“No, not of this business,” Troll replied.

Anger incipiently flushed Star’s face.

Arms crossed, foot tapping, she asked, “I thought we agreed there’d be no more secrets between us?”

“I know, I know, but this matter involves Anne.”  He glanced back at the Dog, who still lingered where Troll left him.  Ushering Star onward, he said, “And I know how the Dog feels about Anne.  And, considering ye’ve returned without our friends, I presume something nefarious has befallen them.”

Star drooped her head; face concealed ‘neath the brim of her hat.  A shackle rattled as she brushed away a stray lock.  She sighed heavily, and said, “Yeah, the king’s army attacked Silverdale during the night.”

“Exactly as I feared,” Troll replied.  “Time is imperative and I don’t want the Dog rushing off after Anne in vain.”

Star gazed up at Troll, and said, “Because Anne is fine.”

“Exactly.”

“Because she’s the one they want.”

“Precisely, so for now, I’d just as soon leave the Dog in the dark about these matters.  I fear his feelings may complicate things.”

Her foot tapped lightly as she considered Troll’s words.

Troll continued, “I know what ye’r thinking, but for right now, I feel this the best course of action.  Ye might say I’ve had another of my twinklin’s.”

Star lowered her head, hiding her face once more.  Her foot ceased its impatient cadence.  She sighed deeply, and said, “All right.  I don’t like it, but all right.”
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Wails, moans, and the scent of burning flesh polluted the crisp, autumn air.  Byron stood shackled by the wrists and ankles; chained in line along with the other survivors.  His head throbbed with an ache he’d never before experienced.  Streaks of dark crimson had congealed around his ears and under his nose.

Flesh crackled; another scream.

What happened?  He thought he died in the town meeting hall?  He shouldn’t be alive.  He shouldn’t be...here.  Petrified, he watched as his kinsfolk stood in line to receive their mark.  One-by-one, a young commander pulled a glimmering-hot iron out of the pyre in the center of town and plunged it into the bicep of each and every slave.

Unlike Star’s, at least his mark wouldn’t taint his face.

Other armed soldiers stood sentry to make sure no one tried to run.

As Byron inched his way closer to the head of the line, the acerbic stench of scorched flesh violated his olfactory senses.  The fear sweltering within him percolated to proportional levels, but still he stood his ground.  He prayed to God that the pain would not be too severe.  And that any agony would soon subside; not just for him, but for everybody forced to undergo “the mark”.

“Next!” called a soldier, clad head-to-toe in that heavy, black armor with its red claw-mark on the chest-plate.  The scowling beak of some ancient bird or lizard carved into the facemask.

Byron moved up another notch in line to receive his due and proper.  Byron’s thoughts turned toward Troll, Sarah, Anne—all of them.  Had they made it safely out of town before the invasion?  Or were they now dead, or worse?

“Next!”

Byron held the penultimate place in line.  He trembled.  A cold sweat saturated his hairy skin.  He watched as the executioner buried the glowing iron into Otis McClure’s supple, freckled skin.

Otis skirled as his flesh sizzled and crackled.

The putrid aroma overpowered Byron.  A dizzying swirl of nausea radiated out of his stomach and into every fiber of his being.

“Next!”

Byron’s turn.

Quavering, heart palpitating within the hollows of his chest, Byron stepped up without hesitation.

The executioner pulled the brand from pyre.

Byron prayed, please, Lord, spare me from this somehow.  If it be ye’r will that I serve the remainder of my days as a slave, then so be it.  But, please, Lord, save me from this mark.

Without word or warning, the executioner plunged the hot iron into Byron’s bicep and for the utmost of brevity; Byron felt no pain—nothing at all.  Sizzling.  Crackling.  The salty fragrance of cooked meat.  Eyes squeezed shut, Byron’s nausea stirred into an all-out maelstrom.  A searing slowly seeped down his arm, radiating outward, as if not receiving a brand at all, but a curse; one that now coursed through him with the slow malignancy of cancer.  Byron wailed out in agony, feeling all the fainter.  The last thing he remembered hearing before all faded to black was the soldiers’ laughter.
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Irritation stirred within the Dog like a deep, guttural growl.  He and Sarah had been searching for Anne for what felt like an agonizing eternity, though it hadn’t even been two hours.

After Troll and Star left to converse on their own, the Dog detected a familiar voice calling in the distance.  Despite the fact the Dog immediately recognized the voice; a small growl rumbled in his gullet.  Dog glanced toward Troll and Star, who strolled deeper into the forest.  They couldn’t perceive Sarah’s vociferating.  Troll wanted them to stay as far away from town as possible, but something was wrong.

From miles off, Sarah called out (in barely a whisper), for Anne again and again.

The Dog closed his eyes and let his senses zero-in on Sarah’s location.  That’s when he noticed Anne wasn’t with her.  Dog concentrated harder, furthering his sight-beyond-sight.  But he didn’t sense Anne anywhere, as if she simply vanished.

He found Sarah wandering around the cliff edge.  The Dog silently emerged from the tree line; startling Sarah.

She froze, muscles tensed, gape wide, mouth clamped shut, as if expecting some marauding monster in black armor.  Sarah exhaled deeply and brushed back her wavy red hair.  She held Maddy in the crook of her other arm.  She trotted toward the Dog, and sobbed, “Oh, thank God!”  Her faded, yellow sundress fluttered in the wind in tandem with wavy locks.

Salty rivulets streamed down her puffy face.

From ten paces away, they both halted; peering at each other in uncertainty.

Sarah cast her gaze downward.  She clutched Maddy tightly to her breast, as if it some sort of physical lifeline to Anne that was endangered of being severed lest she not hold the doll close to her heart at all times.  She collapsed to her knees.  Sarah blubbered, “I’m sorry!  I...I...I lost Anne!”

A swell of disgust swirled within the Dog.

It hadn’t even been an entire day, how could she lose her?

The Dog strode toward her.

She lurched up and hugged the Dog.

The Dog leaned away.  Physical contact made him uncomfortable.

Sarah squeezed tighter, crying all the harder.  Tears and snot stained the shoulder of the jacket she made for him.

When all cried out, Sarah stood, wiped her nose, wrung her hands in her hem (with Maddy tucked in the crook of her arm), and cast her shameful gaze ground-ward.

The Dog hunkered low, head canted as he sniffed curiously at Maddy.

Sarah held the doll out for the Dog to get a better lock on the scent.

But he didn’t need a better lock.  He recognized Anne’s particular aroma anywhere.  The Dog sniffed Maddy because the doll smelled different—off.  The Dog shut his eyes and tried to sense Anne’s presence.  Nothing.

“I fear Anne may have ventured out there,” Sarah said, pointing toward the vast barren desert below.

What reason could she have for thinking that?  The Dog didn’t know, nor did he ask.

After a bit of scouring, the Dog found a path (traversable for Sarah), down the jagged cliffs.

The plateau below seemed about what one would expect; an infinite, barren wasteland, for as far as the eye could see.

The Dog managed to descend the rock-wall within minutes.

It took Sarah about an hour to climb down to him.

While he waited for Sarah to catch up, The Dog sniffed at random stones and patches of sand for any trace of Anne.  Nothing.

When Sarah finally made it down to the desert below, she appeared sweaty and out of breath.  Strands of greasy, red hair plastered to the sides of her pale, puffy face.

She needed water but had no canteen.

Nor did the Dog, he didn’t require water as humans did.  Sure, hydration was germane to his survival, but he could go a long time before slaking his thirst.

Sarah could probably benefit from a rest, as well.

But standing still wouldn’t satiate her, nor would it find Anne.  They needed to press on.

The Dog raced out into the desert.

Sarah tried to keep up.

Every once in a while, the Dog leapt over a dune; temporarily losing sight (but not sense), of Sarah.  He squatted low in the ever-shifting sand, impatiently waiting for Sarah to catch up before bounding away again, and venturing further into the unknown.  Sarah’s inability to keep pace irritated the Dog.  And with each passing moment, the Dog felt a frantic nervousness overtaking him.  His senses still unable to locate Anne, he feared if he didn’t zero-in on her location soon, he never would.
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Smoke clouds billowed in the morning sky, along with the stench
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