
SylverMoon Chronicles

Volume I

––––––––
[image: ]


by

The Confederacy of the Quill

Don’t miss a single story – Get Volume II Now!!

ORDER HERE

[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Hero of Junn-Gladeer

[image: ]


(Fantasy Serial)

by Reiter

––––––––
[image: ]


It was the Dust Tide and the winds represented well that name. The dry earth and sharp winds covered the lands in heaps of thick clouds of dust so dense he could barely see two strides in front of himself. He marched. 

The winds could blow from MooN to MooN without ebbing, howling in ranges that prevented even the strongest battle cry from being heard at five meters. It swirled at such speeds, cutting the best armour down to the bones of its wearer. He marched. 

The DoaH Star gave no respite; its heat baked the lands, drying and cracking the earth, yielding even more debris to the mighty winds. If the blindness or the dryness did not claim life, what was left was sure to be taken by the severe heat. He marched. 

He did not need eyes; the imprint of these lands was etched in his soul. His BlooD was here, and he could taste its trait growing richer in his mouth with every stride. His soul knew what he could not see.

In his ears rang out a cry that had not been silenced in the two Tides since he had heard it first. The cutting winds were shallow in comparison. He would not sleep, not soundly. He could not think, not clearly, and for that he had been excused to address this great matter, great only because he felt it so and hardly anything else. 

Then there was the comfort of the charm, a gift from his lover as he departed from her side and all that he had become, wished to become, to return to the dust from which he had been born.  While the simple trinket remained in his hand, the dust and fractured earth would not touch him and he was unscathed. Two golden moons separated by a Sun Stone star. It was remarkable how it stayed with him. Twice he could recall a misstep here, a half-sleep stride there, and upon every stumble and roll thereafter, the charm remained in his hand, even when his hand was open, it would not fall from his palm and he smiled, remembering why he loved that woman. As his teacher had warned him, she was smart enough for the two of them!

He marched without stopping, taking thirty-five DoaH to reach the lands from where his dreams beckoned. He was elated to see the village again though he could have done well without the cessation of the winds just as he reached the main road. What few eyes were outside looked at him as if he were an omen of sorts.

Not much had changed from what his eyes could recall. He was relieved to see that the church was still defunct, an old corpse of a construct, more harrowing than a pile of old bones of equal size and shape. Simple folk had no need of Dark Divinity and all that came with it. But that was a matter of old times. Times he could easily recall and give witness to, for he had been a villager at the time. He tightened his grip on his cane and turned toward the small tavern. The flaring of his nostrils told him he should at least find beverage to quench his thirst and wash away the dust.

“Get the water, boy!” Gammald commanded, his foot punctuating his orders. There would be another sore on Efam’s back tonight, but that was nothing in the way of surprise. He collected himself, brushed back his black hair and gathered the bucket. At least there was a lull from the winds and he would be able to run to the well. He was halfway there when his eyes were drawn away from where he was running. He looked up at Thoxy, the blacksmith, who stood outside his shop looking down the main road. The large fire-headed man fiddled with the nail of a horseshoe, but his concentration was not on what he was doing. He was looking down the road at a man. A man who seemed bound for the tavern, but Efam had not seen him as he ran out to fetch water.  Both Efam and Thoxy watched the stranger walk toward the pub. But alas, Thoxy was standing still! Efam tripped and his face collided with the crafted cover of the well. Like a strong jar, it was made of the same stuff and broke much in the same fashion. There was water in the well, there always was; but the well was also very deep and there was not nearly enough water to make a safe fall for young Efam.

“Hetillda Gatarzee!” a voice cried out along with a sharp snapping sound. Efam saw the bucket continue spilling past him but his descent had stopped. He looked at his arm and there was something wrapped around his wrist preventing his fall. He grabbed the edge of the well and made sure of his footing. But then the leathery tendril was gone and as Efam pulled himself up, Thoxy’s large hands quickly grabbed at his shirt and belt and hoisted him up and out of the well. The bucket splashed and cracked from its impact with the water.

“Are you alright, boy?” the large man huffed.

“Aye sir!” Efam shouted. “And I am in your debt!”

“Nay, it is not me you should be thanking!” Thoxy was quick say. He lifted his hand to point toward the stranger, but he was already gone. In the tavern, no doubt, but Thoxy did not notice that the door to the tavern had not fully closed.

“But debt is the matter at hand here, is it not?” a voice called out and again Thoxy and Efam looked in the same direction. The passing of the winds had brought more than just a stranger, it had brought the attention of V’Kinn, one of the Three Lieutenants as they called themselves. He stood on the balcony of Saravay’s house where no male and married villager was seen entering or leaving. But the maids of the village had had nothing to worry about for some time, as the ladies at Saravay’s house were kept to a very strict list of clientele who did not need to pay for their desires. Apparently it was V’Kinn’s turn. He was topless, leaning on the planks of the balcony, his fist wrapped tight around his scabbard. “What was that boy doing in the well?” he asked as he jumped from the balcony. He caught the wind and extended the length of his leap, landing in tucked roll and coming up to his feet. “Perhaps he means to poison us!”

“Excuse him, my lord,” Thoxy said, bowing nervously, “...he is but the tavern boy, Efam.”

“Efam?” V’Kinn said, taking an iron grasp of the boy’s face. Efam took hold of the man’s forearm with both hands, whimpering in pain but unable to speak. “I know of no such tavern boy. And if he is a tavern boy, what business is it of yours, blacksmith?!” V’Kinn bellowed and Thoxy was quick to lower his eyes and back away from the swordsman.

“Debt indeed, boy!” V’Kinn huffed, his foul breath into the boy’s face. “And it would seem that you are in mine.”

“That is hardly fair,” a voice argued. And V’Kinn quickly put his eyes toward the source of the sound. A slender man stood outside the door of the tavern, leaning against the large column that was the front of the building. “You did not put him in the well... and you did not pull him out. You assume the debt of others? Perhaps you are a banker!”

“Perhaps I am one not to be trifled with, stranger,” V’Kinn answered. “Unless the thought of pain and anguish appeals to you!”

“The thought of pain and anguish has hardly ever hurt anyone,” the stranger replied fiddling with his walking cane. “You’ll find that pain and anguish manage their own works and need little assistance in any sales.”

Efam’s feet touched ground as V’Kinn dropped him and walked toward the stranger. “Have you a name, stranger?”

“I would think we would all have a name of sorts,” he answered.

“And what is it?”

“Why, my name of course!”

“Is there a problem, sir?” said one of three men, all under V’Kinn’s command, who came out of the tavern and stood behind the stranger who looked up toward the sky.

“You had better get inside, boy!” the stranger commanded. “Efam, is it?” Efam nodded without speaking. “Go ahead, boy, there isn’t much time!”

“Truer words have never been said, stranger,” V’Kinn said as he drew his sword. His three men followed suit and prepared for combat but from the stature of the stranger, shorter than the smallest man present and ever so slender, they were not expecting a prolonged encounter. “Now, before I have your blood, I will have your name!”

Fate had put timing to this passing as the young stranger’s ears caught a telltale sound. “You already have my BlooD!” the stranger said, grasping his cane tightly. “What you are missing, is my wrath!” 

As the stranger stepped away from the column, another gust of wind blew through the village. Such heavy gusts were customary after the enduring storms. It was also customary that these gusts did not last long. When this one passed, the stranger marched toward Thoxy’s barn. V’Kinn fell to his knees, but only after he dropped his scabbard. He looked at his chest. His wounds had not had time enough to bleed, but already he could feel blood filling in the back of his throat. The last thing he saw was his three men, all dead. The one to the furthest right was grabbing his chest, the one that stood in the middle clutched his neck as blood escaped his form, and the one at the far right was without the upper half of his head. A supreme cut! And the two thrusts to his chest, one made with his own sword which his hand still had hold of, and the other with a thin blade, but very sharp and expertly wielded. He has misjudged the stranger, but he would not have the opportunity to correct that mistake.

“I know you are not the carpenter,” the stranger said as he dropped the purse of coin at Thoxy’s feet. “But please see to it that they are buried. Whatever is not spent on their coffins should go to Saravay for services rendered.”

“It will be as you as request, milord!” Thoxy said as he bowed and the stranger stopped and turned to face the blacksmith.

“Shall I judge them by what I see or what I know of you?” he asked.

“Sire?”

“I am no one’s king, smithy! Answer the question!”

“A wise man knows to see beyond his eyes,” Thoxy replied. “Beyond that, I cannot help you!”

“Cannot or will not?” the stranger said as he turned and walked into the barn. “Either way, it matters not. You have already been of great help... again.” He entered the barn and closed the door behind him. 

Thoxy picked up the purse and noticed quickly that it was V’Kinn’s. It was stuffed with coin, more than enough for the task requested. But as the blacksmith pondered duplicity, he looked again on the four dead bodies and was reminded of his own spoken wisdom. “It shall be as you requested, milord,” he whispered as he turned to take himself and the coin to the carpenter’s shop and from there to Saravay’s.

Efam ran to Gammald who was quick to grab his arm and pull him into the kitchen.

“Stop it, boy!” the man commanded, finally softening the surprisingly strong grasp as he spoke. “What has possessed you now... and where is my water?!”

“Your bucket is at the bottom of the well,” Efam said quickly. “And if you wish to reclaim it, you’ll have to deal with four dead men outside the door!” 

Taking in a full wind to bless Efam back into his mother and perhaps this time get it right, Gammald was silenced by what his mind told him he had heard. “Four dead men?” he said softly as he turned and walked to the front door. “I swear by all the mountains, boy, if this be one of your games, I’ll-” Gammald’s hold on the door slipped and it closed, allowing him to recover from the shock of what he beheld. He quickly opened the door again and looked down on the three men on his porch. They were regulars and among the worst of the village’s latest citizens. They never paid their full mark and they were the sort to provoke a fight at the slightest notion. Gammald had yet to pay the carpenter for all the tables and chairs that had needed replacing. Yet there they were, at his feet, where he had always hoped and prayed they would some DoaH be. The shock did not hold long and Gammald dropped to his knees and rummaged over their bodies to find all the coin they owed him. He was on the second when he caught another figure out of the corner of his eye. He had forgotten the boy said four, not three.

“V’Kinn!” he gasped as he jumped back, coins spilling in all directions. “By the blessed gods, V’Kinn is dead!” It was not long before Gammald’s patrons clamored their way outside and gawked at the quick and obviously silent death of four men known and feared for their ability to wield death. Worse yet, it looked as if V’Kinn had stabbed himself with his own short sword. As most of the men stood and pondered, Gammald’s wife and the tavern maidens policed the dropped coin. They had seen one man run in a direction that meant, if he were successful in finding anyone, they would be denied any monies. The women had just finished their rounds when the carpenter came round and took his moment of awe before he started measuring the men.

“Do not touch them!” a powerful female voice commanded and Delkanis, the carpenter, stumbled away from the two bodies he had laid out. Gammald’s eye caught sight of the one who had gone to fetch the woman, the one the others called Goddess, and he set in his mind a time in the future where he would exact a revenge. Provided any of them had a future.

The wind blew through her fiery red hair as she walked up to V’Kinn and studied what she saw, her hazel eyes straining for every detail. His body had not yet been touched and was still where it fell. She then cleared the front of the tavern porch and looked at it. It would be difficult to measure the means of the ones who had done this after these cattle had trampled all over the place. “Who did this?”

“None of us, Lieutenant,” Gammald was quick to answer but as he did, he lowered his head and bent his back in a pseudo-bow. “They were dead when I came out here.”

“All of their weapons are clean with the exception of V’Kinn’s, and that one is in his chest!” she thought. “It was not the work of one of these fools, that I know for certain!”

“Perhaps I should start killing you all until someone tells me what I wish to know!” she shouted as she turned to one of her five men. “Fetch the PriesT!” she commanded and one man quickly turned and ran off. 

“Goddess, I swear, we are innocent of this!” Gammald pleaded as he approached. The moment he was in range, she spun and lifted her foot. Her boot smacked against his jaw with such force that he was lifted from his feet and spun to fall on his chest. No one spoke, no one moved. Only silence and stillness would insure that her next target would be one solely of her choosing. She looked at each one in turn. She knew she was wasting time. The guilty party was not among their number. But Goddess had been caught unawares and she had believed the passing of V’Kinn would have at least been loud and worthy of his skill.

“The one you seek is in Thoxy’s barn!” a voice cried out and Goddess turned to look at the crowd, most of whom jumped once she set her enraged eyes upon them.

“Who said that?” she barked, but there was no response. She looked at three of her men and nodded toward the blacksmith’s barn. The three men were eager to follow her orders and quickly ran toward the barn.

“Goddess, you summoned me?” P’Thayrn said as he walked around the bend of the main road stride for stride with the man Goddess sent to bring him.

“That I did, P’Thayrn,” she answered as she motioned toward the fallen four.

“V’Kinn!” the dark PriesT answered as he looked down on the lifeless form. “How?”

“We are in the midst of the investigation,” Goddess answered just before a faint scream shot from the barn. It soon was joined in chorus by two others and then all three stopped. Footfalls echoed from within the barn as one of Goddess’ men stumbled out into the road, unable to walk in a straight line. He grabbed at his arm and chest and began convulsing. Three steps later he fell dead.

“Alert Railbrun and our Master,” P’Thayrn whispered to the man closest to him. He recognized the dead man and knew he was one of Goddess’ “Blessed Children”, the best of her section of combatants. There was no sign of combat, no clarion call of engagement. Just the look of fright and death. The third Lieutenant might be needed.

The stranger walked out of the barn and stopped beside the fallen man, looking down at him.

“You there!” Goddess yelled as P’Thayrn quickly reached for his scepter. “Who are you and what did you do to my men?”

“I did nothing to them,” the stranger answered, still looking at the man. He slowly lifted his head and took a tight grasp of his cane. “And I believe that, as with your shirtless friend there, I will keep my name from you as I kept it from him.”

Goddess looked at the PriesT who looked up from his scepter with a confused stare.

“He tells the truth,” he announced.

“You did nothing to them but still they are dead,” Goddess argued. “Can you explain that?”

“Can you explain why you sent them into the barn?”

“One of my friends was killed. I was told that the killer was in the barn.”

“He could not have been too great of a friend if you sent lackeys to do your work for you,” the stranger answered as he raised his cane and ran his hand down the length of it before placing it back on the ground. “Did you not respect your friend’s skill with the blade?”

“He was among the best!” Goddess declared. 

“Then the one who killed him was among the better,” the stranger concluded. “Yet you sent these poor souls to investigate. It would seem that the Goddess is afraid of the dark.” A light laughter rose up from the assembled crowd, but Goddess did not take her eyes off the stranger.

“You are bold,” she whispered.

“I am that and more,” he answered from well over twenty meters away, and Goddess’ eyes flared wide. “The ones who travel with the PriesT and the woman are free to leave with their lives!”

Goddess lifted her hand to open the release of her cape. As it fell from around her shoulders, her armour and weapons were revealed.

“Disrobing will not spare you the fate you so richly deserve,” the stranger said coldly as he approached. “And even if such a potential existed, I’d sooner lay with one of your men than touch you!”

Goddess screamed as her hand passed over the small of her back. The chain attached to her armour was released and she took it with both hands, swinging the end with the three spiked balls for the head of her opponent. 

Moving slightly faster than anyone expected, the stranger ducked and lunged forward under the attack, toward the PriesT and the last of Goddess’ men. The PriesT garbled something incoherent and black light sprang from the head of his scepter, creating a barrier around the PriesT. The stranger approached the soldier and then dropped, sliding on one knee as the other end of Goddess’ chain, equipped with three straight jagged blades, passed over his head and into the man’s chest.

“Well struck!” the stranger said as he turned and ran toward the PriesT. “Now it’s my turn!” Reaching for the small of his back, the stranger’s hand disappeared under his shirt and when it came out, he collided with the black barrier. Smoke erupted all around and when it began to clear, only the cane of the stranger was on the ground.

“Ha!” the PriesT laughed as he looked down on the cane. The smoke continued to roll away, revealing that inside the orb-like shield the PriesT had erected stood the mysterious stranger.

“P’Thayrn!” Goddess screamed as she ran toward the PriesT. “Behind you!”

The smile of the PriesT froze. The enthusiasm behind the eyes slowly faded and the smile soon followed.

“I know. I often wonder what I would do if someone did the same to me,” the stranger whispered. “Dreadful situation to be in. I’m just glad it’s you and not me!” The stranger ducked as the PriesT spun around, swinging his scepter. It claimed only air as the stranger stood up, thrusting two daggers into the PriesT, one in the chest and the other just under the chin. He whispered to the PriesT as he slowly fell to his knees. His eyes flared in realization but soon closed. The barrier sparked as Goddess’ chain slammed up against it.

“The power remains even after the PriesT is dead,” he advised the woman who screamed her contempt for him. “Amazing, isn’t it?” Smoke filled the barrier and Goddess jumped back, swinging her chain both to her front and her rear.

“Come out, SorceroR!” she commanded. “Yes, I know what you are! You will not be the first SpellCasteR I send to the gods!”

“If you know what I am,” the stranger said as he picked up his cane, “why are you still here?”

“I do not fear you!” she cried as she took her defensive stance.

“We do not fear only that which we fully understand,” the stranger said as he lifted his hand. Goddess stepped forward but it was already too late. He had already sent the spell. He had not spoken a word, nor did he use a wand or a motion of his hand. She intended to send her War Chain forward again, but it had already wrapped around her arms and her neck like a constricting snake. “I believe in your case, you are grievously mistaken!” His open hand quickly clenched and the only thing that was heard was the bones of Goddess’ body snapping as her own weapon crushed her to death. 

Efam started to approach the stranger but Gammald quickly grabbed him and snatched him back. Three bolts flew down the main road toward the stranger.  He spun to deflect one with his cane, his hand snatched the second from the air and his seemingly slow and kneeling spin was fast enough to avoid the third. More smoke erupted on all sides of the man. The stranger’s head lifted to see another soldier with a specialized crossbow, which he was discarding, and a metal net which he hurled with a disgusting ease. The barbed metal fell over the stranger and there was an obvious release of hope from those villagers that watched. Railbrun rode by and took his net with him, dragging the body of the stranger with him. He turned his horse quickly and let the body roll into the side of the tavern. The large warrior threw his leg over the saddle horn and slid down from his mount. He quickly took his hand axes from the side of the saddle he ran toward the entangled mass. He swung down with an urgency and an anger no one in the village had ever seen. Three times he sank his weapons into the body of the stranger before he stopped. He then unraveled his net to see what he had killed. He found the wrappings of a man but nothing else.

“That must be most disconcerting!” the stranger said as he approached. Railbrun turned to see a young man seemingly not old enough to wield the power he had brought to the village this DoaH. His thick black hair and blue eyes gave the soldier reason to pause, but only briefly.

“Many things are, SorceroR,” Railbrun spat back. “But we continue, do we not?”

“I will, WarrioR. Make no mistake of that!”

“Then you are ready?”

“You ask this time?” the stranger ribbed as he turned his shoulder to the large muscular man. “Impressive! You shall be the only one to improve before I kill them!”

In contrast to his great size, the speed with which Railbrun attacked made those who watched gasp in fright. But the first swing was short of the mark and the stranger had retreated enough to see to it that the second was in the same range. The third was avoided as he leaned his head out of the way of and the on fourth he spun again, using his cane to escort the weapon and its wielder past him. At the end of the spin there was a spark of light, and Railbrun stumbled before he fell to one knee. He dropped one of his axes and reached to his back. His hand came forward covered with blood. When the SorceroR stopped spinning, his cane was in two parts: he held the scabbard in his left hand and the thin sword in his right. His eyes strained as he examined his opponent and he opted not to press the engagement at that moment.

“BarbariaNs!” he hissed under his breath. “Never an easy kill!”

Railbrun spun around and threw his axe. His wound had taken nothing from his incredible strength or speed, and the stranger back-rolled as the weapon passed over him. He was nearly up on his feet when he realized that Railbrun was in mid-air, in mid leap and he had not time to move. The weight of the giant crashed down on him and he cried out in pain; it felt as though all of his ribs had given under the mammoth weight. Railbrun and the stranger rolled, and the large one was quick to wrap his arms around the slender man. SpellCasteRs are rarely a problem when they cannot move their hands. On his back with his opponent on top of him, Railbrun squeezed and the stranger screamed again. Railbrun smiled and the acknowledgement of pain increased his desire to crush the SorceroR.

With no way to speak to utter a charm, and unable to conjure or wield his weapon with enough power to register on the large man, he was left with few options. He moved his hand to his side and opened the flap of his shoulder bag.

“You’re about to die, SorceroR,” Railbrun whispered as he managed to increase the power of his hug. But the stranger did not scream. His steel cold blue eyes fired into Railbrun’s brown, and the BarbariaN found no fear in the SpellCasteR. It was a simple pinch, barely even felt, but the sudden coldness drew Railbrun’s attention and he looked to his shoulder when he felt another pinch.

“NOOOO!” he screamed as he released the stranger and tried to roll away from what he saw. He avoided a third bite from the Black Fang Snake. Known only to live in the lands of the Zuloians, the serpent possessed one of the strongest poisons known. But it was its tenacity that made it even more fearsome. It attacked constantly until its target no longer moved and its fourth and fifth bites struck flesh. The sixth hit just as Railbrun made it to his feet and the seventh just as the large warrior caught the snake right below its head. The stranger’s blade quickly removed the hand before he could choke the serpent to death. Railbrun fell to his knees as the snake moved toward the stranger where it was received with friendly hands.

“I’ll die when I’m good and ready, BarbariaN,” the stranger said as he reached over and deposited the snake into his shoulder bag, removing a small branch of vegetation which he quickly ate. “But you? You go right ahead and scout the way for me!” Railbrun fell forward on his face and released his last breath. The last of the Blessed Children dropped his weapons and ran for the horses. He was a stride from deliverance when a stream of fire washed over him and he screamed until he fell in a burning mass of death.

The stranger looked up at the villagers and smiled. “There’s always one more, isn’t there?”

“In this case, yes,” a voice answered him. The villagers all moved back, for in every use of this one’s ability, many innocent viewers had been sacrificed.

“You mus-”

Two Manna Bolts left the fingertips of the man they had all come to call Master. They struck the stranger in the chest and carried him through the front door of the tavern.

“I’ll be the one who handles the speeches from here on, SorceroR,” the Master said coldly as his three warriors maintained his sides. “Watch the villagers!” he commanded. “I shall deal with our guest!”

The room was spinning and try as he might, he could not clear his head. The young SorceroR knew his time was limited, but the throbbing in his head would not subside just as the burning sensation in his chest kept him in the fetal position.

“This must be very disappointing for you,” the man said as he entered the tavern, carrying a staff that seemed to be made of glass. His green eyes glared down on the stranger. “You have done so well, too. You dispatched my Three Lieutenants.” Thrusting his staff into the stranger’s side, he released his lightning into the staff and then into the stranger. “Do you have any idea how difficult it is to get a BarbariaN to serve anyone wielding MajiK?!” he shouted as he continued his onslaught. He did not stop until he saw burn marks form on the side of the face of the stranger. “Perhaps you will get a glimpse of that difficulty before you are dispatched yourself,” the man said as he gestured toward a chair that slid under him as he sat down. “But your victories should not be made into lesser things simply because your efforts will yield you unto death. You should be marked into my memory. Tell me your name.”

The stranger was nearly dead, that much he knew, and as he looked around the room, he saw the man gesture toward him and relieve him of both his cane and his shoulder bag. “No, we need not be interrupted by any of your toys! You will give me your name and I will send you off quickly and without further agony. Refusal of my offer will result in me exacting my revenge upon you, beginning with each section of each finger.

“You have done too well to let misguided pride to stand in the way of reason!” the man insisted through his aged gray eyes.

“You’re right,” the stranger coughed. “Pride should not get in the way of practicality.”

“Exactly!” the WiZarD said with encouragement.

“Then that is exactly what I’ll tell her!” he said as he slammed down the charm she had made for him; the one that prevented the winds and the dust from touching him. There was only way it could have done it so easily; it had to have been absorbing the rage of the wind storm. As the charm broke against the floor, he knew he was right only now the wind storm was kept within the confines of the tavern.

The WiZarD made the beginnings toward casting but was interrupted by the forces of nature over which he had no control. As his spell backlashed on him, he was toppled by the winds and debris. The stranger shut his eyes tight and crawled his way across the floor. He crawled over to his items as he could feel the small hardened bits of earth begin cutting into his skin. In a simple gesture he was outside the tavern, escorted by a large gust of wind. He rolled to a stop and quickly put his hand into his bag. This contest was far from over, but he had given himself an opening. He took out a blue vial and quickly drank a third of its contents before capping it and replacing it in his bag. The roof of the tavern exploded off the building and the stranger knew it was no work of nature that had removed it. But the burns from the lightning were beginning to fade from his skin, and soon the cuts from the windstorm would be gone too. He placed the strap of his shoulder bag across his body and set it so that the flap remained open. Nothing would come out of the bag without his hand going in, so there was no fear of losing anything. He stirred his cane into his bag until it held a faint blue glow; a glow that faded as he stamped the cane to the ground.

“Let it begin!” he whispered and the WiZarD came flying out of the window of the tavern, bloody and overwhelmed with rage. He hurled a fireball at the villagers simply because they existed. The stranger stepped forward and hurled several stones into the path of fireball before it could reach its destination.  The fire exploded in all directions and a few of the villagers were burned, but they were still alive.

“Your anger is with me, old witch!” the stranger cried out. “Let it come to me, if you can carry it at all!”

“Mine is the power to carry entire realms, fool!” the man answered as he landed and thrust his hand forward. Suddenly the sky shook and the stranger looked up to see large rocks falling from the sky, descending toward him.

“Tell me of these realms!” he replied as he lifted his hand toward the falling stones. A circle of light formed around his forearm and a blast emanated from the circle. A cone of effect that shattered the stones to where they were nothing more than dust! “Do they throw rocks as effectively as you do? For if this is the case, then the realms you speak of are the realms of children who do not play well together!”

Choosing not to respond with mere conversation, the WiZarD looked to the sun and pointed at it, summoning its power as beams arched over him and toward the stranger.

“What good is the light of the DoaH Star against the curtain of night?” the stranger called as he reached into his own shadow and drew the form of it over himself just before the beams of light struck and the two forms cancelled. He looked around for his opponent but could not find him.

“Behind you!” Efam screamed as he saw the WiZarD form out of thin air to the rear of the SorceroR. But he was not alone and the Dragyn he rode breathed out its fire. The wave of flame was met with but a handful of powder the stranger had pulled from his shoulder bag. It struck the fire and exploded as ice. Again there was a cancellation, but the force of the breath still floored the stranger, and the WiZarD looked to press his advantage.

“Destroy him!” he commanded.

“Dragon’s Bane!” the stranger yelled as he pulled his hand again from his bag and the great creature jerked, seeking cover from an attack. The stranger threw nothing. But by the time the Fiend grasped this fact, the SorceroR was up and running away. It roared in fury as the stranger ran through the village, reaching to his hip. He could hear the Dragyn flapping its huge wings as he unfurled his whip and lashed onto the top of a porch. At the speed he was running, he was able to swing around the front of the building, avoiding the claws of the Dragyn.

“Hetillda Gatarzee!” he yelled as the Dragyn flew by and the length of his whip extended, catching the tail of the Dragyn. Now all three combatants were airborne and the WiZarD commanded the creature to climb.

“Now what will you do, foolish boy?!” the old man screamed in joy. “You cannot cast while you hold on to both your whip and your precious cane sword! You are nothing! Nothing but a pitiful upstart who has been blessed by great fortune. You are simply another reason why I will destroy that village!”

“Why are you there, anyway?” the stranger asked. “It is not as though you need anything that is there.”

“That was the intended notion, boy!” he answered. “What I seek is there, but the secret will never be pried from their lips. The woman who held the object I seek never trusted her fellow villagers with the truth of who and what she was. They do not know that they held the Bane of the WarloKs in their very grasp.”

“The bane of what?!”

“The ones I am forced to serve. The very WarloKs I will subjugate once I have the Bane. The woman who guarded it is dead. She would not tell me where I could find it. But I will waste no more time on a passive search. I will level each building and sift through the rubble!

“But you have not answered my question. What will you do now?”

“If I wait for you to take a masterful action,” the stranger said, taking a tighter grasp on his cane. “...there is a good chance you will die before it comes to you! You were probably never really bright, and you are very old!”

“And thus we bring our conversation to an end. Let me show you old!” the WiZarD proclaimed as he prepared the release of a massive spell. The stranger looked around for his options, but short of letting go and falling, he had none. The WiZarD took his time, knowing he had plenty of it, and prepared the spell correctly. Even if the stranger could somehow block the spell, the force of it would remove him from the Dragyn’s tail. But he did not let go. He waited. Just before the WiZarD could release the spell, the stranger touched his cane to his whip. The faint blue spark went down the whip into the Dragyn’s tail. The creature bucked from the pain and the WiZarD released his spell, missing the stranger but striking the quarter flank of the powerful monster. It looked over its shoulder to see the WiZarD recovering from casting, and a SorceroR unable to cast anything since neither of his hands were free. The creature glared at the WiZarD and the stranger knew that whatever pact they shared had been broken. Not one to come between friends, the stranger tugged at his whip and it released; he plummeted toward the ground.

“One last item,” the stranger thought as he reached in his bag and pulled out a stone. He hurled it and it struck the WiZarD just as he was casting a spell to enable him flight.  The spell backlashed and the WiZarD too began to fall, but his descent was much shorter than the stranger’s. With his ability to manipulate MannA temporarily suspended, the WiZarD was easy prey for the Dragyn. The stranger did not care who killed the old one, so long as he was dead. Enchanting the very air, his fall soon became a glide and he set down in the village very gently on his feet. The villagers began cheering but the stranger did not join in with them. He had not come for them. He had come for someone else and he knew where to find her.

Efam had broken off from the celebration the moment he saw the stranger leave it. He followed, but not too closely, to the edge of the village where the graveyard was. The young boy looked to see the stranger standing over one of the unmarked graves. Or at least it was, before a gesture from the man molded the stone and carved a name within it.

“Thank you,” the stranger said calmly. “You did not have to warn me about the Dragyn.”

“You did not have to save me at the well!” Efam replied, stepping out from his hiding place, but not daring to advance. The man had won more than the village’s freedom. He had won Efam’s respect.

The stranger sat in the grass beside the grave. It was a fairly fresh grave, the earth was not yet packed down, but he was not about to disturb her. She deserved her rest at the very least.

The callings to his soul would stop now and he knew the haunting dreams were gone as well. It was the only way she could have reached him, though it was remarkable she had managed to break through the defenses of his master’s castle and interrupt his training.

“You could have told me, you know,” he said softly as he looked down on the grave. “That you guarded such a secret. I might have been able to help you with it,” he paused. “Yes, I know, that was never your way. But I think in this case you could have made an exception.” He stood up and looked at the sky to the East. He just stood there, motionless for a time almost too long for Efam, until they both heard it. It was sharp, high-pitched and regal. Efam gasped and his eyes flew as wide open as his mouth. The Giant BloodWing landed on the hillside just above the graveyard and a figure slid from the saddle the great bird wore.

“Why am I not surprised?” the stranger said with a smile as he greeted a slender female figure that the word comely did not do a fair justice. “Well met, Tharra.” She was Ashari, one of the MajiK Folk, and a Sal-Ban to boot. Her hair was as white as the clouds on a cold DoaH just after the first great snow. Her eyes were the color of the DoaH Star and possibly just as bright. She was armed with a sword in a scabbard on her hip, and daggers placed all about her waist and body. She looked at Efam and he thought his heart would stop. She then looked to the stranger who nodded at her as if to say, “Let that one live.”

“Too lazy to fly here on your own?” he joked at her.

“Silly Terran,” she snapped back with a genuine smile. She seemed relieved, happy to see the man to whom she now spoke. “The BloodWing is not for me. I simply wanted you to have the means to keep up this time.

“That... and I felt my link with you break,” she said softly as she moved toward the young man. He took her into an intimate embrace and kissed her gently on the lips. It was an affection she accepted and returned with vigor. When their lips finally parted, her eyes were calm and able to hold back the tears that were forming.

“My apologies about that. I needed a moment and the WiZarD I was in the company of was most disagreeable,” he said as he looked at the grave. “But we were beyond words, he and I. He had already taken from me too much, and his removal from existence was all that would sate me.”

“I see,” she answered, caressing the stranger’s shoulder. “Do you know why he acted so foolishly?”

“He was looking for something. He called it the Bane of the WarloKs.”

“What?!” she asked in slight surprise.

“Oh, you know of it?”

“Only what is said in the way of the legend yet to come, my love! Did he find it?”

“No. My mother was a steadfast guardian and she would not give it up though I wish she had,” he said as he walked toward the BloodWing.

“And why is that?”

“Because I think it would have been far more enjoyable to see your father deal with him than have me go through these sorts of things.”

“And why would he have come to me father’s house?”

“You are forgetting my real name!” he said mounting the large bird. The flash in the Ashari’s eyes was unmistakable.

“But, darling...”

“Yes, I know. That would mean that I am the Bane of the WarloKs! Surely there are worse fates!

“You coming, little one?” the stranger asked, looking at the tavern boy.

“Me?” Efam gasped in shock.

“You’re the only one standing there,” the stranger replied. “Come with me now and I can at least spare you the seven MooNs of pain it would cost you just to get out of these lands!”

Efam did not hesitate to smile or act. His hand slapped hard into the stranger’s and the next moment he was on the back of a BloodWing, flying off to a fate that not even the gods knew well enough to mark. Yes, there would be bruises still, but not from a tavern master.

“My name is Jharsen, son of Jaratha.”

“I knew her,” Efam claimed.

“Then you knew perfection, boy. The rest is all downhill!” The bird cried out as it passed over the village of Junn-Gladeer, carrying with it the would-be Bane of the WarloKs and the one who would one day become his champion!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Someone Else’s Nightmare
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(Horror Short Story)
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A cold beer sat in Augusta’s hand, dripping with condensation. It was a humid day, stiflingly so, but the environment outside seemed a lot less hostile than indoors. In the ranch house, William’s family shuffled about, paying tribute to the matriarch as Augusta went through the machinations of something she could not quite identify. 

Though it seemed like a normal family gathering, she could sense something going on like an undercurrent. Without her gift, she could tell everyone was nervous. When she allowed herself to feel the sensations her gift gave her, it was like reaching into a very cold place from the humid. The whole situation simply sent goose bumps up her back and arms, despite the heat. 

Even as she thought about it, the tingling on the back of her neck increased. There was something here, in this place, that was unnatural. Augusta took a sip of her beer to steady herself. Normally her “sixth sense”, as she referred to it, was an annoyance... this moment being no exception. It was times like this she wanted to kick something, though she had long ago learned to not express any discomfort, and to simply be more alert when the feelings came. Sometimes, she could sense ghosts, or could look at a human and know what lurked beneath the exterior, be it werewolf, vampire, or other. Most of the time she was simply drawn to places of power. 

This ranch was not a place of power, but there was something here, setting it apart from any normal farm. The place was unnerving enough without being introduced to her boyfriend’s family for the first time. 

William, bless him, was trying his best to convince everyone that she was a Godsend, and even now was attempting to intercede with the matriarch, his grandmother, who had been stonily silent since she and his brother’s fiancée had arrived at the ranch. Shelly, Jim’s fiancée, had been bending over backwards to impress the women in the family, concentrating specifically on Jim and William’s mother. Shelly seemed to delight in the fact that Augusta, who was naturally more reserved, was garnering less attention. Augusta could care less.

“You still out here?” asked a voice. Augusta looked up to see Jim peeking around the corner of the house, grinning at her. 

“I needed a chance to regroup.” she said, shifting uncomfortably on the porch railing she was perched on. 

“I can understand that. It’s been a long day for all of us, and Grandma can be trying.” 

Augusta chose not to respond. No telling if Grandma was listening, and she did not want to utter anything that could be used against her in the family court of law later. William was obviously close to his family, and any misstep could jeopardize their relationship. As hard as he had pursued her throughout college, it seemed a waste that their time together would end because Grandma said so. 

Jim walked out onto the shaded porch and took a perch near Augusta. She wondered where William was. An old tomcat came wandering up on the porch and began to rub against their legs with vigor. 

“Don’t let them intimidate you,” Jim said. “It’s a close family, and they don’t much care for strangers. They’ll warm up to you, once Will has them convinced that you’re not going to steal the family jewels,” he assured her with a grin. She smiled in return. 

“I was noticing the horse barn has one stall with blacked out windows.” she said, trying to change the subject. If she heard ‘they’ll come around’ one more time, she would scream. 

Jim looked at the barn, and a cloud came over his face. 

“Don’t go in the last stall.” he said, looking at her intensely. “The horse in there is a mite uppity, and likes strangers less than Grandma does. It’s better if you leave it alone.” 

Augusta looked at him with one eyebrow raised. An ill-tempered horse still deserved a bit of fresh air, in her opinion. Before she could protest, however, Shelly appeared on the porch, effectively killing anything she might have said. 

“That’s where you got to,” she said with honeyed suspicion. She was looking at Augusta as if she had caught them doing something they should not. Jim only grinned at his wife-to-be and indicated an open seat next to her. 

“Just getting some air.” he said to his fiancée. 

“It’s hot as hell out here.” she fumed, looking displeased she had been forced to come out into the heat in order to find him. She was still glowering at Augusta. 

“No help for it, darling,” he said. 

“Are the horses okay in this weather? Shouldn’t we check on them to see if they need water?” 

There was a pause, and Jim’s face darkened for a moment. He shook his head and took her hand, rising from his perch. 

“Now Shelly, I told you, the horses are all out in the field, and they’re fine. You’re just trying to get me to let you into the barn. I’ve already explained-” 

“I’m not a child, Jim,” she snapped. “It’s just a barn, and I just want to pet a horse. Is that so much to ask? You have thirteen of them, I’m sure one has to be at least partially friendly!” 

Augusta chose that moment to excuse herself and escape around the back of the house, continuing along the porch that surrounded three sides of the house. What Jim saw in Shelly she could not understand. 

There was an apple orchard behind the house. The shade of the apple trees seemed like a much better escape, and cooler. She walked across the lawn, the tomcat trotting along in her wake. When she clambered up into one of the apple trees, it clawed its way up the tree and into her lap, where it purred happily. Augusta simply sat there, waiting for the fight on the porch to end. In an hour it would be dinner, and another uncomfortable meal around the table with William’s brothers, parents, 3 cousins, and Grandma. Augusta entertained the thought of remaining in the orchard until bedtime, feasting on apples. It was appealing, but would probably anger Grandma. She sighed, wishing she could shake the feelings that came to her in waves, and get away from the bickering and tension within the house. 

The cat simply purred. 

*     *     *     *     *
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Dinner had been a fiasco. Augusta had attempted to stay quiet next to William, playing the dutiful girlfriend, speaking only when spoken to, and being as polite as she could manage to everyone. Grandma sat like a threatening storm cloud two seats away, harrumphing and making snide remarks about the hussies her grandsons had brought home to meet the family. 

After dinner, Augusta and William went for a walk out by the field where the horses grazed. She counted eleven as they walked. She failed to say anything, due to William’s unending apologies for his family, and assurances that eventually she would be accepted. It would just take time. She bit her tongue, resisting the urge to point out that at the rate she was going, Augusta would be as old as Grandma before that happened. It would only hurt his feelings, and probably get back to Grandma
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