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One: Flames and Hoofbeats.
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Sheriff Will Hickshaw thought it was all over. He thought that the incident in his town of Willington a few days ago was nothing. It was definitely a strange incident, something quite bizarre that was hard to forget. Still, that didn't change the fact that it was over, and that would be the end of it. He smiled to himself as he puffed on his pipe. It was a quiet night, and he needed to smoke to get to sleep.

“Those were a real crazy band of Injuns if I ever saw any.”

Sheriff Hickshaw also liked to talk to himself at night. He had never been married, and had been the sheriff of Willington, for as far back as he could remember. It was a lonely job, that was true. A job that most men would not have even thought of taking in his position. 

“You still remember those crazy hombres?” A young lady stepped in front of the young sheriff. 

He smiled at her. “I didn't know you were still awake, Marie.”

She smiled at him. “You should be the one turning in, Sheriff.”

Hickshaw had the chance to work at the local Sheriff’s Office of Dunnefield. If ever there was a study in contrasts, it was Dunnefield and Willington. Dunnefield was a progressive city that was getting more and more developed because of its proximity to the railway. The city had everything that Willington didn't have. Cobbled roads, working streetlamps, fancy shops, and a sewage system that actually worked. Hickshaw had the chance to work at Dunnefield's police force. Other men in his position would have jumped at the chance, that he passed up. Other men would not have even considered another choice. Still, Willie Hickshaw was not other men. 

Willie had always preferred the outdoors and the wild borderlands of the country over the modern cities. He always thought it was more thrilling and liberating working in the dustbowls and the places that were off the map. Willington definitely fit the bill.

Hickshaw was not a soul that was easy to scare. If anything, to a point his heart craved thrills and adventure. He accepted the job as Sheriff of Willington because he thought there was more excitement to be found in the untamed parts of the country. That, and another reason that was much closer to his heart.

Willington was where Marie lived. It was the only place she would live, simply because her family established the whole town. It was her grandfather, Jacob Willington who first settled in what would become Willington. A prospector who had found gold nearby, the area had sentimental value to old Jacob. He had lofty visions of Willington becoming as established as cities like Dunnefield. That would never happen as long as the railways didn't build a station in the town. Hickshaw didn't tell his young wife, but that was how he preferred it to be. The town had a lot more allure and excitement to the sheriff in its current state.

“Sorry, honey. I just need a smoke to calm my nerves,” Willie said.

Marie smiled to herself. Willie was always a restless soul eager for the next adventure. Perhaps that was what she found so attractive in him, even if her family did not. Willie was the kind of soul that craved action and excitement. It was just the way he was.

The night the strange riders came into his town, he got a lot more excitement, than he bargained for.

The men came from out of nowhere, almost as if the night itself had spawned them. They came from the darkness screaming and crying out with strange, terrifying voices. They looked and sounded like Indians, only they were different, more bestial and savage. Their bodies were as thin as bone and they were covered in strange tattoos. The marauders seemed more like strange creatures, than mere Indians. 

They also fought with a ferocity that matched their frightening appearance. Bullets could kill them, but they wouldn't go down with a single shot, or two. You needed several to kill them. 

Most of the townspeople of Willington packed at least one gun. They were hardy folk who knew what it took to survive in the frontier. However, when the small band of Indians invaded their town, it took all they had to fight them off. The Indians were wiped out, but not before they inflicted major property damage, as well as some casualties from the townspeople. It was a raid most of the people wanted to forget, but just like Sheriff Hickshaw, they could not.

“Those weren't ordinary Indians, Marie,” Hickshaw said.

“Ain't nobody going to question that, Willie. We're still fixing up the saloon and general store from their attack.”

“That's just it honey. That's what I don't understand.”

“What is it?”

“Why would they suddenly attack our town like that? We don't know who they are. I mean, what was that all about?”

“Who knows why they did it. They looked different from ordinary Indians with the markings on their bodies.”

“Yeah, and that's what really scares me. When we fought them that day, it was like we weren't fighting humans. We were fighting demons.”

Marie didn't argue with her husband. There was no arguing that terrifying fact. She was there too, when they attacked the town. She saw firsthand how difficult it was to fight them.

“Yeah, but at least. . .”

Marie paused before she continued. Both of them heard the noise from afar, and they were getting closer. The sound of several hoofbeats from a distance interrupted her. 

“Wait a minute. Do you hear that?” Willie said.

“I do. It sounds like horses. A lot of them, bearing down on the town.”

“That's exactly what they are. Look!”

Marie and Willie saw the flames coming from a distance. The flames were coming from the hoofbeats. It sounded as if a small army was riding towards Willington and they were getting closer and closer.

“Willie, those are Indians. Just like the ones that arrived in town a few nights ago. It looks like they brought the entire tribe with them, this time!”

Willie Hickshaw's heart beat out of his chest, as the sounds of the hoofbeats grew louder and louder.
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Two: The Only Hope against the Manalak.
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“Ring the tower bell, Marie! Get everybody up!” Willie said desperately.

It was a desperate plea, that seemed futile now. The sound of the horse’s hoofbeats was so loud now. It seemed as if they were right on top of the town.

“Willie, they're almost here!”

“Just do it!”

Marie nodded and quickly ran for the tower. The sheriff disappeared back into his office, and retrieved his rifle. He then scrambled behind a single barrel for cover. He gripped the rifle tightly, loaded it, then took aim.

“If we're gonna die today, I'm gonna take as many of you monsters with me,” whispered Willie.

Marie Hickshaw managed to reach the tower and climbed up to the bell. She ran with a blinding speed that only adrenaline, and panic could give. From the top of the tower, she had the perfect view of the imminent death and destruction that the Indians were about to bring. There were several of them all right. Their bodies were thin, pale and sickly white, all covered with strange tattoos, like the previous marauders. Their thin bodies, along with their tattoos and flaming tomahawks, made them appear like one giant slithering serpent in the plains. It was not hard to imagine that this monstrous serpent had crawled from the very bowels of hell itself to wipe their town off the face of the earth.

“They're coming at us again! Lord help us!”

Marie rang the bell as loud as she could. The clanging metal pierced the night air, rousing several of the townspeople from their slumber. Still, there was now little hope in Marie and Willie's hearts. The strange and terrifying Indian horde was almost upon their sleepy town, and there was little they could do, but pray.

The clanging of the rusty bell was an unpleasant noise that was heard all throughout Willington, and even past it. The sound travelled far, until it became nothing but a faint whisper in the wind. It was a whisper that Stalking Puma almost missed. He was sitting in front of his campfire, when his ears heard it. It was so faint and distant, that the sound barely registered in his ears. As faint and weak as it was, he still heard it. Years of discipline, fasting, advanced training, vision quests, and actual battles had honed all of his senses to a razor's fine edge. Stalking Puma had many special abilities, most normal men could only dream of. One of those abilities was his acute and sensitive hearing. It was that sense of the sounds all around him, that allowed him to hear it. An unnatural memory that allowed him to remember most of even the smallest details of his life, was another. He remembered that sound of the rusty, clanging bell atop Willington's tower. He knew that someone was sounding the town's alarm.

“The Manalak have returned,” Stalking Puma spoke, and with much effort stood up from the campfire. He had been communing with the spirits when
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