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Chapter 1 The Dangerous Hunt
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Anaergienne sat upon a log, the moisture of the moss caressing his buttocks resting on it, leaning forward; the warmth of the fire he set before him hours ago touched his face. The cackle of the flames amidst smoldering embers lit up the forest. Trees thicker than small houses umbrellaed over him, shielding him from the cover of night, for the moon and stars above were opaque. He stared into the conflagration as he pulled a piece of bread out from his traveling pack, a leather bag with the Rangers’ Guild’s insignia, two swords crossed with one another, a bow, and a maple leave resting behind, engraved on the strap. The bread was soft to his touch, and comfortable as he gripped it, drew it near to his face. Then his teeth sank into it. The bread tasted sour, a parting gift from Quarala. She was no baker, by any means, however, her baking was just as delicious as the bakery. An old friend, he remembered meeting her a decade and a half ago. A cool fall breeze caressed his cheek.

Glenwood Road was quiet these days. Unusually so, for the forest was normally teeming with wild life for him to hunt, as he so often did. That was his trade, and he was exceptionally good at it. But now, there was so little game to be hunting, deer, rabbits, wolves, boars, they were all sparse. Even the birds, which soared above his head looked like an appetizing enough meal for the day, and he considered it, but Carmielle set apart those animals. They were not to be touched for consumption, and here, being as south as he could safely be to Kinasa, would likely incur the wrath of the Ranger’s Guild, and they would hunt him with extreme prejudice. Not that they didn’t have enough reason to hate him.

Finishing the bread, he wiped the crumbs from his lips with his sleeve and the taste of Quarala’s baking settled on his tongue. Sighing, he kicked dirt on the fire and smoke rose from the embers and dirt, obscuring his vision. His horse, Bero, was a fine steed and daren’t venture off, especially with the small cart mechanically attached to its rear. The cart was bare, save for a few supplies to last him a few days, water skins, and more loaves. There was space enough for a large deer, or a small moose, should he find one, but he doubted he’d be so lucky this time. He might return back to Malitu, the town of his residence, empty carted. His boots were heavy with each step he placed towards Bero; petting the mane of his horse.

“Easy,” he assured with a soft voice. “It’s going to be okay.”

There was an apple tree, and a low hung fruit caught his attention behind his steed, and he strode toward it with long strides. Stretching upward to the three, plucked the apple. He returned it to Bero and held it out. The brown-haired creature stretched forth its snout, and swept the apple from his hands, a sharp reaction, the elf removed his hand out of the way. Anaergienne turned his head towards the road, sniffing the air one last time. After all, no discernable noise could he hear of interest.

Rain was coming. And a gentle wind brushed past him, whipping his black hair over his shoulders. A sniff, the scent of iron nearby, brushing towards him. Having smelt enough of it to know in his previous life, he understood it was the metal in the blood. Something foul, blood of sinister origin. Something rotten and disgusting, he wondered what. Normally, under certain conditions, he would ignore it, however, he had a stake in Malitu. Had a band of orcs or goblins come this far from Cadrasar, a despicable place, they would set their eyes upon Malitu, further west on the road: a particularly important city.

That might explain why the wildlife was so scarcely populated. He hurried off, his sword sheathed, and his bow strung over his back and a full quiver over his shoulder. He peered through the forest, seeing just far enough ahead of him to avoid trees, and he followed the odor. His elf ears perked up as he heard another crackling fire as he crossed the threshold from the woods into the road. He sniffed again, the rain was coming, perhaps the storm a good half turn of the glass off from his current location, but the main scent was coming from the flames. He rushed towards the forest, delving into the darker shades of trees, oaks and birches, these were, and an orange hue lit the perimeter of the forest in which he was embarking.

His nose crinkled, twisting his face as the horrid stench filled his nose. Not one to be perturbed, of course not, he moved forth into the clearing. The fire still roared, and a roasted boar hung over it. There were tents pitched up, and some chests of gold laying in the corner. I could bring that back to the village, but cursed gold is this. These little cretins in their own encampment, deceased in their own living space. The irony really, he felt was a little absurd to not find humor in it, and he smiled. The tents were painted with blood, limbs hanging outside the tears, vital fluids forming at the base into a viscid puddle. Limbs strewn across the ground, torsos ripped open, the rib caged pulled out, broken shards. There was even a goblin’s skull imbedded in a trunk, the eyes hanging outside its head by the retinas. The bottom half of its jaw was missing. Another wind brushed past him, forcing the foul stench up his nose again, and he coughed. He covered his nose and mouth with a rag.

Disappointed, he turned to the boar which finally caught aflame. He chuckled and coughed as the rag left his mouth. Out the corner of his vision, he did catch a glimpse of a trail, crimson as it dripped further and further away from these horrid bandits. Having dealt with goblins in a previous life, even he knew them to be terrifying in large numbers above thirty, and despite his hatred for them, he’d never stoop so low as to assault them in a meal or while sleeping. He may hate goblins, but he had boundaries. The wind stopped  blowing and he discarded the rag to his pocket and followed the trail. Whatever killed these goblins might be the reason for the wildlife to be a rarity as of late.

He heard his horse neighing behind him. Bero jerked his head through the forest, the reigns whipping in the air. His boots left the ground to comfort his steed, pulling on the reign gently, patting his cheek. “Shush.” A stern word. “Just wait here. I’ll be back.”

He left Bero behind so he could investigate this trail of blood. Where did it lead? He wondered. His hand stretched to the pommel of his sword and removed it from its sheath as he walked forward. The steps from the ground were hard before, but he looked down as he removed himself from the aura of fire light, suddenly, they were soft, and moist. He gazed downward, and water seeped into his boots from the thick coat of moss that covered the ground now. He found the slope descending, and though the clearing of the woods permitted the light from the moon, there was a heavy mist surrounding him, and dark clouds rolling forward from the south.

Lightning flashed striking the earth, and thunder clapped, echoing into his sensitive ears. He gritted his teeth at the surprise, and looked downwards, the mist clearing. This is no natural storm. The clouds rolled overhead, obscuring the moon entirely, but not the darkness, for he could see fine. The rain slapped against his hood when he pulled it over his head. He carefully descended down the furry grass, and the fog returned, enveloping him entirely. Blinded now, he sheathed his sword; pulled both hands up, crossing over one another as he stepped forward into the unknown. Trusting his nose, he kept sniffing, knowing entirely that often, spells and the supernatural affecting how the wind smelled, but there wasn’t anything unnatural about it. Perhaps some shaman practiced their magic, wanting to be sequestered from the rest of the world.  His ears picked up the constant squishing of water with each step he took, stepping down further into the moss. His hand finally touched something, hard and slimy to the fondle. Startled, he pressed his face closer until his elf eyes could see it.

A wall? Out here?

There wasn’t supposed to be a ruin out here. No map had anything marked outside the realms of the Glenwood Road. Nothing at all, just the bustling cities this far south of the kingdoms of men. Spending a century with the Ranger’s Guild, who knew all there was to know about anything; they had no records at all about this. He regularly accessed the libraries, and nothing was documented within the last four thousand years, when maps were initially processed, to suggest that there was anything of interest here. Least of all, the Tribulations. Curious, he felt along the path of the wall as he walked, looking for a crack, a hole, anything that would permit him to move onward. The moisture in the air, he found, if nothing else, refreshing.

He came to a crack in the wall, moss covered, and it was a small gap between the two surfaces, but nothing he couldn’t deftly navigate. He grinned as the moss touched his beardless face, reminding him of some excellent adventures, or the age he used to remember. When things were a happier, carefree place. Slipping through the hole, his hands stretched out with great dexterity, and palmed the wet stone. He could see clearly now, the mist appeared not in this ruin, whatever it was. He crinkled his nose, pulled himself up, and examined his cloak, muddied but no tears.

The wall pressed up behind him, pushing him towards the city that had evaded all mapping of its existence, and the most damning part was the lack of noise. Nothing at all. The ground was wet, covered with grass and water, and the cracks, from which weeds grew, covered the pathway. The walls seemed mostly brown, various sized bricks shattered in places as the walls appeared to have been caved in, mostly. These walls were still high enough where climbing was nigh impossible. Windows covered in growing vines from the ground, and the roofs, rotting wood with no doubt, infested with bugs of various kinds. Skeletons littered the ground, bones resting from where they once roamed freely, vibrant. No notion of clothes, for with little doubt, the weather conditions, and the time would have corroded them well enough away. Poor souls, to be left rotting in a city with the world ignorant of its citizens, was a tragedy. For no history books remembered them. For them, they truly died.

Reaching for his pommel, he gripped it firmly. Eyes remained focused on the skeletons that littered the paths further into the city through buildings, which were in just the same condition, if not worse than the walls themselves. The air was thin, but he breathed steadily, and he stepped forth one small pace. And then another. A skeleton now rested at his feet, and he kicked it. The bones rattled across the stones and weeds, and there was no movement. He puffed out a deep breath.

Skeletons were terribly dreadful creatures. If you could call them that, nasty petty things. Normally, nastiness would be his concern, but they didn’t seem to have any unnatural qualities that he could detect. There was no foul odor of magical residue to alert him of a necromancer.

Satisfied he walked to explore the remains of this city. He found a board of creaking wood, and on it was a parchment, wet, and the ink on it faded. He squatted down, surprised the parchment was still whole. The brown paper was still crisp despite the moisture in the air; electing to leave it behind as there was nothing discernable on it; he walked through the cobblestones. The wet. Slimy. Cobblestones.

Anaergienne walked forward, his arms relaxing at his side. He searched for any foul movement that might divert his gaze from his task, that being, exploring something to put it on a map. No tiny amounts of turning of the hourglass occurred. Buildings smelled of a fragrance inside, the likes of which were sweet, and soothing. Moisture in the air filled each step he took. Some buildings had old dusty tomes laying on the windowsills as he passed. Continuing onward, he realized this was a complete city, something worthy of a capital, and a large grand building revealed itself to him past the misty walls. The stairs were of a stone, white as it glistened underneath the rain, ripples and splashes, ascending towards large double doors, one collapsed, splinters littering the entrance to the grand hall. The stone architecture was very square, in the tradition of the Dwarves, or fine mimicry if he had to guess. He ascended the stairs, wondering what was inside. He ducked underneath the rubble of the large door. The hall was filled with dust, prompting him to sneeze with a tickly nose. He grinned when he looked at the throne. A skeleton sat on it, with his crown, rusting and decaying atop his head, which was propped up by an elbow, staring at Anaergienne, and he looked back at him as if he was animated through necromancy, a globally forbidden magic.

Staring forward, with careful steps did he stride, hand firmly on his pommel while the other took down his hood, water dripping from his cloak to the ground, splashing. On edge now, he contemplated the possibility that a necromancer was here, only just sleeping. One can’t be too careful. To the side of the throne was a room with an emerald green glow. The rest of the hall reminded him much of a temple with large chairs, as if the people who attended this place ages ago worshipped the King as a God. Silly notion. There was only one God, and He was not mortal, clearly, not like this man, if indeed it was a man. Shaking his head, Anaergienne passed by the throne, and into the threshold of the room with the glow. A black metal rod stuck from the ground and stabbed in a white ceramic bowl in which the glow lay. He looked down and it was water that produced the color. So thick, he couldn’t well place what might have been at the bottom, and this appeared to be an instrument for a baptism, not that anyone baptized others in this part of the world.

His grin faded. His hand pulled the sword by its pommel and drew his blade, knowing what it was, it was no mere instrument, though designed to look like one. It didn’t belong on this plane. It came from elsewhere, and it was far too delicate to survive in the Abyss, a chaotic realm he’d visited once, though only out of extreme necessity. Cautiously, he encroached outside the room, and beheld a doorway behind the throne, and steam poured from it. The stifling air brushed up in his face. Should a demon or other foul creature of such violence be here, it must be put down. Rain poured in from the holes in the ceiling, louder, it pounded than before, and he stepped slowly, each motion with ease as he entered the tunnel.

He gripped firmly the shagreen of the hilt of his sword. The passageway was dark, and even with his acute elven eyes, he couldn’t determine what was right in front of him, but he could sense that the stones on which he walked slanted downward, but almost imperceptibly so. The air was hot, as was the steam as it brushed into his face, moisture from it beaded down it, and his palms sweat. He stretched forward with each passing step so to avoid striking his head against some unforeseen obstacle.

He continued until he passed through the barrier of a room. Grey bricks built the walls of it. There were several candles. A desk, there was, and several parchments written in a script he didn’t immediately recognize. An inkwell, and the feather of a dove part of the pen. The stone desk was cracked, imbedded into the wall. He saw a chest in the corner, right by another pathway, and like the way he entered, it was completely dark, and more steam kept pouring through it. A chain rattled.

Gazing upwards, a human shaped creature loomed overhead, a black bird cage the size that would fit a human being uncomfortably so rested. The creature was completely naked, skin clinging to its bones. Its face had a longer jaw than what was considered normal by most of the races’ standards. The arms were chained with rusty ringlets, and thick shackles, and these restraints firmly connected the cretin to its cage. It jumped up and down like an ape, squealing. His head squeezed through the bars, and as it did, its skin pulled back, and the gums, putrid green clung onto razor sharp teeth. The orbs where his eyes were, were solid black with no whites in them.

Anaergienne gritted his teeth, and his hand clenched against the hilt. There was not one of whatever it was, but several, wrapped up in the same bounds and chains all above him. This long room had fourteen rows, and three columns of these creatures. He wanted to kill them, not out of malice, but a mercy killing. These foul creatures used to have souls, but those have been long gone, it seemed to him. There was a price of necromancy when done without care, and this was the price, for most people, he was no expert on the craft, but he knew some general information on this forbidden magic. This is exactly why no one is supposed to be practicing it! He raised his blade, and thrust it into the cage, striking the brain of the one immediately above him. Twisting, he cut through the bone and swept it out, black blood spraying in the room, and the creature fell, it’s screeching ceased, and its limbs now dangling outside the cage he was permanently imprisoned in.

Where am I?

“You are in,” the voice trailed off as if immediately interrupted. Anaergienne turned, blade in the air, poised to strike, and a woman stood in front of him. Brown eyes and freckles were on her face, and a long brown ponytail resting outside the hood of her cloak with ribbons interwoven within them. “Terra Silenti,” her head jerked, interrupting herself again, and the cracking of her neck scratched his earlobes. “My dwelling,” another interruption, as her arms reached for her side, as if to claw at something. Strong spasms of her hand clutched at the air. “Place. Who are,” She’s going to break her own neck if she keeps snapping it. “You?”

She was clearly mad, rather, whatever foul thing she did likely was
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