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Midnight Song

How many times have I come here? I can no longer count the days, months or years. The passage of time has no effect on me. I remember when I would come to greet the rising sun. Dawn reflecting hope in the brightening sky and warming earth. Now, I am banished to the nadir of night; when all is dark, and hope only a dream.

It was a year ago, mayhap two, when the priests came and laid their blessing on this place. This small valley was sanctified and made anathema to me, or rather to what I have become. Despite this, I am still compelled to come. Each night I sit beside this stone marker and sing of my sorrow. The moon and stars listening to the pain in my soul as I tell them about the loss of my beloved Adairia. I take some comfort in the silence of the night. A silence that only listens and does not judge.

My song awakens the priests and they stand at their small windows saying prayers for protection. I shake my head at the sharp, bittersweet smell of their fear and hatred. 

Tonight, as I sit here and raise my gaze to the moon, I feel a stirring in the air. Something is happening. Nothing like this has ever occurred before. My spine tingles. The hair along my neck rises. My claws grasp at the dirt. I whine softly. Looking closely, I see a shimmering before me. A shape is forming. It is wispy. Not wholly there. My nose only detects the dustiness of the earth and the biting scent of the trees surrounding this area. The shape begins to solidify. Suddenly, the perfume of heather fills the air. I inhale deeply. Heather was always her favorite flower.

It is her! I have not seen her since that horrific night—so long ago. The night the curse struck and she vanished from my life. 

She is much as I remember her: Tall, with dark eyes and dark hair. Her delicate features highlighted by the glow surrounding her as she stands next to the stone bearing her name. Her eyes meet my own and there is a deep sadness reflected in them.

A soft creak comes from the door of the small church. I see one of the priests step outside. Startled I rise and turn to flee. She begins to fade.

“Wait,” he calls. “Please stay. I am Father Gregory; I mean you no harm.”

I glance up at her and she nods slowly, so I sit back down and look at the approaching priest. He is an old man whose eyes, even in this darkness glow with an inner light. Despite the hesitation in his steps, there is a confidence in his stance. As he approaches, he holds out both hands to show he is carrying nothing. I smell his fear, but it is accompanied by something else. A fragrance both soft and strong, the smell of flowers in a meadow, of rain, of a sunrise; the scent of love, compassion and hope.

Father Gregory glances at her, then at the stone marker with its single word scratched into its surface. “Adairia?” he asks.

She nods. Glancing at me, Adairia smiles that small wistful smile I have not seen in so long.

I nod my understanding of her unspoken request. Closing my eyes, I concentrate on triggering a change I have not experienced since that day. 

The change comes slowly, and I whimper as I feel my limbs lengthen and my nose flatten. I find myself stretched out on the ground as my senses return. Slowly, I push myself into a sitting position; every joint in my body feels as if it is on fire. I had forgotten the pain involved.

The night air is chill against my bare skin as I stand, and I shiver. Father Gregory hands me his cloak and I wrap myself in its warmth. I look at my hands and frown. The smoothness of the skin is strange after all these years. Sniffing the air around me, I can no longer discern as many different smells as before, yet the scent of heather lingers in the air.

I see Father Gregory watching me closely, his right hand holding the cross on the chain around his neck. Smiling, I extend my hand to him. “I am Leathan.”

He takes my hand in a strong clasp and returns the smile.

Gathering the borrowed cloak around me, I sit on the damp ground. Adairia sits beside me and lays a hand on mine. There is warmth in the contact. Looking at her, I see color in her face. I reach up and caress her cheek, she smiles. We look at each other for several minutes, savoring the feel of flesh on flesh. 

“Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned,” she says, turning back to the priest. “It has been too many years since my last confession.”

“It was this sin which condemned you to remain here?” Father Gregory asks, his voice non-judgmental as he looks from her to me.

“Yes.” She sighs softly. “It condemned Leathan, also.”

Listening to her talk to Father Gregory, I think back on that day so long ago. The day we were married.

~ * ~

The wedding ceremony and celebration had continued until late. The midnight hour was fast approaching when Adairia and I finally made our way back to the home we were to share. The lantern I carried illuminated the sprays of heather woven around the door.

“Leathan, they’re beautiful,” she said, taking one of the sprays and holding it close to her face.

“Lady Adairia, if I may?” I held my arms out to her.

“Of course.” She wrapped her arms around me and kissed me lightly as I started to gather her in my arms.

A sudden burning coursed down my limbs and began to engulf my whole body. Adairia stepped back and dropped the spray of heather. 

“No!” I heard her cry as I fell to the ground. 

Just as suddenly as it had started, the pain stopped. The dropped spray of heather lay at my feet, its soft lavender now faded to gray. I tried to stand, but could not. Fur covered my limbs and I realized the truth of what I had become. How did this happen? The curse had already struck my family this generation; it shouldn’t have been able to strike again.

I glanced around for Adairia and saw no sign of her. I tried to call her name, but only a howl came from my throat. 

Not knowing what to do, I ran. Throughout the night I ran, until I came to this small valley. The scent of the heather reminded me of Adairia as I sat and sang of my sorrow.

With the rising of the sun, I felt the fire consuming my body again as the wolf form I had worn during the night left me. I remained here the rest of the day. I could not return to Adairia, not like this. Harailt had vowed vengeance when she chose me over him. This was the form it had taken. 

Moonrise found me still here. I raised my voice to the moon, singing of my loss to the watching stars. My throat sore when my song finally faded away. 

After several minutes of watching the heather sway in the breeze, I reached out and rubbed my paw on the large rock, my claws leaving a visible mark. With more effort, the scratches dug deeper in the stone. Very slowly, I used my claws to scratch Adairia’s name into the rough surface. When I finished, the letters were firm and strong. The racing, tumbling beat of my heart not evident in the straight, clear lines. 

The next morning, I fought the change back to human form, and have remained a wolf ever since. The form most suited to my sorrow and solitude.

~ * ~

“Leathan, I’m sorry,” Adairia says, bringing me out of my memories.

“Why? I was the one who left and never came back.”

“It was my fault, though,” she says.

I look at her and she looks away. Reaching out, I gently grasp her chin and turn her face back towards me. “How can that be?”

Her eyes refuse to meet mine, darting between me and the priest standing quietly. He nods and smiles gently at her.

“I knew what Harailt planned as his vengeance.” Her voice breaks as she speaks. “We should have postponed the wedding. Found a way to prevent the curse from striking. Something. Anything, but what you were condemned to.”

I shake my head and smile, hoping it is a human smile and not the bared tooth smile of a wolf. “Adairia, we both knew about Harailt’s threat,” I say. “We made the decision to go ahead with the wedding together.”

The curse of the werewolf is an ancient one in my family. Earlier that spring my younger brother had been afflicted. As the curse only claims one victim each generation, my family believed I was safe.

I reach down and take her hands in mine. She looks at me, her face wet with tears. “It was a long time ago and it is something which belongs in the past,” I say. “What I don’t understand is why we are both still here.”

“I did not want to live without you. In my sorrow, I lost the will to live. A few months after our marriage, I died from an illness I no longer had the strength or desire to fight. My spirit was trapped here, in this valley. We are bound together, Leathan—you and I.”

“Leathan,” Father Gregory says softly. “There is no way the curse itself can be broken. However, it is possible to release you from this immortality. Once you two are no longer bound together, you will live the remainder of a natural life. You must release Adairia.”

My mind races in confusion. I must release Adairia. How can I do that? I hesitate. 

Glancing at Adairia, I see her dark eyes watching me closely. Those eyes filled with love and sorrow. Studying her face, I realize how strongly I still love her. Just as her love for me caused her to die from her sorrow, my love for her bound her here after that death. 

“Adairia, be free,” I whisper. I lift her hands to my lips and kiss them gently. Releasing her hands, I stand and step back slowly.

I watch as Father Gregory raises his cross and says something in a language I do not understand. The moonlight grows stronger and bathes Adairia as she begins to fade from view.

“No!” she cries. “Leathan, I do not want to leave you.”

The moonlight fades and the mist swirls, concealing her from my sight. When the fog lifts, a female wolf stands where Adairia was. I glance at her and then at the priest. Once again, I trigger the change. This time there is no pain, and I find myself standing nose to nose with Adairia.

“Go in peace, my children.” Father Gregory makes the sign of the cross over us both. “My blessings and God’s on you both. May you always find sanctuary and welcome in this place.”

Adairia and I bow our heads to the priest, then leave. Our strides matching perfectly as we lope off into the forest together. Always together.


Snipe Hunt

“Hey, Billy Ray did you see the lights in the sky last night?” Jimmy Lee asked.

“Yep. Most likely swamp gas or some such,” I said looking up at my younger cousin. As usual the boy was a mess. Most of the time he reminded me of the “pig pen” character from the Charlie Brown Christmas special. If we’d ever had snow here in the bayou I just knew he’d build a gray snowman.

“Ned says he heard noise like an engine. Maybe t’were airplanes,” Jimmy Lee said.

I shook my head; the boy still seemed to think the stories about the way the world was before the last war, were the way it was now. Guess the kid needed something to believe in. And there really weren’t no harm in hoping things might eventually return to normal. “Naw, been no airplanes around here for a while now,” I finally said. Unfortunately, hope was all it was. 

“Maybe it was one of them unidentified flying objects?”

“Now Jimmy Lee, you know better than that. UFOs was nothing more than secret government projects designed to keep people talking bout them and not prying into other secret government projects. Since there be no more government; there be no more secret government projects and no more UFOs.”

“Well, it weren’t no swamp gas. Ned says he heard engine noises and I believe him.”

“And Ned’s the one who took you snipe hunting as well,” I said with a grin. “Guess that makes him all trustworthy and what not now don’t it.”

Jimmy Lee’s face turned red and he turned to walk away. I’ll never understand why that boy continued to listen to Ned after that. Granted, taking youngsters on the infamous snipe hunt is a tradition that has been around for longer than any of us can remember. Since the changes that took place since the last war we do have to plan them a bit more carefully. 

No one rightly knows what truly caused the changes; some say it was use of nukes in the atmosphere that shut down all the tech stuff and caused the mutations. Whatever it was, the cities were no place to be anymore, particularly at night. Them so-called civilized folks had become nothing more than feral dogs; scavenging and hunting in packs.

Ned decided to do this particular hunt on a night of the full moon; a night when the wild ‘uns are usually out. And he thought it would be funny to plan the hunt near town. I think he was hoping for one of them mutants to wander into the area in order to scare Jimmy Lee. I doubt he was planning on Jimmy Lee having to fight his way through a small horde of them to get back that night.

“Jimmy Lee, you want a chance to get even with Ned?” I held out a burlap sack, just like the ones we used on a snipe hunt.

“Ned ain’t stupid enough to fall for a snipe hunt,” Jimmy Lee said.

“I reckon not, but he might be fool enough to fall for an alien hunt.”

That made Jimmy Lee smile and he glanced up at the sky. “Yeah, I think he might just be fool enough for that.”

~ * ~

“Looks like the boy may have been right bout them being UFOs,” Ned said as he pointed to a nearby tree. 

I only nodded as Ned touched a small pool of silver liquid that lay in a small hollow on the branch. Now I understood why Jimmy Lee collected several old thermometers before he left to lay the trail for the hunt. This couldn’t be a true snipe hunt in the traditional sense as neither of us would have been able to convince Ned to hold a bag while we chased the “alien” down a ravine for him to capture. So, Jimmy Lee had figured on laying a false trail through the bayou and leading Ned around half the night before we ended up back at my cabin. I was along to make sure Ned didn’t shoot Jimmy Lee if he actually caught up to the boy.

“There.” Ned raised his shotgun and nodded toward something glowing behind a thick curtain of moss hanging from several large cypress trees.

“Wait.” I placed a hand on the gun and pushed it down slightly. “We don’t even know what that is.”

Something crashed through the trees behind me and I spun around to see Jimmy Lee running toward us. The boy was as white as if he seen a ghost. The old uniform he had put on as a costume was ripped in several places and one of the pointed ears he had stuck over his own was gone.

“Jimmy Lee?” Ned lowered the gun and stared at the boy. He then turned and looked at me. “You two thought to fool me—didn’t ya.”

Yeah,” Jimmy Lee said between breaths. “But this weren’t no part of it. There’s a real alien ship over there.” He pointed toward the glow.

“Jimmy Lee what did I tell you bout UFOs.” I slapped the boy lightly on the back of the head.

“Billy Ray, I’m serious. There’s a real alien ship over there and real aliens. They ain’t no cute little ET’s either. They’re mean ones. They’ve been out hunting mutants.”

“Well that’s good for us. Maybe we can make friends.” Ned glanced toward the glow.

“Only one way to find out,” I said. 

“You two’re both crazy. I dun told ya, this ain’t no part of our snipe hunt. Billy Ray listen to me. This is real.”

“Come on, Billy Ray. Let’s go check out those there aliens,” Ned said grinning. He shouldered his shotgun and pushed his way through the hanging moss then stopped.

I found myself staring at what appeared to be a large, silver flying saucer; just like the ones that use to be in the movies. Two large aliens, and they were aliens, were standing next to a long ramp that led up into the saucer. Both stood about seven feet tall, were dark skinned with long black clumps of hair. Their necks were ridged on either side and they had tails. Both were also holding some sort of firearm—short and compact, but still obviously a weapon.

The two aliens glanced toward a group that was coming back to the ship. They had several mutants on some sort of sled. They looked like a hunting party returning with their kills.

“See I told ya,” Jimmy Lee said.

“Shush,” Ned and I said together.

Another of the aliens walked down the ramp and looked at the bodies. “This is all this planet has to offer?” The voice was harsh and guttural, but the language was English.

“Not very worthy opponents,” one of the others said.

“True, even after the first few were killed, the rest just kept coming toward us,” another said.

“The Commission was correct then; there is no intelligent life on this planet.” That was the first one again; I figured it must be the one in charge of the group.

“The life forms may be unique, but there is nothing to indicate they are worth preserving. The Commission will most likely grant permission to go ahead with full colonization.”

“Colonization?” Jimmy Lee whispered.

“That’s what it said.”

“Hey, how is it we’re able to understand them things?” Jimmy Lee asked.

“Maybe they have some sort of translation device. Kinda like all them television shows,” I said. 

“Like hell any talking gator’s gonna colonize my home,” Ned said raising his shotgun and taking a step forward. “We got more’n enough of the normal variety.”

“Ned!” Jimmy Lee started to grab the shotgun.

“Now, let’s not be too hasty here,” I said stepping out next to Ned. I hoped the aliens would be surprised long for me to finish talking before they started shooting. “Obviously these folks are interested in hunting rare and worthy opponents. Perhaps we should introduce them to one of the most dangerous and elusive opponents in the world.” I paused and looked back at Jimmy Lee and grinned. “The snipe,” I said turning back to face the aliens.

“No! That’s too dangerous even for them,” Jimmy Lee said. “The last time I went out hunting a snipe, I almost didn’t make it back.”

The one in charge of the group of aliens snorted. “We have studied this planet for many cycles and do not know this snipe of which you speak.” It stepped forward and watched me with large yellow eyes. Ned’s comparison to a talking gator was seeming more and more appropriate. I was just glad the thing was talking and not shooting. If I could keep its interest, then we might have a chance.

“Not many people know bout the snipe. It is so elusive it can only be hunted by a group of at least….” I paused as I counted the aliens. “A group of ten beings.” I hoped there weren’t no more on the ship. 

The alien glanced around at its companions then back at us. “It is fortunate you three are here then, as that makes the required number needed. It is also most interesting that that is the required number.” 

I nodded, ignoring the sharp teeth glistening in the alien’s mouth as it looked at me. “It is indeed fortunate. And there is a lair not far from here where snipes can occasionally be caught off guard.”

“And how does one hunt this dangerous snipe?” One of the guards moved away from the ship.

“They are hunted easily enough, if you can find them. You find one of their runs and position one person at the end with a large sack. The rest make their way to the other end of the run and walk back. When we scare up the snipe, we chase it down the run to the one holding the sack.”

“If they are so easy to hunt, why do you need such a large number?”

“Ah, you see, you need at least nine people chasing them, that way theys don’t turn around and attack,” Jimmy Lee said. “We only had six on my last snipe hunt and the thing turned back to attack us instead of running. I’s the only one made it back alive.”

“This makes no sense,” the other guard said. “If they are so powerful, how does the person waiting for them manage to capture them in a sack?

“Well, ya see. By the time the snipe gets to the bag it is so tuckered out from running away it falls asleep in the bag. Still, the strongest member of the group should be the one left holding the bag.” I grinned when I saw all the aliens looking toward the one that had come out of the ship. I had reckoned correctly.

“Uh, Billy Ray, which run were you thinking bout?” Jimmy Lee asked.

“The one over by the old Lafayette place.”

Jimmy Lee gave me a wide-eyed stare as he took several steps back. “No way. That’s the one we were hunting last time. I ain’t going back there.”

“Now, Jimmy Lee, we have these guys with us and we have the minimum number of hunters. We’ll be alright.” I glanced back over at the aliens. “However, that snipe does have a reputation of being one of the meanest in the area. Are there any more of you in that ship?”

“No.” One of the aliens said. 

I wasn’t sure which one it was, though the leader snapped their head around and hissed something.

“Talking gators,” Ned whispered.

“I ain’t going,” Jimmy Lee said again.

“I have no doubts my hunters can handle this snipe of yours. He can leave. If he is this frightened by it, he would be useless anyway.”

I looked around at the other aliens, trying to look like I was studying them. I nodded as most them stood up straighter and shifted their weapons. “Perhaps you’re right.” I turned back to Jimmy Lee. “Seeing as how you’re wanting to chicken out, maybe you’ll at least escort our friend here to the western edge of the snipe run so he can set up.” 

“Sure. No problem. Come on, I’ll show ya where they’re gonna try and run that devil to ground at.”

Jimmy Lee winked at me as he left. Old Man Lafayette was one of those paranoid, survivalist nuts, even before the war. Nowadays, he had that ravine and most of the area around his place booby trapped so well, even the coons had a hard time stealing from his trash. Jimmy Lee would alert Lafayette to what was going on and that would be the end of these talking gators. I wondered if there would be enough left of them to make a decent pair of boots.

~ * ~

It took the better part of an hour to reach the east end of the ravine. Them talking gators were complaining bout the water and they had all tripped at least once over a log or raised tree root. As we paused and surveyed the area, something moved in one of the shadows. One of the local cottontails raised its head to look at us.

“Snipe!” Ned raised his shotgun and fired. The buckshot peppered the area and the rabbit took off running—straight down the ravine—away from us.

“Don’t let ‘em get too far in front. They’s be smart enough to set up ambushes.” I stepped back as one of the aliens charged after the rabbit we had scared up.

Ned and I hung back as the rest of ‘em began running after the “snipe”. Like a gator, they were surprisingly fast as they moved. They didn’t seem to notice we were no longer with them as they were caught up in the chase. Ned grinned and pointed to the side where the rabbit had stopped next to a large rock as the aliens ran past him. No intelligent life on this planet? Maybe not, but we do have strong survival instincts round here, I thought as I watched the rabbit crouched there, not moving, its eyes gleaming as they reflected the moonlight.

Ned held up his hand, his fingers raised in a silent countdown. At three we both ducked at the large explosion that came from further up the ravine and the rocks and debris that fell around us.

“Damn, I think Lafayette’s been making his own gun powder again,” Ned said. 

A second explosion rocked the ground and we both turned and headed back home. We weren’t too worried bout the ship seeing as how Lafayette would take care of it also. He wouldn’t want anything brought here by aliens to be left behind to spy on him.

~ * ~

“Think any more of them talking gators will show up?” Jimmy Lee asked.

“I suppose it’s possible they may come looking for the others, but if they do we can always take care of them as well.” I propped my feet up on a nearby barrel and grinned as I crossed them; the dark leather of my new boots shimmered in the morning light. 


Life in the Shadows

The sorceress paused as she passed through the mirrored hallway. Strange, she thought, glancing at her reflection. I’ve never noticed this before. On the wall behind her was a polished silver plate. With the mirror in front of her reflecting not only her image but also the one in the plate, the illusion of several versions of herself standing there was created. 

As she watched, one of those images changed. Instead of her normal long black hair, this version had short red hair framing her heart shaped face. The clear violet eyes were the same and the silver shadowsilk gown still flowed over the same curves. 

Desana blinked her eyes several times to clear the vision from her head. A flash of light reflecting from the mirror caused her to shut her eyes tightly.

Desana opened her eyes to find herself surrounded by a white wall covered with black runes. A loud tapping, like a thousand woodpeckers hitting the wall at the exact same time, filled her ears. The loudness of the tapping assaulted her senses and she fell to the ground. As the sound continued, she felt pressure building in her head, until it threatened to burst. A scream tore from her throat and she found herself sitting up in her bed. 

“A dream? It was all just a dream?” she asked herself. Getting up she walked to her mirror to brush her hair, and stopped. The image that faced her had short red hair. 

Desana dressed and hurried to her workroom. Her familiar, a small silver dragon, greeted her at the door. Good morning, Misstresss. You sseem disstresssed thiss morning. What iss amisss? The dragon watched her closely; his blue eyes wide with concern as he sent his thoughts.

“Good morning, Shesssian. Surely, you can see what is wrong. Look at my hair.”

Your hair lookss jusst ass it alwayss hass. 

Desana looked down at Shesssian and frowned. “Really, and what color is it?”

It iss the color of fire. It framess your face in the flamess of passsion.

“Prior to this morning, my hair has always been long and black. You once described it as a strand of midnight.” Desana began pacing the room.

Honesstly, Misstresss, I do not remember that. Shesssian hopped up onto the worktable with a soft flutter of his wings.

“By the Lords of Chaos, the very fabric of reality has been altered. But, why didn’t it alter my memories? Why do I still remember my hair being black? More importantly, what else has been changed that I don’t know about?”

Desana walked over to one of her cluttered shelves and passed her hands over a large crystal ball. The sphere rose several inches off the shelf and hovered in front of the sorceress. Placing one hand an inch under the ball and the other an inch over, she guided the globe over to a silver stand on the worktable.

The globe settled gently onto the stand and flashed brightly. Desana passed her hands over the scrying crystal and spoke in a low murmuring voice. Inside the sphere, a rainbow of colors swirled. The colors slowly merged into a white paper, which floated in the globe. As she watched, Desana saw black marks appearing on the paper accompanied by the tapping from her dream.

What doess it mean? Shesssian asked.

“I don’t know. I saw something similar to this in a dream last night.” As she spoke, the tapping became louder. Desana began a series of complex gestures, and a shimmering surrounded her and Shesssian.

The sphere of protection created a reflective surface inside its walls and Desana again found herself studying an illusion created by reflections within reflections. After several minutes, the tapping stopped and she dismissed the shimmering ball.

Desana watched the reflected images fade, and frowned. 

“Shesssian, you’ve walked on other planes of reality. Are there any that are like ours, but different?”

Yess, each time we make a decission that hass multiple optionss, ssomewhere another verssion of uss takess one of thosse other optionss. In ssome wayss each iss only a sshadow of the otherss.

“This is starting to make sense. In my dreaming last night, I must have stepped onto a crossroad of those realities. Somehow, details from this reality were transposed with those from another.” Desana picked up the scrying crystal and carried it back to the shelf. Before she could return it to its normal place, the
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