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FOREWORD, AFTERWORD, AND EVERYWHERE IN BETWEEN
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Oh, hello, I didn’t see you there.  What’s that you say?  You’re sick of all those campy teenage romance tales where vampires sparkle in the sunlight instead of bursting into flames?  Tired of acne-riddled-adolescent wizards?  You say you’re looking for something new?  Something that is more of an adventure than a story?  Well, sit on down a spell and I’ll spin you a yarn.

Wait, I almost forgot, before we begin, there’s just a few things we need to go over.  Don’t worry, I’ll keep this brief.

Firstly, this tale is not intended for small children.  This story is set thousands of years in the future.  So far into the future in fact, it almost seems like the past.  An age where the only rule or law is that of survival.  It is a dark and savage world in which the characters, Troll, the Dog, and Myriam Star live.  This tale of grim is filled with graphic violence and coarse language but virtually no sex (so make of that what you will).

Secondly, this is only the first installment in a series of six.  So, bear in mind, there’s going to be a lot of stuff you won’t be able to understand, not yet anyway.  But by the end, you will have at least a small glimmer of what’s really going on.  Some things just can’t be told all at once.  Sometimes, one must come to a truth slowly, piece by piece and a little at a time.

So, get nice and comfy, grab yourself a snack.  Do you have to go to the bathroom?  ‘Cause now would be a good time to go.

Where should I begin?  That’s a question that plagues all storytellers.  Where does a tale really begin?  When do the previous events or people not affect the course of things to come?  Surely, there is a long history behind this story before ever we meet these characters.  And much has already happened.  But before I can tell you the story of the Wachaiti tribe, or the history of Myriam Star, or even the very beginning, I guess it all started with just two: Troll and the Dog.

And so, dear friends, when the past is lost, and the future a riddle, the only place left to start – is the middle.






J.S.F

May 2012
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PROLOGUE

DARKNESS RISING
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Dasher trotted solemnly through the dense forest trail.  She was not accustomed to night travel, but the past few months had seen an increasing amount of midnight rendezvous.  For when the Mistress of the Trees did call for conclave, Dasher’s master came faster than the winds of winter.  In the distance a screech owl broke the ominous silence with a blood-curdling shriek. Beams of pale moonlight penetrated through lush leaves and thick twisted bramble, composing incandescent gems that danced merrily about Reverend Warwick’s dark, wool-stitched cloak.

The priest and his steed pushed onward through dense forest thickets until finally emerging into a small, moonlight clearing in the midst of nothingness.  A low thrumming drowned out the calls of nocturnal nature as the whole world seemed to shimmer with a sickish, vibrating glow.

Dasher neighed objectively to this particular piece of forestry, time for her master to dismount.

Warwick tied Dasher’s reigns around a nearby ash tree.  This, the mare protested as well. With that done, he crept through the clearing to a blockade of thorny bramble and anciently warped trees.  The reverend approached precariously, his hands searched for invisible obstacles before finally falling upon a solid porous surface.  His fingers worked blindly along as a faint bluish light seeped through the knotty cracks of the door’s camouflaged façade.  The thrumming in his head resonated like a kettle drum as the light intensified, illuminating the outline of a crooked and haggard door.  An eerie glow smeared across the reverend’s face as he curled an old and twisted hand around a crudely carved wooden knob.  A frigid blue light spilled hastily into the forest clearing as the door slowly opened.  All the while that thrumming sounded like wildfire in the deepest recesses of Reverend Warwick’s mind.  Dasher neighed and bucked, driving her hooves defiantly into the soft undergrowth.  The reverend took no notice as he inched toward the encompassing blue aura.  The door slammed shut behind him.

Outside, that eerie blue radiance evaporated and once again Jeffrey Rush was able to take hold of the grounding elucidation of the world around him.  The frightened yet still voluntary scout found his feet and ran like hell for back up.
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Wax candles fenced the interior of a dimly lit hut.  Red-orange gleams of flickering light contradicted a piercing blue radiance emanating from a brilliant blue ball hovering weightlessly above a wooden table that furnished the otherwise vacant domicile.  A haggard figure trenched in a thick, black cloak loomed frighteningly over the pulsating orb.  The figure paid no notice to the visitor, for she was too fascinated with the relic before her.

“Well, what is it now, witch?”  The reverend approached the wretch with the greatest of caution, and asked, “Why hast thou summoned me?”

The witch’s response came as a vacant peering into the orb.  Sick, blue light splashed across the hag’s face and for the briefest of moments the reverend could have sworn that the outline of the woman’s skull was clearly visible through her cracked, leathery skin.  For the first time since his original encounter with the Mistress of the Trees, Reverend Warwick shook in terror.

“Come now, woman.”  He quivered, swallowing his fear in dry clumps.  “Speak, for our time grows short.  The town’s people grow suspicious.”

“The time grows nigh,” the old woman croaked without removing her gaze from the glowing trinket before her.  “The promised one approaches, the first of the king’s knights, the darkling.”

“A Hellion,” he gulped.  “When is he to arrive?”  But Warwick’s queries were answered only with nerve-wracking silence.  “Blast ye, cursed wench!” he hissed through yellow stained teeth.  “How long?”

“The ball is unclear.  Wait, there is something else.”  She peered further into the glass. “There are others among us, town’s men.”  She gasped in disgust.  “Ye brought them here.”  She glared up at the reverend with dead, suspicion-glazed eyes.

“No, no.  I swear.”  His sole desire was to flee in terror, to run as far away as possible and bury his head in the sand as some ancient bird, but his feet were frozen and unresponsive to logic.  “They must have followed me.  I told ye they were becoming suspicious of us.”

“Us?” the witch snorted.  “Why no, ye poor fool.  They were suspicious of you.  For, it was ye who sought me out.”  The witch hissed, glaring intently at the reverend with pale cloudy eyes behind strands of spidery hair.

Warwick felt her hatred penetrating through to his very bones.  He paced anxiously in front of the small coffee table, and muttered, “No, no, no.  It was the only way.  The only way I tell ye.  I had no choice.  I had to do it for Anna.

“Who does thee seek to convince?” she asked, following the reverend’s every move with those dead empty eyes.






****
[image: ]







Jeffrey Rush wasted no time in retrieving the cavalry, and now a crowd of men from town gathered in the clearing in front of the witch’s invisible hut.  Armed with torches, pitch forks, and shovels, the soon-to-be esteemed constable, Silas Withers, managed to amass a small tribe to dispense with the king’s advocates.

“Are ye certain this is the place?”  Withers questioned from atop his salt-and-pepper steed.

“Aye,” Jeffrey said.

“I see no hut, are ye for certain?”

“T’is hidden, sai.”  Jeffrey searched feverishly for the spot through which Reverend Warwick had entered a doorway of solid blue light.

“And the Reverend Warwick,” asked Withers, “does he hide as well?”

Still scanning the woods, Jeffrey said, “Aye.”

“Very well, then,” Withers proclaimed, sitting tall in his saddle, his long dark hair held back in a ponytail.  He raised his torch to the darkness and bellowed a boasting warning, “Reverend Warwick, crawl out of your snake hole, now!”

The horses drew anxious, and the few of the cavalry who had not yet dismounted prepared to engage in this very activity now.  Withers stood in the middle of the clearing, muscles tensed back and ready to spring at the first sign of danger.  He held a torch valiantly against the piercing darkness.  In the other hand he brandished the battle axe of his forefathers.  He crept toward the tree line and the origin of muffled voices that sounded leagues away.  An intense buzzing carved deeper into his brain with every excruciating step.  Wither’s skull trembled, teeth wriggled, eyes tearing and bulging out at the socket.  He boasted another warning through a wavering and terrified voice.  “Reverend Warwick.  I repeat, come out this instant or we shall be forced to take drastic action.”

Jeffrey Rush wasn’t entirely sure Withers’ brag would hold water considering the fact that nobody knew exactly in which direction the reverend lingered.  Never-the-less, his patriarch’s proclamation instilled great courage within the young Mr. Rush.  With every step, that low thrumming rapped at Jeffrey’s frail frame.  He was only exposed to such torture for the briefest of moments, but more than enough for Mr. Rush to call it quits and shrink behind the soon-to-be constable.  From somewhere in the densest of undergrowth, a familiar voice did swell.
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“This is ye’r fault, ye heathen bitch!” the good reverend spat accusingly.

“Why, my dear boy,” the witch’s voice seemed oddly calm, “how dare ye have the audacity to bring men to my sanctuary only to insult myself and the king with such slander!”

Reverend Warwick shrank away in terror. The hovering blue orb pulsated rhythmically to match the tenseness in the air.  Violent shades of blue hummed and thrummed with such force that the very hut danced and weaved in step with the mesmeric beat.

“No, no, I...”  Warwick pleaded in a mouse’s squeaky diction.

“There is only one punishment for treason amongst the king’s court!” the witch cried, her words distant, emanating from some far-off plane.  She rose above the earthen floor like some terrible phantom.

The reverend felt his grip on reality begin to slip as the hut spun into a hellish vortex.  The intensity in the room swelled to volcanic magnitude.  The candles blew out.  And the orb fell dead.
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Silas Withers felt sick.  And not the kind of sickness he was stricken with at age twelve when he had fallen ill with the Potter’s flu.  This was an ailment like no other.  All his extremities felt as if they were comprised of poorly made springs and God just sent the world rocking back and forth.  Pushing back the acrid vomit rising in his throat with hefty effort, Withers, followed by the young Jeffrey Rush nipping tightly at his heels, trudged onward through the painful radiance that racked away at their bones.

The soon-to-be proclaimed constable disdainfully savored every bit of strain.  His body cried for him to set fire to the entire bloody forest.  But he was still true to his duty.  His Cree, his religion, the very dogmatic law of his fellow countrymen, which he’d sworn to uphold for the later part of his life, demanded he give a third and final warning before engaging an enemy.

“Reverend Warwick, this is ye’r last chance.  Either face ye’r countrymen or we shall burn this entire forest to its cursed floor.”

A pale blue light sank through the brush.  Crude lines of incandescence formed the outline of a clearly visible hut.  A misshapen door hung loosely on its façade.  The radiant blue glow pulsated to a distorted rhythm.  Shadows cast an eerie aura into the trees.  Towers of Ash and Maple shifted nervously at the roots.  A terrible thrumming tore tenaciously at Withers’ ears. The once bothersome vibrations erupted into a violent blast of energy that surged through the hut’s warped door and flowed ceaselessly into the forest.  Knocking townsmen and steeds back a piece.  Only Dasher, whose master had tethered her at a safe distance, was spared by the vicious burst.  The tremors swelled to an immense factor before cutting out without warning.  Dead silence.  Not even the screech owls dared to violate it.

Withers glanced back to see if any of his fellow townsmen had conjured the good sense to run for the hills.  But his men were loyal.  The most loyal of all being the young and idealistic Jeffrey Rush.  Feeling steadfast, Withers journeyed onward, followed by Rush (and farther behind and more cautious, the rest of the troop advanced).  A shrill scream stabbed away at the silence.  The men recoiled in confused horror.  No one even noticed that the once puncturing, thrumming that so furiously tore away at their courage was now absent.  The fear in their hearts deepened into a new kind of terror, that of the unknown.  Now all that remained was a feeble old shack with a crooked door that led into nothing but blackness.

Withers blinked in disbelief at the apparition that now stood so plainly before him.  “Rush, McCoy, Hawkins,” Withers beckoned with as much discretion as he could muster, fearful that his very voice would shatter the silence into mass hysteria.  The three men presented themselves in formation before him with lightning promptness.  “We shall investigate the hut.  Everyone else remain at your posts, flee only at the first sign of trouble.”

McCoy squawked, “Why, sai—”

“What is it?” hissed Withers.

“Maybe we should wait for the dawn of light.  After all, we now know where the traitor holds conclave.”

Teeth clenched, Withers snarled, “And by dawn they may have fled just as ye are willing to do now.”  Pivoting, he marched valiantly toward the hut.  The others, led by Jeffrey Rush, had no choice but to follow.  Withers stopped in front of the twisted entrance and swallowed deeply before turning the knob.

It was quiet, too quiet.  And the encompassing darkness took on a liquid-like quality that not even blazing torches could ever hope to break.  Withers crept laconically across the bare earthen floor.

“Is anyone there?”  Rush asked, breaking their oath of silence.  His voice sounded awkward and shrill, startling himself along with the others.

“Sshhhhhh!” Withers hissed through terror-clenched teeth.

Over in the far corner, a huddled figure slumped low to the ground, rocking rhythmically back and forth, and sobbing softly.

The three men stared at Withers aghast.  This was not the priest they sought.

“Are ye...all right, madam?” Withers asked.

No response other than the soft blubbering of a child.

“Madam, was there a priest here?  Did he hurt ye?”  Withers crept toward her.  His companions did not follow.

A maniacal air stirred about the room and the three young men wanted to be as close to the door as possible.

“Madam,” Withers said, still attempting to make some kind of communication.  “Madam?”  His voice rose just the slightest amount.  “Madam?”

The figure said, “He... he...he touched me!”  Her voice swelled to a fanatic pitch.

For the utmost of brevity, Withers thought the woman would resume crying, but she began to cackle with frightening lunacy.

Billy Hawkins backed toward the door.  Jeffrey Rush saw this, as well as McCoy (who was well on his way to following the only sane man left in the world).  Jeffrey, not wanting to leave Withers, looked back longingly at his deserting comrades.

“Come on...”  McCoy mouthed, silently motioning for the door.

“Where is he, madam?”  Withers persisted, still creeping toward the old woman.

“Come on,” McCoy repeated with a harsh nod toward the exit.

Jeffrey gave Withers one last foreboding look before obliging.

“Where is the Reverend Warwick?” Withers asked.  “Come now, speak!”  The soon-to-be constable expected the woman to answer in that quivering child’s voice, if at all.

What he got was a cold, flat, assertive voice of a man.  A voice Withers knew all too well. The voice of Revered Hansel Warwick.  The reverend, or woman, or whatever the hell the figure really was, spoke only two words to Silas Withers that night.  Two words that made the hairs on the back of Jeffrey Rush’s neck and arms stand up and demand he get his skinny behind the hell out of there in a hurry (nearly knocking over McCoy and Hawkins as he bolted for the realm of sanity).  As long as he would live, Jeffrey never forgot that voice or the two words that would hence forth plague his dreams.  The figure rose with such fluidity that Withers had become entranced.  Those words were: “Right here.”
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The room was silent, silent and dark.  Withers had no idea how long he’d been standing there alone in the darkness, nor had he any recollection of the preceding events that led him to his present predicament.  From somewhere off in the distance, the chattering voices of his fellow townsfolk were clearly audible, yet, oddly muffled as if emanating from some other plane of existence.  He turned; his body sluggish and heavy.  In front of him, only a few feet away stood an opened door.  The constable trudged toward it but was stuck in slow motion and his feet fell with the sluggish malaise of a nightmare from which he could not flee.  He marched for what seemed like minutes yet gained no ground.  The voices outside rose in urgency, pleading for him to get out now before it was too late.

“I’m coming.”  His voice seemed a distant echo.  The door slammed shut.  Withers’ panic alarm went through the roof.  He dropped his axe and torch (which had gone out some time ago). From behind him came a voice panting and grunting with rage.  Closing in.  Withers pivoted. Nothing there.  The door seemed leagues away.  His exit had vanished without a trace.  From out of the darkness a twisted old face feverishly rushed him.  It shrieked a terrible scream that sent the soon-to-be constable into a descending spiral of madness.  The last thing he saw before the phantom pounced upon him were the cold, dead eyes of a demon.
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“Well, this is certainly another fine mess ye’ve gotten us in,” Troll said to the Dog.  Troll ran a hand down the left side of his handsome face, fingers running over the scar the Dog bestowed upon him the first time they met.  The scar consisted of three concise lines.  Two of which ran from forehead to jawline on either side of his eye (though, his beard concealed most of the damage).  The middle line would have taken that eye, but the Dog’s blade had missed—narrowly.  But all that was then, and this, unfortunately, was now.

They hid in a small cave, seeking shelter from the storm, and boy, was it a thrasher. Lightning crashed.  The wind, rain, and hail came so fierce that Troll and his diminutive companion had no choice but to flee the forests.  Troll veiled his head with the hood of his bearskin cloak, hobbling as swiftly as he could haul all eight-feet and 450 pounds of him, via the aid of his ever-trusty staff, of course.  His soaked deerskin shirt and kilt clung to his skin as he plodded through mud and muck.  The viscous, brown liquid slithered its way through Troll’s sandals, settling between his toes.

The Dog scampered ahead of Troll on all fours, just as a real dog might.  His clothes were but rags.  Dark-green pants sagged at the seams and stitches as he moved.  A weather-torn black shirt cut off at the sleeves covered his childlike torso.  Previous battle wounds made the shirt appear as more of a retired pirate’s flag than an article of clothing.  An old and beaten cap with the letter “D” stitched into it in gothic lettering rested upon his head.  The “D” no-doubt stood for some long-extinct empire of athleticism.  A thick and scruffy beard stretched across his youthful face, while the hair dangling from his chin was longer still, gnarled and mangy, like that of a goat’s.

A custom leather belt carrying an assortment of knives and daggers hung snuggly around the Dog’s thin waistline, fashioned together with a silver disc-like object for a buckle.  Metal gauntlets rode his wrists and forearms, suspended by thick leather straps that protected his hairy skin from the abrasive metal.

The Dog led Troll into a clearing before stopping on the ridge of some bowl-like valley. Porous rock formations and twisted-black trees dotted the stony earth.  That was when Troll spotted the cave at the bottom of the ridge.  The climb down would have been arduous even if they weren’t pelted by hail and rain.  Somehow, they labored down the ridge and into the cave.

“We thank ye, oh Lord, for little miracles.  Aye, so we do.”  Troll eased back against the cavern wall and steadied himself with his staff.  The wall felt surprisingly soft, for a rock, anyway.  Lightning flashed.  Thick vines lined the interior of the cave like roots.  How odd.

Troll sniffed the air.  A pungent aroma, like rotten cotton filled his sinuses.

The Dog sat on his haunches at the mouth of the cave, peering up into the stormy skies with quiet fascination.  His golden eyes glittered iridescently every time lightning crashed.

“Stick ye’r head out further and see if the storm does not strike thee down, taunted Troll.

The Dog glanced over, golden eyes twinkled as lightning flashed again.  The light danced off the Dog’s gauntlets and buckle.  He tilted his head like a dog does when it hears a strange noise, a low guttural growl seeped out of him.

“Do not raise such a tone with me.”  Troll tried to get up but he couldn’t.  He was stuck to the wall.  “What sort of trickery be this?”

The Dog hunkered low to the ground, ready to pounce, teeth barred as he growled louder.

A most peculiar sound echoed from the depths of the cave, like some type of unintelligible clickity-clacking.  What could be making such a noise?  Whatever it was—the Dog didn’t like it.

The Dog shivered in excitement.  Golden eyes grew wide.  Foam dripped from his mouth, and ran down his long, gnarly beard.

The odd clickity-clacking drew closer.  Troll couldn’t see it, he couldn’t even turn his head, but he sensed the thing bearing down on him with incredible speed.  Troll made out another sound, something scuttling voraciously among the stony ground from behind.  Troll tried to turn his head again.  No use.  He tried to move.  He succeeded in wriggling his appendages, but he just couldn’t hoist himself away from the wall—try as he might.

The Dog fetched a ten-inch hunting knife from his belt and skillfully flicked the blade into the darkness.

A loud Screeeeeeeeee echoed throughout the cave, hurting Troll’s ear drums.  Something massive fell at his sandaled feet.  “What, what is it?”  Troll knew the Dog wouldn’t answer him—he never did.  A horrid stench rose and violated Troll’s nostrils.  Some time ago, Troll passed across a skunk’s carcass.  The body was well into decomposing; maggots writhed within the moldy and gamey meat.  Whatever lay at Troll’s feet smelled worse—much worse.

The Dog arose, strode toward Troll, and crouched on his haunches.

For a moment, Troll lost sight of the Dog before hearing a ploosh.  He caught another (this time, hefty) whiff of that aged and earthen aroma.  “What’s going on?  I want to see.” The Dog stood, knife in hand.  A slick greenish goop dripped from the serrated steel.

Troll felt a little better knowing that whatever the thing was, was now dead.

Eyes twinkling gold, the Dog stared off into the abyss.  He tilted his head this way and that, pointy ears twitching at the slightest of sounds.  Then he growled again.

Whatever glimmer of hope Troll felt moments ago, now sunk into the deepest recesses of his bowels.  “What?” Troll asked in panic, “what is it?”  Then he heard it, a frightening amalgamation of (what sounded like) thousands of...well, that was the thing.  Troll still didn’t know what those things were.  But they were coming fast, all scuttling and clickity-clacking away.  They were coming for Troll.  “Quick, cut me loose!”

The Dog pivoted.  He tried to free Troll.  No use.  Slick with gore, the serrated steel of the Dog’s blade had been rendered useless (at least, until he cleaned it).

Still, the demons in the dark closed in on them.

The Dog didn’t even bother going for another knife from his belt.  No time.  Instead, he tore away at the vines restraining Troll, with tooth and claw.

Not until the Dog disturbed the plants did Troll realize the smell of rotten cotton emanated from the viny tentacles.  The odor sweltered and swarmed within the cave, and for the utmost of brevity, Troll felt he would faint.  But he didn’t.

The Dog continued to gnaw away at the restraints.

Troll’s body shifted slightly, allowing him to turn his head.  Troll gazed down at the creature at his feet.  In the darkness, he could see it had long, spindly legs, giant mandibles, and was bigger than Troll himself.  That was when Troll noticed that the vines holding him weren’t vines at all—they were webs.

Lightning crashed.  Troll could see the creature’s massive hairy shell.  The thing was covered in spines and had ten legs, five on each side of its segmented body.  The two front legs had hand-like appendages.  Another flash of lightning allowed Troll to see the thing had dozens of eyes, all of varying sizes.  Those eyes almost appeared human—almost.  A chill coursed its way up and down Troll’s spine.  The monster before him was not a spider, it didn’t even really look like one, it was just the closest thing he could equate it to.  And there were more.  Coming for Troll.  He could hear them.  “Quickly now,” Troll said as the Dog toiled away at the webs. “Surely, this cannot be the end of Dog and Troll, can it, Lord?”  Troll opened his eyes.  He could see them now, thousands of the creatures, all of various shapes and sizes, rapidly marching across the earthen floors, walls, and ceiling.  They swarmed over top of each other, some as big as the one dead before Troll; others bigger.  The tiny ones looked like normal spiders but were anything but.  “Faster would be good,” Troll said.  His heart raced.

The Dog bit, clawed, and basically hacked away at the webs as swiftly as he could, but many a-strand held Troll.

The creatures approached.  Millions of humanoid eyes glowered at their prey in hatred.  The Dog bit away another bundle of strands.  They stuck to his face like silky-rotten strands of taffy. The Dog hacked and coughed.  His body hitched as if about to sick-up, but webbing and chunks of spider guts were crammed in his mouth, and he couldn’t.  His body heaved and retched in torment as he struggled for air.  “urk...urk...urp...uuurpk.”  Tiny rivulets of vomit drizzled out of the corners of his mouth and down his long, gnarly beard.

Troll’s stomach turned.

The webs held, rendering the Dog incapable of spitting out the obstruction in his throat.

The first wave of the spiders fell upon them.  The smaller creatures reached them first, crawled up their legs and into their undergarments, biting and stinging them.

“Hurry!” Troll called out again as the spiders chewed away at his flesh.  He was stuck there, helpless, being devoured alive.

The Dog did the only possible thing he could do to remove the obstruction in his throat—he swallowed it.  “Uuurk...uukuup...”  Several times he almost regurgitated (Troll along with him) as he choked back the vomit, guts, and spider webs.  “Uurk...ulp...urkkp...”  Somehow, he managed to swallow it all down.

The smaller spiders covered them.

Troll desperately wanted to swat the little buggers away but couldn’t.

The Dog didn’t even seem to notice them crawling all over him.

“Screeeee!”

The larger spiders emerged, nearly upon him.  He was about to call out for the Dog again, but no need.

The Dog grabbed Troll by his deerskin shirt with both hands and ripped his behemoth master free with brute strength alone.  Troll was loosed.  And not a moment too soon.  One of the larger spiders crashed its hand-like appendage into the wall where Troll had just been.

With one hand, Troll swatted the smaller spiders (those crawling on him) as he dashed for the mouth of the cave, his trusty staff in the other.  Another bolt of lightning crashed across the sky, but he no longer cared about the torrential weather.  Troll sprinted a good twenty yards away from the cave before he bothered to look back.

The very webs the Dog ripped away with his own teeth had attached around one of his bare feet, tethering him to the inside of the cave.  At the wrist of each gauntlet upon the Dog’s arms resided a small pinion just underneath each thumb.  He pulled back one pin.  An audible clicking sounded as three long serrated blades emerged in a snap, poking ferociously out at the knuckles. Dog did the same with the other gauntlet, arming himself with blades that could not be knocked away or dropped just as a spider pounced.  He wrestled on the ground, slashing away as spiders continued to fall upon him.  Of course, he only attacked the larger spiders.  The smaller ones crawled all over him, biting and stinging, attempting to pump enough venom into the Dog so that he might fall, and be their next meal.  Yet still he fought on.

What should he do?  He couldn’t leave the Dog, could he?  “Ye’r right, Lord, I cannot.”  Troll doubled back, keeping as much distance between himself and the mouth of the cave as he could.  A few of the spiders noticed his advancements as Troll climbed the embankment surmounting the cave.  They pounced, huge fangs dripping greenish venom.  Troll swung his staff at the demon arachnids.  Their innards splattered upon him.  Their green-black guts stunk worse than the webs.

The winds picked up.  The sky boomed with thunder.  The spiders fell.

Troll climbed to the top of the embankment, glancing up just in time to see a man-sized spider rappelling from the twisted trees above.  Troll drove his staff upward into the creature’s midsection, sending it flailing wildly backward.  The spider rolled across the rocks, bowling over a few others in its wake.  The arachnids stumbled briefly before scrambling to their feet. Regrouping, they charged toward the top of the cliff, attempting to cut off Troll’s escape.  He glanced up.  Twenty more (all good sizers) rappelled from the warped branches above.  Troll batted them away and inched toward the apex of the precipice.  The spiders closed in, surrounding Troll.  Can’t worry ‘bout that now, he thought, not when the Dog is down there fighting for his life.  Troll glanced behind him, finding just what he had been looking for.  He pivoted, wedged his staff between a boulder at the top of the cliff.  Troll put his weight into it. Another spider pounced from behind.  Troll turned his attention from his staff to one of the metal bands he wore around his meaty forearms.  He pulled back a pin on the band in the same fashion as the Dog had done with his gauntlets, except this time, instead of razor-sharp blades, a twirling hook followed by a length of thin chain-wiring rocketed out from the cuff.  The hook sailed through the air with such force as to tear through the spider’s armored body, slicing through two more of the beasts on the return trip.  The hook retracted into Troll’s cuff, and he returned his attention to the boulder.  The Dog fought furiously below.  With all the strength he could muster, Troll pried again.  This time, the boulder fell.

Without so much as an upward glance, the Dog bounded away (as far as his tether would allow) just before the rock crashed into the earth, squashing a bunch of the beasts and creating enough of a shock wave as to momentarily stun the others.  The Dog had just enough time to cut himself loose with his teeth as a spider regained its footing and pounced.  The Dog rolled away.

With the Dog free, Troll turned back to the spiders surrounding him.  They jumped, fangs exposed.  Troll twirled his staff around like a propeller, splattering their guts about the rocky surface.  Seeing something out of the corner of his eye, Troll tilted his head.

The Dog crouched beside his master, as if leaping straight up to the top of the outcrop in a single bound.

“Dog, to me!”  The duo stood back-to-back, creating a tight perimeter of defense.  Troll, with his staff and long reach, dispatched of any pouncing spiders while the Dog cut down any that managed to crawl underneath Troll’s range.  Slowly but surely, they fought their way out. Troll didn’t know how long they battled the demon arachnids, just that they kept coming—from everywhere.  The smaller ones were quick enough to break the duo’s perimeter, attacking their already sorely stung legs.  Troll’s lower extremities burned in agony.  He could only imagine the pain the bare-footed Dog endured.

The wind howled, thunder and lightning crashed ceaselessly above, yet no rain fell to ease the duo’s burning appendages.  They inched across the rocks, pivoting, turning, and fighting, before finding themselves at the edge of a cliff.  The river ran fiercely below.  The cliff was tall and flat, too high to jump, and too steep to climb down while still fending off the invading arachnids.  They were trapped.

The spiders encircled them but did not attack.  Then they parted, creating an aisle amongst them.

Troll realized the spiders were toying with them, as if saying, “Go ahead, run—if you can.”

Out of the aisle, the biggest spider emerged.  The beast was larger than the boulder Troll pried loose in order to save the Dog.  Its hide comprised of sharp spines; on its back was a red mark that resembled that of a skull.

“Dear Lord, if it be ye’r will that we die this night, please let it be a good death,” Troll prayed aloud as the queen spider approached.  Hissing, venom dripped from its fangs and sizzled on the rocky ground.  “...and let not our flesh decay in the gullet of these demons.”  Troll drove his staff into the ground, and said, “Amen!”

What happened next was a miracle.  The winds ceased, the skies parted, and a huge bolt of lightning crashed down amidst the spiders.

The force of the lightning sent Troll and the Dog reeling off the side of the cliff.

All the dead, dried trees made for excellent kindling, setting the entire forest ablaze.

Troll’s ears rang as he (and the Dog) plummeted to the racing waters below.  His vision faded as the ringing in his ears subsided.  The last thing Troll remembered before crashing into the river (and losing consciousness) were screams.  The screams of the spiders being burned alive.
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Dog awoke sluggishly, drifting past the treacherous waves of unconsciousness.  Two voices echoed from somewhere in the depths of sleep.  Their language was odd, some ancient dialect he couldn’t place.  Sifting through the darkness, he could not move, though his restriction was not from bondage.  His muscles simply refused to cooperate with the Dog’s will.  He tried to open his eyes but found them equally unresponsive.

The voices swelled and yet he could hear beyond them.  Birds gibberishly chattered away. Some scrapping sound that resembled the clickity-clacking of... The spiders!  The spider.  The fall from the cliff.  Troll.  A wave of anxiety came over the Dog as he tried to force his muscles to work, attempting any sort of movement he could muster.  His arms and legs trembled in violent seizures.  Further out still, children laughed.  Horses playfully trotted about.  Even Troll’s voice was now evident.  This gave the Dog the briefest moments of relief.  But still, he must try and move, must try and escape this motionless darkness that bonded him.

A few of the Dog’s fingers slightly wriggled.  A low growl came deep from within the Dog’s gullet, though no sound reverberated.  He began to shake his head back and forth, slowly at first, but getting faster with each pendular motion.  One of the Dog’s arms flopped spastically, like a fish drug out of the river swift, perhaps by Troll himself.  And if he could hurry in breaking his comatose façade, perhaps Troll might even share some of that fish with him (even if he did ruin the flesh by cooking it).  Troll—the Dog could hear his voice loud and clear now, speaking of some ancient flood of lore.  Dog’s entire body was in tremulous agony.  Almost fully awake now, he could feel it.  It would only be a matter of moments before he would be able to move again.  But then Troll’s voice drifted away, along with the horses’ hooves.  The gleeful squeals of children faded back into the darkness Dog swam against.  No more scrappity-clackity. Now all that remained were two voices:  One of a man’s, the other a woman.  Both sounded elderly and hoarse.

The Dog’s eyes fluttered rapidly behind closed lids.  His head rocked back violently, hitting the base of his cranium on something soft yet solid.  Dog’s eyelids shot open.  Sitting bolt-right, he examined the strange new surroundings.  He was lying on the ground over a bed of skins, in a small tent that was empty save for a few clay pots, a wicker basket, and two elderly, dark-skinned people kneeling on either side of him.

The man smiled and ran a cracked and leathery hand through his long, gray hair.  A brightly colored tunic wreathed around his frail body.

The woman’s hair was not quite as gray but getting there.  And unlike the man’s garb, her gown was that of a simple earthen hue.  In her hands she cradled a bowl that had been painted with a pigment made from beeswax and affixed with some sort of heat application.  The old woman offered the encaustically decorated bowl to the Dog with bright sunken eyes and a toothless smile.  The Dog sniffed at it—water.  Warily, he accepted the offering, sniffing at its contents once again before bringing the bowl up to his lips and partaking of the cool, fresh liquid.  Drinking deeply, he leaned his head back, though his green gaze never strayed from the elderly couple.  He drained the entire contents before handing the bowl back to the woman.

Water ran down the Dog’s gnarly beard as he gave the two a thankful little bow.

The woman took the bowl.  Laughing hoarsely, her entire face wrinkled in age as she rocked back and forth in delight.  A small wicker mat lay on the ground behind her.  His weapons were laid out upon it as well as his clothes.  Until now, the Dog hadn’t realized he was naked under the deerskin blankets.  Following the Dog’s gaze, the old man turned to speak to his companion in an old and broken dialect, yet to the Dog, who understood all languages, it was easily decipherable.

“Leave us,” he said to the woman.

She nodded, laughing as a toothless loon before taking her leave.  The bowl crooked in her thin arm, she rolled open a hidden flap from the tent’s veneer, exposing the exit next to where the Dog’s articles were lying.

The old man watched the Dog’s eyes as he rose to retrieve his guest’s dried garments.  “When the young ones first brought you here, I feared your condition was beyond our medicines.”  He bent down to hand the Dog his tattered uniform.  Dog accepted them, tilting his head at the old man’s words as if he didn’t understand them.

The man turned around to allow his guest to dress in private and went over to the mat where the Dog’s weapons lay.  “I am Chief here and it seems the Great Spirits have returned you from the land of ghosts.”  The chief assessed a metallic disc less than half a foot in diameter.  A groove divided the disc in two along the outside treading, with rivets to grasp on to. And on both sides of the disc were very thin dials.  The old sage picked up the foreign object, turning it over as he inspected the tool admiringly.  He fingered the dial on the front and six sharply curved blades popped out from within the groove along the edge of the weapon.  The blades doubled the object’s diameter.  The portable circular saw could be thrown as a disc and was fashioned to appear as if nothing more than a belt buckle.

“Such strange weapons for a warrior,” the chief said.  He turned the dial back in the opposite direction and the blades retracted just as neatly as they had ejected.  “What manner of game do you hunt?”  He placed the object on the mat with the other weapons.  He turned around to find the Dog standing there.

In the old man’s native tongue, the Dog spoke one word: “Man.”
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Troll said, “Now this be good smoke.”  He turned the elongated and decorative pipe over in his hands.  He inspected the feathers and dyes that wreathed along it before passing it to a chubby young tribesman with jet-black hair cut in a bowl shape, as were the tribe’s elders (who didn’t really look all that elderly, for that matter).  Black lines of paint tattooed the tribesmen’s faces in thick horizontal lines.

Troll, the Dog, and six natives sat in a circle, cross-legged on the blanketed ground of the staunch smoker’s tent.  Among the Wachati tribesmen were the chief, his son, three other men who made up the council of elders, and of course, the portly native sitting next to Troll.  While the chief (and one of the elders), understood the dialect that Troll spoke in, he refused to speak it, and so the chubby tribesman known as Montalvo, served as translator for Troll.

After they woke in the Wachati’s camp, the chief invited Troll and the Dog into the elders’ tent for private conclave.

Troll had many questions for the chief.  Where were they?  How had they gotten here?  But alas, such quandaries would have to wait until after the smoking of a peace pipe.

Montalvo passed the pipe on to the party sitting to the left of him—the Dog.

Both Troll and the Dog, like the other men in this cramped smoke-filled tent, were required to go shirtless.  Wreathes of flowers and tall grass adorned the newcomers’ necks, while the tribesmen wore beads and jewelry.  As outsiders, Troll and the Dog were not allowed to wear the trinkets of the tribe’s ancestors (which they only wore while partaking in the smoker’s circle), and so the children made these flowery adornments for their visitors.  These accessories were a welcome honor for Montalvo, as this was his first time being invited into the smoke tent; his first time in beads and paint, and he had Troll to thank for such endowments.

Dog took a whopper of a hit.  Troll examined every contour of the Dog’s face, uncertain of how he would react.  Dog managed to hold his composure long enough to pass the pipe off to one of the elders before exploding in a raucous hacking.  He keeled over, coughing in a fit, face a sanguine hue.  The natives glared at the Dog as if he’d just cursed their gods.

Oh Lord, tell me the Dog hasn’t caused offense.

The tribesmen glanced at each other with pensive severity.

They watched on in quiet fascination as the Dog writhed and spasmed on the ground, struggling to catch his breath.  Hack—cough—wheeze.  Dog lifted his head, eyes glazed over as a small line of drool ran down from his lips and long, gnarly beard.

Troll peered around the tent, prepared for the worst.

The natives erupted in hearty laughter.

Troll forced a hesitant smile as the chief said something.

Montalvo laughed before relaying his chief’s message.  “The chief say, he really is like animal.”  Montalvo pointed to the Dog.

“How’s that?”  Troll asked the chief.

The chief slowly drew from the pipe, savoring the rich smoke.  He held it in briefly, exhaling a long plume before answering Troll’s query.  He said something and the natives started to laugh.  The chief waved his hand, as if telling the men not to react until the punchline was delivered.

Montalvo said, “Because dogs don’t like smoke either.”  Then he and rest of the tribesmen erupted in hearty laughter.

“I like that,” Troll said.  “I’ll have to remember that one.”  He glanced at the Dog, whose face blossomed in embarrassment.  “T’is how God made him,” Troll said apologetically to the chief.

The chief spoke and Montalvo translated.

Troll focused his attention on the chief’s thin, cracked lips; hoping to begin to understand their jargon.

“Chief say he like your God.  He say your God and our Gods are fit to be honored together.”

“Our Gods are the same, for all are one,” Troll replied.

“How wise you are.  Though surely you agree, there are many faces of worship,” Montalvo translated for the smiling chief.

The chief’s son, Tecumseh, who had thus far remained silent, muttered something solemn under his breath.  The chief heard and turned to chastise his son.

“What’s he saying?”  Troll asked Montalvo.

The chubby translator shook his head.

Troll frowned but abstained from his quandary.  A heated dialogue ensued between the chief and his son. Troll could only speculate as to why.

Tecumseh spat angrily at his father before the chief retorted bitterly.  His entire face shriveled up in wrinkles, as if tasting something most foul.

The elders just sat there.  Eyes wide, mouths open in disbelief.  They gazed at each other as Tecumseh continued shrieking at his father and pumping his fists wildly in the air.

Troll glanced at the Dog.

He merely squatted calmly on his haunches.

The chief stood, barking unintelligible words at his son while waving a bony, admonishing finger at the boy.

Tecumseh spoke, his words were short and hate filled.

The elders gasped in disbelief.

The chief screamed at his son and pointed toward the tent flap.

It would appear he’s being banished, Troll thought, running a hand down his scar and stroking his beard.

Tecumseh turned to leave, reaching the tent’s flap before whirling around to face his father.

Brown eyes narrowed, he uttered something bitter.  Then he stormed out of the tent.

Troll didn’t understand their speech, but he read the hurt in the chief’s sullen face as the patriarch despondently returned to his seat.  Legs crossed underneath him, his feathery headdress in his hands, a long terse moment of silence elapsed before the chief timidly meet Troll’s gaze.

In total exasperation, the chief released a long sigh before speaking to Troll—in English: “Many, many moons ago, this land was savage with deep rocky cliffs, swamps and jungle.  Giant man-killers stalked these lands, laying waste to all who dare oppose or flee.  Then the Gods sparked a great fire.  Many were killed as we retreated in the caverns that lay by the river, which then was not the tiny stream that it is today.  I was just a boy then, but I remember the gray snow that fell for three wheels of the moon even after the great fire had been extinguished.  The land was unlivable for many seasons thereafter, but as a phoenix, the destruction held with it a seed of promise, and from the ashes sprung a great valley of peace.

“I was a man when our people returned from our exodus to the land of our fathers.  Just married to my first wife; I had three in all, and sixteen children.  All have now passed to the valley of spirits.  All except Tecumseh.  But even after all these peaceful years, some ancient evil lived on and now resides within the deep forests just half a day’s ride north of here.  At first the evil presented itself as a giant spider.  It killed many a woman and warrior alike, though mostly it preyed upon our children.  It would sing a lullaby and our young would wander away into the woods, entranced by its terrible spell.  Every new moon, when the skies were darkest, the creature would sing.  I still remember the sound it made, clickity-scrappity, scrippity-clackity.

“For many leagues it would sing, from sunset to sunrise, scrappity-clackity, crickity-scrap. And the children would rise from their beds, still asleep.  We tried all we could to stop them, but the children were relentless and hollow while under that siren song.  I lost five sons and two daughters to that terrible march.  We sent out small bands of warriors to dispense of this evil, but they would never return from the dark woods through which they had gone.  We sent more and more warriors into those woods, but they were also killed.  We did nothing but anger the creature that dwelt deep within the forests.  Out of vengeance, the creature would now come to our village every night.  It killed in stealth while we slept, singing us to sleep with that hypnotic song.  We had no choice but to arm the entire tribe.  We took turns staying awake, it is then when I first saw the demon.  As I said, it took the form of a giant spider with a red skull marked on its hide, though a spider it was not.  It was killed by two men who came to our village in our time of need.  They were heralds sent by the Gods, who died in battle with the beast, but not before teaching us how to kill the monster.  We were eternally grateful, yet the evil kept coming back, each time in a different form.

“As if a nightmare, the same series of events unfolded, except, recognizing the evil at hand, we united as a whole more quickly, and the beast was killed.  And for a time, there was once again peace among the land.  But our curse kept returning as giant monstrous beasts: snake, bear, wolf, bat, even ant.  As I said, I’ve fathered sixteen young from three wives, and all but one was taken by the evil that lurks in the woods.  I remember the feeling of hollowness entering my soul every time a child was lost.  I am an old man and close to death, Tecumseh is the sole survivor of my seed and will become chief when I join the great spirits in the land of winds and ghosts.  I have faced death by this demon nearly every encounter, and every time the beast would kill a member of my family or tribe over me, drinking from my pain and growing ever stronger.

“Tecumseh has the makings of a great chief, but he is still very young, too brash and headstrong to lead.  He wants to hunt down the beast as his kin before him.  It would honor him to die in such a glorious battle, but death is not for him.  Only one person is sacrificed every new moon, and that’s better than angering the demon and having it kill many.  Tecumseh thinks it cowardice and riles the tribe against its elders.  What a great leader he will one day be, already the tribe is split in twain.  But as I said, Tecumseh is the last of my lineage and I will not look upon the death of my family as what-ever reincarnation of that ancient evil stares me in the eye and laughs:  Scrippity-clackity, clackity-scrippity-scrap.”

Troll asked, “Are ye in need of exorcism?”

Gaze blank, the chief’s brow furrowed before speaking once again in his native tongue.

Montalvo translated, “The chief does not understand your words, but ensures you that any despair within the tribe is ours and ours alone.  He advises you need not get involved.”

Troll asked, “What was this demon’s most recent form?”

“The women believe it to be some sort of giant sloth,” Montalvo translated.  His chubby cheeks waggled as he spoke.

“Are ye certain?”

The chief nodded.

Troll glanced at the Dog.  He was beginning to be able to read the Dog’s mind, and the Dog was telling him to inform the chief of the events that transpired before their meeting the tribe.

And so, Troll proceeded to speak the only way he knew how—bluntly.

“The Dog and I encountered giant spiders nearly a fortnight ago.  Their queen was a huge arachnid...”

The chief once again furrowed his brow and peered questioningly at his tribesmen.

Troll decided to minimize his extensive vocabulary.  “Spider, with a red skull marking on its hide.”

The chief laughed in a voice so husky and old that it cracked.  Trying not to make too light heartedly of such a grave situation, the elders warily followed suit.  The chief spoke and once again Montalvo translated for Troll.

“The beast, of which you speak, does not control other animals, including insects.  For all fear this evil and strain to avoid it at all costs.” “Please here my words,” Troll said.

The chief paused a moment for reflection before bowing in concession.

“We were greatly outnumbered, but then the fire of the Gods arose.” The chief’s eyes brightened.

“Lightning crashed from the skies, erupting dry timber into flames.  I don’t remember much after that.  But the next thing I knew, the Dog was saving me, pulling me out of the river.”

The chief stared at the Dog.  He frowned, brow wrinkled.

Troll continued, “T’was a great fire indeed, one that spread for many leagues.  After nearly a fortnight, the beast, battle torn and wounded, sought us down to seek its revenge, but it fell in vanquish.  It was then that your men found us standing victorious and brought us here.”

The natives glanced at each other questioningly, murmuring feverishly in their alien language.  Troll wasn’t sure what to make of this, but he began to have one of his sinking suspicions, something he referred to as “twinklin’s”.

“Is it something I said?” Troll asked.

“No, no,” Montalvo said, waving his hands out in supplication.  He sighed.  Shoulders hunched, he said, “It’s just that...”

“Go on.”

“It’s just that, the things you say...they are, how you say...untrue.”

“I beg your pardon!”  Troll may have been a good, many things, but he was no liar and had no tolerance for being called such.

Intimidated by the behemoth, Montalvo shrunk away from Troll.  The chief said something that seemed to sooth the tension and Montalvo eased back a bit before relaying the old man’s message.

Eyes glinting in excitement, the words flew from his mouth in a blur.  “It is not our intention to anger you.  You are welcome friends to the Wachati and always have been.  Unfortunately, you seem just as confused as the first time you came to our aid.  But the truth is we found you both floating face-down in the river.  We thought you were dead, but you were not.  Imagine our surprise when we realized it was you.”

“I beg ye’r pardon?”  Now Troll really was confused.  He distinctly recalled the fall from the cliff.  But the way he remembered it, Dog had pulled him out of the river.  The two then journeyed for almost an entire fortnight before the queen spider, seeking revenge, caught up to them.  The Dog fought and killed the beast.  Then a small tribe of hunters found them and brought them to the village.  End of story.  Isn’t that what happened?  It was certainly the way Troll remembered it.

The chief, via his translator, elaborated.  “The two heralds we spoke of, the ones who came many moons ago when the first evil arose—the spider.  There was a man, as big as a beast, and a beast that looked like a man.  Together they showed us how to hunt and kill this evil.  But it was not nearly as easy as they had made it out to be, once they had passed and the darkness returned.”

Now Troll understood the joke, if that’s what you wanted to call it.  ‘Though Troll didn’t seem to find it all that humorous.  It seemed that two people who just happened to fit his and the Dog’s description had once visited this village and helped them to quell the evil lurking in the woods, if only for a short while.  But did the natives actually believe them to be the reincarnations of the tribe’s former heralds?

The chief, via Montalvo, continued, “Our saviors gave their lives to help us.  And now, nearly half a century later, you have returned to finally vanquish this plague.”

Troll and the Dog shared a look of bewilderment.

The chief laughed in general merriment, though the elders sat quietly, faces downcast.

Montalvo giggled nervously, gaze averted.

So many questions.  So much uncertainty.  Surely, there would be much writing for Troll to do tonight.
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Journal entry, late spring, third quarter moon.

It has been nearly a moon since first meeting the Dog, and several days since my last journal entry.  At least, so I think.  But, alas dear, journal, for my own thoughts betray me.  Why do my memories deceive me?  Why do I have nearly a fortnight’s worth of memories that the Wachati claim to be untrue?  I remember the Dog pulling me from the river.  I remember traveling.  I remember the Queen Spider hunting us down and the Dog’s courageous battle.  I remember encountering three young tribe’s men shortly after, who brought us back to their camp.  These memories are all so vivid, and yet, so false.  Why?

If what the Wachati say is correct, then there is no way the Dog and I could have been floating down the river for an entire fortnight, no siree.  We would surely be dead, dear, journal. That means that they would have fished us out of the river hours, perhaps even a day or two, after encountering the spiders.  And yet the chief, and thusly the entire tribe, insist that such a fire took place half a century ago.  And the fact that the chief said that this demon that plagues them now did not command other creatures.  It just doesn’t add up.

Did the Wachati really find us and nurse us back to health?  What did the chief mean when he said, “the first time we came to their aid?”  Have I been here before?  It doesn’t feel like it.

Furthermore, if the chief along with the elders and most of the tribe, for that matter, truly believe the Dog and me to be their reincarnated saviors, then why did the chief assure our involvement in this matter to be unnecessary?  Perhaps the chief was merely being coy, waiting for me to invite our services; which he no-doubt knew would be insisted upon.  That seems feasible if what they proclaim is true.  Perhaps, but I feel something amiss.  Hopefully tomorrow shall yield some answers, though I am doubtful.
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The sun beat down hot and without mercy.  In the part of the country, no vegetation thrived.  No natural water or springs.  No water at all, for that matter.  No game prospered except the vultures that circled ceaselessly above.  Only dust and rock, and nothing more.  The days were hot and long.  The nights were cold and longer still.

They called this place the Fields.  But fields yielded fruit and seed.  This place in the desert was where slaves were sent to toil until they died.  Yet when the slaves (all shackled together via a network of chains), labored in unison, carving deeper into the shelves of bedrock, they almost looked like grain swaying to and fro amidst a summer’s breeze.

The slaves used hoes, picks, axes, and shovels, all digging in lassitude through the barren earth at all hours of daylight without rest.  They mined for coal, salt, and other minerals through which to prolong the king’s devastating war machines.  ‘Though these slaves were heavily armed with tools, their captors felt no fear of revolt.  For the king’s myrmidon stood great in number and rich with armaments and steed.  The king’s men wore thick, black armor.  Their features shielded by helmets with the faces of animals carved on the masks.  They donned long-range weapons, whips, and speed-shooters.

The slaves were far too weak to wield such heavy tools effectively in battle against their captors, and so, had no choice but to toil until they fell dead in the dust.

They were fed scraps only once daily.  And water, only when their captors felt it pertinent. Many died from dehydration, malnutrition, or being beaten or worked to death.  Some just dropped dead out of losing all hope.  Hundreds died daily, but it mattered not.  For every hour of every day, the king’s army advanced in all directions, taking over new lands and enslaving thousands.  All were sent to toil in the desert that had no name; that is of course, if they survived the prisoner transport.

Enslavement was terrible, but not as terrible as the Lord of Black, slouched upon his midnight mare.  They called this dark master, Furion, Furion the Black, Furion the slave driver of the west.  And the master saw far and knew all.  There he sat, all day long, just watching from atop the highest precipices, surveying all that lay vastly before him.  And oh, he would laugh. But not in the tongue of man, oh no.  For, Furion was a dark wizard who cackled ceaselessly in a terrible voice that was understood by all men, in all languages, and heard for miles upon miles.  For, Furion the Black spoke not in words but rather, in the mind.  And this was somehow more terrible than anything else in the desert.  For, the body could be tempered and the mind occupied.  But once he got into your head, he took root and stayed.  He would cackle and taunt you, break you down.  Sometimes he’d even make you do things against your will.  Terrible, awful things.  And when all you could do was fall to your knees, screaming in agonizing torment, there he’d be.  Inside your head, laughing at you: Scrippity-clackity-clickity-scrappity.
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Troll awoke in a start to a high-pitched screaming—a woman.  And by the sound of it, she screamed bloody murder.  Star, Troll thought inexplicably.  He quickly forced those thoughts away—the fields, Furion, the entire dream faded as he roused himself from the deerskin blankets the Wachati provided.

Native tongues murmured heatedly.  The stamping of feet rushed off into the night.  Shouts, echoes, and shrieks.  Troll’s heart raced in excitement.  Some kind of commotion was going on outside.  Shaking the lure of sleep away, Troll glanced over to where a young native woman had laid a fur bed for the Dog.

Empty.

“Typical,” Troll murmured in the darkness.  Grabbing his cloak, he ran outside to see what could possibly be amiss.  Troll arrived late.  In fact, most of the tribe had gathered in a field, loitering about like lost children.  Approaching the scene, Troll asked, “What’s going on here?”

A young man held a skirling woman, trying to console her from whatever travesty had just taken place.  Considering the story Troll heard earlier, he figured it had something to do with the ancient evil in the forest that now came as a giant sloth.  A shiver coursed down Troll’s spine.

The chief stared solemnly off into the distance with the rest of the elders by his forlorn side.

Huffing and Puffing, Montalvo trotted into the field and stood beside Troll.

The woman’s ululating wails hurt Troll’s ears.  He wanted to cover them but didn’t.

Had one of her children been taken?  If you could call it being taken, seeing as how the child, entranced, just sort of wandered off on his or her own.  Troll extended to Montalvo a courteous little bow.  The pudgy translator reciprocated.  Troll was about to ask Montalvo something when Tecumseh marched up to his dejected father.

Face flushed red, Tecumseh’s veins protruded from his forehead and neck as he yelled in their native tongue.

“What’s he saying?” Troll asked Montalvo, who responded by telling him he’d probably rather not know.  “I see,” Troll said, stroking his stubbly chin in thought.

The chief and his son exchanged heated words for several minutes before Tecumseh pivoted toward the tribe.  He pounded his chest and clamored his decree.

The chief hung his head as a hushed silence fell upon the tribe, all except for the woman, now quietly sobbing in the arms of the man holding her.

Montalvo’s chubby face grew slack, eyes wide in astonishment.

The chief and the elders’ gazes affixed upon the ground, shoulders hunched, as if shamed children.

Troll knew what was happening, how could he not?  For, he’d seen it many times in his travels (at least, so he thought).  The son had challenged the father, and this time, it was for leadership of the entire tribe.

Tecumseh leaned proudly
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