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  Chapter one
The Bog Keeper


Stinking bog. Old and greedy bog. 

Always bubbling. Steaming stench of a bog.

It thickens and drops to grip the trees in muggy summer. 

It swells and bulges, burps and farts when we get the rain.

The rain goes in, but the water is lost. 





Nothing comes back from the bog. You see? 

Nothing.





All my years, not one thing ever came back from the bog.

Lucky me.





The bog has a smell. 

I smelled it my whole life and now it is nearly all that I can smell.

I smell it still, and not much else.

It never leaves my clothes. They never get clean of it, so I never leave these clothes. 

I don't need new ones.

No coin wasted on clothes.

I stick to the bog like it sticks to me. 

No coin wasted on the ever sticking bog. 





But If I get your coin, then the bog gets what you bring.

That is our arrangement.

You and me and the bog.

We each keep the secret. 

I don't have to know what it is for the bog to make it gone.

But step so close and the bog makes you gone, too. 





I have always been careful.

I have this old boat, you see. 

I bring it down from time to time. 

Use that stick there to push and pull, and I make my way.

Real slow through the bog.

I take whatever fits in the boat. No more.

Won't matter what. Just has to fit. 

Then I push and I pull, here or there. 

Real slow work.

Then it is over the edge of my boat and gone.

And that slurping bog smiles up at me.

Hard work, but the hardship is mine.





No need help lifting. 

Your coin has already touched my hand.

I'll manage the rest.












  
  Chapter two
The Bog


Bafael Osmere rummaged through his pack, pretending for a moment to seek the coin he already held. 
"Ah, there we are." He said. He held it up with an assured pleasantness, then placed the ship clerk's own coin into the palm of his hand.
"You are a man of your word." The clerk smiled back as he scrawled the payment in his book of ledger. "That's the first of your payments accounted for. A generous one, at that." 
"The second payment will come when you return for me tomorrow." Bafael promised, knowing full well that the next coin he paid would again be the last one he had just handed over.
"I have to ask," the clerk said, and Bafael raised his long graying eyebrow in curiosity, "Why do you travel all the way to this strange isle of Belkinor, of all places, only to stay the night and take the reverse trip the following day?"
"I've told you already that my reasons are my own."
The clerk laughed, then shook the thought from his head. "You, old man, are perhaps the strangest bit of cargo I've ever had the privilege of shipping. Good pay for this kind of service is hard to find, and from someone who isn't a complete arsehole? Well, now I can count them on a single finger."
"Too kind." Bafael smiled. "We strangefolk tend to earn being called strange, and we have always held our secrets close."
"For what you paid, nobody's prying. Especially not me." The clerk said. "But, I do have to ask."
"I don't blame you."
"You can't say?"
Bafael shrugged.
The clerk leaned in, squinting to better read any betraying notion across his face.
"You will have the second half of your payment when you return to fetch me on the morrow." Bafael said, smiled and nodded his thanks to the clerk.
"Such a short trip. For what, I can't imagine. Well then, I suppose your gold will have to be good enough answer for me."
"I suppose gold is gold, regardless of whose hand it is in."
"Hmm?" The clerk hummed the question absently, still marveling at the coin.

      [image: ]Bafael Osmere stepped from the dock into the town of Port Belkinor and watched as the mood changed entirely. The cheery overpaid smiles of his transporters traded quickly for wary-eyed town folk, suspicious of the newcomer. 
From them he received not a single greeting, smile or even a begrudging hello. He took the hint, and didn't linger long. Instead passed through the town, hastily retreating down its single proper road.
The cool autumnal air carried a dampness that lingered amongst the trees surrounding him as he ascended the hill. The climb proved itself an exertion and the cool air was a pleasant relief.
He rested on his walking stick for a moment at the top of the hill. He used the momentary reprieve from the climb to enjoy the last few breaths of fresh air before would descend into the sprawling boglands below.
And as he gazed down on them thought to himself that they were a sight to behold, if ever you fancied beholding with your nose as well. 
The gloom of the swamp was like a dark stain on the mind. It was as if dread had painted its own portrait in thick black watercolor and brown oils. The only redeeming light glancing between the wide roots of cypress trees from the depressingly pale reflection of the densely overcast sky above. 
If you let yourself look beyond the swamp and out toward the edge of the bog, it drew darker still. Here the leafless trees dwindled and broke, succumbing to the pull of the dread itself. 
Beyond that, all was buried in a thick and creeping gaseous fog with a stench that would make your uncle proud. But today there was a subtle breeze and the fog seemed a touch lighter than the last time he had visited this northernmost isle of the southern archipelagos so many years ago.
He filled his lungs with one last deep breath of fresh air and set his path downhill.
He reached the basin and shortly after found the bog keeper's pier. It looked nearly unchanged since the last time he had seen it. The only substantial difference was the bog keeper, who was younger than the last one he had known, but had already earned the creases around his eyes and the rest of his face drooped like that of a jowly hound well past its prime.
Bafael was already adept at being unnoticed when he needed to be, so he let the boards of the pier squeak as he trod upon them. Despite his best efforts the bog keeper hadn't noticed him, mired in his task as he was.
Bafael cleared his throat loudly, to no response from the bog keeper whatsoever, and so he decided to speak instead. 
"Excuse me,"
"Oh!" The bog keeper startled. "I hadn't seen you there," he said, looking up from the tangled netting he had been trying to turn into regular netting.
"Sorry. It seems that old habits are hard to break. I am quite sneaky, even when I am trying to be heard." Bafael admitted. "Are you the bog keeper?" 
"That I am. My name is Glarp."
"Well met, Glarp." He said, extending his hand for a shake. The gesture wasn't returned, so he retracted it right back and said. "My name is Bafael Osmere. I knew the last bog keeper, and I have hope you can help me as he once did."
"You knew my father?" 
"Yes, a little." Bafael's eyes went cloudward, and he scratched his beard in thought. "Hubarg was his name. And your mother must have been Gorgot."
"That's right." Glarp rang like a cheerful bell.
"And his father before him, Uldimir."
"Too true!"
"And before him, Yogg."
"Yes, Yogg the Frog they called him." Glarp said.
"Yogg the Frog, King of the Bog…" Bafael sang the opening line to a song long forgot.
"Oh, bog's blessings upon you. It's been a good many years since I heard anyone sing that one. If you know the rest of the words to it then you must already know my services."
"Some of them, perhaps. But I am here for something a little off-menu, as they say."
"Mind, I don't clap my hands at city words."
"My apologies. What I mean to say is that I'm asking for something that isn't often asked for."
"Are you now?" Glarp pondered as he scanned the abysmal surroundings on either side before taking a hushed tone, "And what is it you're asking, exactly?" One brow raised and his right eye bulged a little as he leaned into the question. Bafael couldn't help but lean himself away a little.
"I seek your guidance at a time most pressing."
"If it's a guide you seek, return on the morrow. I would be glad to…" 
"I seek no guide on the morrow. It has to be tonight."
"It can't be tonight. Of all nights, this one? No." He asked and answered.
"It has to be."
"Then I would advise against it, and my fee is doubled… tripled even, with no guarantee of your life over mine."
"What would it take for you to take me out on the bog tonight to see the wisps?"
"Bad omens, the wisps. You don't want me taking you any closer than where you stand now." He said, his voice seemingly already a quaver at the thought.
"If I pay triple and I pay all of it now, what would you say to my offer?"
"I would still have my hesitations." Glarp sighed. "But you triple anything and that's better than not, I suppose."
"Would an offer of three small gold rounds for your services suffice? That's one coined tripled, not the three."
"I will admit that three gold rounds is far more than any dark deed would ever pay." 
"I need your answer." Bafael gave his kindest smile.
"And you will have it. But, pardon my doubts. I haven't agreed to anything, and no coin has glistened my eye, let alone touched my hand."
"Yet you haven't even checked your hand." He said, tilting his head down toward it, in a gesture he hoped would seem beguiling and coy.
"Oh," Glarp said as he lifted and opened his palm. "How did you…" He started to ask, but his thoughts had taken him as his eyes glistened with the dimly reflected golden light in his palm.

"You may give those back if it suits you. I will just as soon be on my way." He said, offering an open hand.
"No…" Glarp recoiled and pocketed his bounty. He patted his pocket to be sure they were still very real within it, adjusted his posture for confidence and proudly proclaimed, "Tonight I take you to the wisps!"

      [image: ]The deck boards creaked, the ladder rattled and then the little boat wobbled as Bafael stepped down into it. And once in it there was hardly room enough for the both of them so Bafael held his small travel pack in his lap.
Glarp unfastened the oars from their leather straps, and set one of them so they were close at hand on either side of the boat. He stood and braced himself in as wide a stance as he could manage within the confines of the small craft and used a long and sticky black pole to push off from the pier.
"Water is thin here." He said as he sat, latching the pole to the side of the boat before taking the oars and resting them in their grooves. "It will be easy going for now, but I may end up needing your help once it thickens up."
"You'll have it."
"Good, good." He said as he pulled the oars, looking over his shoulder to navigate his way through these foul waters. "Can I ask a question?"
"Please do."
"That's good of you to say so. It would be an awful silence."
After a protracted moment listening to the boat creak as the paddles came forward, splash down then pull back again more times than he would care to admit he actually counted, Bafael asked, "Do you have a question?"
"I'm still thinking of one." He said, tilting his head back and then forth as if something was rattling around in there. "Or maybe I am trying to think of the right way to ask."
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