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The Guardian Of
Borningdale

Simone de Albion first met
the gypsy on the road, along the forest’s edge.

The gypsy was a tall man,
with a prominent beak, and heavy, shaggy brows that grew into the
filthy beard clinging to his face. He walked with a limp and at
every lurch, silver flashed on his chest from under his rags. The
stench that rose from these rags was strong enough to cause
Simone’s horse to shy away.

The heir of Albion spat a
curse at the gypsy and calmed his steed, reining it in and patting
its neck. From the corner of his eye he caught rapid movement, and,
thinking that the gypsy meant to rob him, drew his sword and
whirled his horse. But instead of finding an armed opponent bearing
down on him, Simone caught only the flash of the man’s sharp eyes
and the whisper of his rags as the gypsy vanished into the
forest.

He rode cautiously for a
mile or more, but then sheathed his sword and continued to the
family estate, giving the matter only enough thought to comment to
his father, Count de Albion, that the number of vagrants on the
road was increasing. After all, vagabonds were known to be peculiar
in general, and gypsy’s
in particular.

If he could have seen the
future in a wise woman’s globe, Simone would have certainly thought
more about the meeting. He might have even felt motivated enough to
do something, whether wise or rash is uncertain, it may have
prepared him for the events that would unfold.

But the fact is that Simone
saw neither wise women nor into the future and instead busied
himself with learning the management of the family estate. This
estate encompassed the valley formed by the River Borning, and the
name of the river had provoked the imagination of Simone’s
forebears so thoroughly that they had named their estate
Borningdale.

A provocation that astounded
many who came across the River Borning, as it was more of a
burbling brook than a raging torrent. The locally accepted theory
was that when the first de Albions settled in Borningdale the river was far
larger and mighty wild beasts roamed the woods, and therefore
Simone’s mighty forebears had been more than justified in naming
the estate the way they did.

And so life moved on, in the
idyllic country way of Albion, as Spring grew into Summer and
Summer slipped into Autumn. The harvest was brought in and the
rents were collected as everyone, peasant and lord, prepared for
the icy grip of Winter. It was not until the week before All
Hallow’s Eve that Simone found cause to think once more upon the
gypsy.

Every year, on All Hallow’s
Eve, Borningdale hosted a tremendous celebration. The ostensible
religious purpose was to protect everyone on the night that the
dead walk the earth through a ritualistic blessing. The eminently
practical purpose was to give everyone one hell of a party, one
that would warm their memories through the cold dark winter months
ahead.

Naturally such a celebration
drew the usual crowd of mummers, acrobats, and dealers of greasy
kabobs, as well as entertainers of a less savory sort, and all this
rabble of road people set up camp on Edric’s Knoll. Edric’s Knoll
was just outside the village of Borningdale, on the opposite side
of the estate house, a location convenient to the entertainer’s customers and
relatively distant from the local authorities.

For a young man like Simone,
of course, such an encampment proved irresistible and as the sun set and the torches
flared, he found himself walking with a whole crowd of villagers
into the encampment. Naturally he was disguised, for it would never
do for a Count’s son like himself to be openly frolicking about
with the peasants. He wore a roughly woven tunic over leather
trews. And while most of the village folk gave him tolerant smiles
of recognition, some few were actually fooled.

Or so distracted by the
acrobats that they were not paying attention.

Still, Simone congratulated
himself on the effectiveness of his disguise and immersed himself
in, according to his mother, “the muddle of sin and depravation
gathered around a superstitious fear of death.” And was it ever a
marvelous muddle.

The acrobats tumbled and
leaped in beat with the drummers. Fortune tellers, in their
mysterious colored robes, lurked outside silken tents, searching the crowd for
anyone searching for answers. A short man, his bare chest cloaked
in tattoo’s stood in the middle of the way, a flaming torch in one
hand and a sword in the other. Simone watched in astonishment as
the man tilted his head back and plunged the sword down his throat.
His astonishment only grew as the man, instead of toppling over
dead, slowly drew the sword back out without the slightest
indication of pain and then blew a great gout of flame up into the
sky.

Beyond the sword swallower
were stands of kabob roasters, the savory scent of burning meat
drifting over the crowd. Hawkers wandered freely, casks of ale on
their shoulders, offering to fill a mug for a few pennies. In the
midst of it all the mummers had erected their stage and were
performing a lewd play that they claimed was the latest thing from
Paris. Just outside the press of the crowd, a traveling preacher
intoned his message, screaming about the spirits of evil being
everywhere, even in the most seemingly innocent and normal aspects
of life.

Simone paused by the stage
and shelled out the pence to get a kabob of greasy meat. It was
chewy and heavily spiced but it was hot and the young nobleman
gnawed on it as he watched the antics of the players on stage,
laughing along with the rest of the crowd.

A girl draped in streaming
blue silks drifted by, leading a loudly drunk young man. The girl
drew Simone’s attention as the pair slipped away from the light of
the torches and headed towards a group of tents pitched in the
darkness.

Curious, he followed them,
but only a few seconds after he stepped out of the light a strong
hand grabbed his elbow.

“Wait,” a voice whispered
harshly in his ear, “Watch. Do not make a sound.”

Simone almost protested, but
then he saw what was happening ahead. The girl broke her handhold
with the youth and dashed into the tent, giggling wildly. The youth
exclaimed, partly in anger and partly in delight, and chased after
her. Such was the drunk lad’s focus that he was completely
unprepared for the man that slipped around the corner of the tent
and dropped a wooden club across the back of his head.

The sap dropped like rock.
The girl in blue silks hopped out of the tent and helped the man
with the club go through their victim’s pockets. Then the man
dragged the youth away into the dark night and the girl started
walking back towards the mummer’s stage.

The whole incident was over
in less time than it takes to tell, and the hand pulled insistently
on Simone’s elbow, drawing him deep into the shadows where he would
not be noticed as the girl walked by.

“See,” the voice whispered,
“It is dangerous to venture into the dark unprepared.”

“They just robbed that boy.
That was the shoemaker’s apprentice! They might have killed
him.”

“He’ll have a sore head in
the morning,” there was a grim smile in the voice, “And wish he
could remember the night before. Maya and Sturg have been at that
game long enough to know not to kill anyone.”

“You know them? They must be
brought to justice,” Simone said, outraged, “My father will!”

“You waste your time and
his,” the voice said, “And you have far more important things that
need your attention.”

“More important that
enforcing the peace of the land?” Simone turned to face his
companion. “What could that be?”

The man before him was
dressed in layer upon layer of rags and wore a heavy hood over his
head. His face was masked, only the well trimmed beard protruded
out from the hood. He was hunched over, drawn as deeply into the
shadows as he could, with his head pushed forward to whisper. A
silver chain with a oddly shaped pendant dangled from his neck. A
beggar of some sort, possibly a merchant fallen on hard times. So
Simone read the man. At least he did not stink to badly.

“Nothing, Son of Albion,
nothing,” the man said, “But there is a far greater threat to
Borningdale than the likes of Maya and Sturg.”

“Like what?” Simone resisted
the urge to laugh, “The wars of my father’s time are over and
finished.”

“From farther back than
that,” was the grim reply, “I have come to help you, as I can, but
I cannot do it alone. The blood of the land won the first battle
and must win the second.”

“What are you talking
about?” Simone said, beginning to wonder if the beggar was entirely
sane, “What battle?”

“Have you never wondered why
this estate is named Borning? Have you never heard the tale of how
your forebears settled here? There is a great evil that they drove
out and imprisoned. It is on the verge of getting loose.”

“And you and I are to fight
it?” guessed Simone, with only the slightest trace of sarcasm, “And
imprison it for all the rest of eternity.”

“Yes.” The beggar’s
confidence intrigued Simone’s curiosity more than his
skepticism.

“And how do you propose we
battle this evil? Swords?”

“With this,” the beggar
grasped his pendant in one rag-strapped hand. “This will give us
the power to survive the encounter and, if we are brave enough, to
defeat the goblin.”

“Goblin?” Simone raised his
eyebrows, then looked at the silver flashing in the man’s hand. He
felt certain he had seen it before, “What is that?”

“A relic of power,” replied
the man. “Listen, meet me at the old ford midday tomorrow and I
shall answer all your questions. Do you understand?”

“The old ford at midday,”
Simone repeated. “But wait, why?”

“I realize this all must sound wonderfully
fantastic,” the beggar said hurriedly, “But the safety of you and
your people depend upon you. Do not fail them.”

“But,” Simone began but the
man was gone. Just gone. Not slipped away into the night, nor in a
flash, nor anything like the antics of the mummers. He was simply
gone. One moment standing right before Simone and the next there
was nothing except the bruised grass his feet had knocked down.

Suddenly the ridiculous
story seemed more likely, and the whole night was soured. The
flickering torch-shadows, which before had seemed so festive and
liberating, now seemed to clutch and claw. The shrieks of laughter
and delight from the village folk lost its happy glow and sounded
shrill and sinister in Simone’s ears. The mummer’s act, before so
clever and funny, had become crude and ridiculous in his eyes.

Feeling like an absolute
party pooper, Simone turned away from the festivities and went
home.

#

The next day found Simone at
the old ford, while his man servant lurked manfully in the nearby
trees. It had occurred to him that the old ford was quite secluded.
The new bridge drew all the local merchant traffic, making the ford
the perfect place to kidnap the heir of the local estate. By far,
the safest option would be to simply stay away, but something about
the beggar’s manner (and the way he’d vanished) told Simone that
there was something going on that he should investigate. Even if
there wasn’t, it was the most exciting thing Simone had ever run
across in

































































































cover.jpg





