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Without warning, Errol’s Wendigo dagger began to glow with an eerie, eldritch light. While not particularly intense, the luminescence spread out to envelope Errol and Bander, who stood back-to-back, and their campsite.
“What are you doing?!” Bander hissed over his shoulder as the light from Errol’s weapon washed over him.
“It’s not me!” he responded. “It’s the dagger.” Errol looked at the weapon with something akin to fury.
Then, as suddenly as it began, the light from the dagger seemed to wink out. Errol was on the verge of breathing a sigh of relief when the forest unexpectedly came alive. Two trees directly in front of him started moving swiftly towards their camp.
Errol went tense; he involuntarily took a step backwards, inadvertently bumping Bander. The older man peeked over his shoulder, then turned so that he and Errol were now standing next to each other.
“Gods!” the veteran exclaimed, tilting his head up.
It took Errol a second to orient himself, for his mind to adjust to the spectacle in front of him. He quickly realized it wasn’t trees that he was seeing move; they were, instead, the legs of a gigantic hominid. Like Bander, he quickly adjusted his frame of reference to incorporate more height in his assessment of the creature.
In general, it was shaped like a man, with two arms, two legs, and a torso. Aside from that (and not taking into account that it was about twenty feet tall), the only difference between it and a normal person was that it appeared to have no head. Instead, its face was on its torso, with eyes on its pectorals, a nose below, and then a mouth on its stomach.
It was a monster that Errol recognized, but had never encountered: a Blemmye.
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Ward /wôrd/ –
1. A division or district of a city or town, usually for administrative, representative, or political purposes;
2. A person under the protection, custody, or care of another;
3. A means of protection or defense; to protect or guard
 
Warden /wôrdn/ – A person charged with the protection, custody, or care of something
 





 
 
Chapter 1
 
Anyone peeking in through the window of the Station House would have been justified in thinking that Errol Magnus was having a tea party with a doll. Errol himself was seated at the dining table, preparing to eat his breakfast. However, just on the other side of the table and roughly a foot from where Errol’s meal lay on his plate was what appeared to be dollhouse furniture: a miniature table with miniature dishes, miniature cutlery, and – sitting in a miniature chair – what appeared to be a six-inch tall male doll. Closer observation, however, would have revealed that Errol’s presumed playmate was actually moving of its own accord.
In truth, the “doll” was actually a homunculus – a supernatural creature formed of clay and brought to life with earth-magic. Berry, as the little man liked to be called (he insisted that his true name was unpronounceable by human tongues), had been the star attraction in a traveling sideshow for generations. However, the troupe of performers who ran the sideshow had actually been a family of monsters.
While most of the troupe had proved to be non-threatening, one of them had gone on a vicious killing spree and ultimately had to be killed herself. A fight had broken out when Errol attempted to bring the killer to justice, and in the ensuing melee Berry had escaped. Somehow, the homunculus had made his way to the Warden Station, and over the course of the last month had managed to make himself at home there.
From Errol’s standpoint, it wasn’t a huge change in living conditions. Berry essentially stayed out of the way, generally remaining unseen. Errol had broken up a couple of wooden crates and used the pieces to fashion a crude, scaled-down version of a residence. The minuscule structure was located under a thin sheet of fabric at the back of the Station House’s storage room, and Berry presumably spent most of his time there.
The Warden Station – which included the Station House, a barn, aviary, and a few other buildings – had been Errol’s home his entire life. In fact, as the job of Warden tended to be handed down from father to son, numerous generations of the Magnus family had lived there.
In this particular instance, Errol’s older brother Tom had taken on the title of Warden following their father’s death seven years earlier. Errol himself had assumed the duties (but wasn’t yet comfortable with the title) of Warden following Tom’s disappearance several months earlier. The circumstances of his brother’s disappearance were odd enough that one could easily assume that Tom was dead, but Errol held out hope that his brother was alive out there...somewhere.
Errol and Berry ate in silence for the most part, as the former was lost in thought and the latter seldom spoke.
“You might want to keep out of sight for the next few days,” Errol finally said as he finished his meal and placed his fork on his plate. “We have company arriving soon – possibly as early as this afternoon.”
Berry merely acknowledged this with a curt nod. Errol took that to mean that Berry was already aware of the fact that they would be having guests, which was entirely possible. According to legend, homunculi were incredibly wise – the repositories of all knowledge. There was certainly no denying that Berry was privy to arcane secrets, and he had helped Errol before – albeit with cryptic clues rather than outright information.
For the millionth time, Errol wondered if he should ask Berry about Tom. He had refused to do so when given an opportunity once before, mostly because he was wary of becoming indebted in any way to a magical creature such as Berry. Moreover, Errol felt that his ongoing refusal to ask about Tom had raised his estimation in Berry’s sight. He didn’t know why, but Errol felt it was extremely important that Berry continue to think highly of him.
Having finished his meal, Errol rose from the table. He then went to the Warden’s office, where he retrieved his log before retreating outside to the porch. There, on a bench near the Station House door, he sat and once again scrutinized his recent entries, making sure that all would be in order for his visitors.
As the name suggested, the log was a daily record of Errol’s activities as Warden. Maintaining such a journal (and a reference manual) was a requirement, one which the Magnus family had followed dutifully throughout the years, as evidenced by the high number of them that were maintained in the Warden’s office.
Unless it was important, log entries typically did not go into great detail about interactions with the human residents of a ward. Instead, they primarily focused on encounters with denizens of the Badlands – the region where monsters of every ilk seemed to abide in droves. Keeping track of the various creatures and weirdlings encountered (as well as their strengths and weaknesses) had become an invaluable tool of the trade. In fact, referring to the logs of predecessors had saved many a Warden’s life in the past, including Errol’s own. Thus, while he had once detested it as a meaningless chore, he now saw the value in leaving a chronicle of daily events.
At the moment, knowing the importance of maintaining accurate logs, Errol found himself battling a crisis of conscience. His duty was to report all encounters with monsters or magical creatures. Bearing that in mind, he had recorded his initial encounter with Berry when the homunculus was still part of the troupe of performers. However, he had purposefully neglected to include any reference to his erstwhile housemate since the little man had shown up unannounced on his doorstep. It wasn’t exactly an untruth, but it was a lie of omission.
That said, it wasn’t too late to fix things. He could always go back and “adjust” prior entries. Doing so, however, was likely to put Berry in a very precarious predicament.
The little man had already spent his entire existence as a sideshow attraction. Errol could only imagine that something similar – or worse – lay in store for him if the Wardens (or their scholastic equivalents, the Order of Scribes) got their hands on the homunculus. Errol had an odd feeling that they wouldn’t view Berry as a person, the way he did, but rather as a rare magical creature to be observed and studied.
No, Errol couldn’t – wouldn’t – let that happen.
His mind made up, Errol rose to his feet and peeked through a window back into the Station House. From where he stood, he could see the dining table. As usual, Berry had already cleared the dishes as well as his own miniature furniture.
Errol shook his head in amazement. Berry might not be the most visible or vocal of roommates, but he had made his presence felt in a very unusual way. Somehow, the little man always knew exactly when Errol would be ready for meals, such as rising for breakfast or arriving for dinner, and he always had the table set. Moreover, whenever Errol finished the meal and turned his back for even a moment, Berry would clear everything away. This often occurred in such a swift manner – sometimes in just a few minutes – that Errol knew that the homunculus was employing some type of magic. Apparently Berry viewed it as a means of earning his keep, and since it meant one less chore for Errol to do, he was satisfied with the arrangement.
Convinced that he was making the right decision in keeping Berry’s presence a secret, Errol returned his log, unchanged, to its proper place and then prepared to make his rounds.





 
 
Chapter 2
 
Stanchion Ward, the region that Errol was responsible for as Warden (or rather, acting Warden), wasn’t particularly large. It was primarily a farming community of about two thousand people. However, a good portion of it was nestled right up against the Badlands, so the people of the ward were quite familiar with the monsters that lived nearby.
In a perfect world, Errol would have made his rounds in a manner that allowed him to visit every area of Stanchion at least once per month. Thus, his goal was to visit each family and farmstead in his ward about once every thirty days.
Unfortunately, the creatures from the Badlands cared little for Errol’s attempts at organization and scheduling. They appeared randomly and without warning throughout his jurisdiction (although with a frequency that was disheartening), and as a result Errol found himself receiving messages about specific threats every few days.
This morning, for instance, he had visited the aviary and found that a raven had come in overnight from the Anselm farm. Hans Anselm, the current patriarch of the family, had sent word that a bladebeak had killed one of his goats. Thus it was that, shortly after breakfast, Errol found himself sitting astride his horse, headed to deal with yet another threat.
 
*****
 
The ride to the Anselm place was essentially uneventful. Errol spent much of the time thinking about the visitors who would be arriving at the Warden Station any day now and what their presence would mean. However, as he got closer to the Anselm farm, he tried to focus on the task at hand: dealing with the bladebeak. Anything else was a distraction, and out in the Badlands distractions could get you killed.
From his own experience, as well as studying the reference manuals, Errol knew that bladebeaks were large, predatory birds. About seven feet tall when fully grown, their underdeveloped wings rendered them flightless. However, what Mother Nature had denied them in terms of aerodynamics she had more than compensated for with respect to offensive weaponry.
First of all, bladebeaks had feet that ended in six-inch, knifelike talons that could eviscerate a man with mind-boggling ease. Also, despite weighing more than an adult human being, they were incredibly fast and agile. Finally, there was the bird’s namesake: a razor-sharp, three-foot-long bill that was as hard as steel, and which the birds wielded as efficiently as a master swordsman. In short, like most other beasts from the Badlands, bladebeaks were inherently and extraordinarily dangerous.
All this and more went through Errol’s mind several times as he approached the Anselm farm. Once there, one of the younger Anselm children – a boy about eight years old – informed Errol that his father was out working at the far edge of their property. Errol thanked him, and then headed in the direction the boy had indicated. A short time later, he rode up on Hans Anselm.
Thin and wiry, Hans was busy repairing a wooden corral fence that currently had a small gap in it. His shirt was off, and Errol noticed that – like many in Stanchion – his generally pale skin sported a generous tan, courtesy of many hours working in the sun. Within arm’s reach of the man, Errol saw a throwing axe, a loaded crossbow, and a quiver full of arrows. This was unsurprising; although most of the Anselm property consisted of land cleared for farming, not thirty yards from where the fence was located the terrain gave way to a dense and unsettling tree line that marked the edge of the Badlands. Anyone working this close to the monsters’ home was wise to have a full stock of weapons on hand.
Noting Errol’s arrival, Hans stopped working for a moment and reached for his shirt, which was resting on a fencepost.
“Warden,” Hans said in greeting, using his shirt to wipe the sweat from his brow.
“Hans,” Errol said with a nod, unused to being addressed by title rather than name by the people of Stanchion.
Hans, however, was a transplant; he had actually been born and raised in a distant ward. Upon the death of his grandparents (the previous owners of the Anselm farm), there had been some kind of lottery within the family as to who should inherit the place, and Hans had won. Shortly thereafter, he and his new bride had moved to Stanchion and taken over the farm. That had been almost twenty years earlier, but – despite being welcomed and accepted in Stanchion – Hans was still stiff and formal in several respects.
“Come,” Hans said, dismissing with any further pleasantries. “Let me show you.”
Without waiting to see if Errol would follow, Hans grabbed the loaded crossbow, slung the quiver of arrows over his shoulder, and then stepped through the gap in the fence and began walking towards the tree line. The Badlands.
Errol hopped down from his horse, hitched the animal to a fencepost, then followed in Hans’ wake. He held his warding wand in one hand and his Wendigo dagger in the other.
“Normally, I wouldn’t have bothered you with something like this, Warden,” Hans said, speaking as they walked. “Bladebeaks are migratory birds; they used to pass through Kaper – the ward that I’m from – all the time, and we rarely had an issue with them.”
Errol nodded in agreement, even though Hans was ahead of him and couldn’t see the gesture. Although bladebeaks might come near populated areas, they usually avoided contact with human beings.
As they walked, Errol noticed that there weren’t many trees between the fence and the Badlands. However, there was an inordinate amount of high grass that whipped back and forth like land-bound ocean waves.
At about the midway point between the fence and the tree line, Errol saw what appeared to be a small red mound of earth lying on top of the grass. As they grew closer, however, he was forced to retract his original assessment. It wasn’t red dirt that he was seeing; it was a carcass.
This was obviously the slaughtered goat that had been mentioned in Hans’ message. There was enough of the animal left for Errol to determine what it had been, but its death had clearly been gory.
The goat’s head had almost been completely severed from its body. Parallel claw marks showed where its belly had been viciously ripped open. Finally, huge chunks of flesh seemed to have just been yanked out of the poor beast. All in all, it appeared to have been the victim of a butcher gone mad.
Oddly enough, there were no flies or other vermin buzzing around the carcass. Normally, Errol would have expected a huge swath of insects to be incessantly droning and flying around as they attacked the goat’s remains. Even more, he couldn’t find the telltale signs of a struggle that would typically have accompanied this kind of altercation between predator and prey. Then the answer dawned on him.
“It wasn’t killed here,” Errol said. It was more of a statement than a question.
“No,” Hans responded. “I dragged it out to this spot.”
Errol nodded in understanding. A fresh carcass was likely to attract all kinds of nasty visitors from the Badlands. Hans had moved the goat’s remains out here in an attempt to keep additional predators off his farm.
Noting the ground around the goat for the first time, Errol suddenly had an inkling as to why no insects had come near the carcass yet. Etched into the dirt around the remains were some symbols that he recognized. It was clear to him what it happened.
Not only had Hans dragged the carcass from his property (a wise move under any circumstance), but he had also, as an extra precaution, traced a crude ward around it to prevent insects and animals from detecting it.
This wasn’t completely unusual. Most residents who live near the Badlands were familiar with warding to some degree. You couldn’t live that close to living nightmares and not know it. Still, Hans was to be commended for the actions he had taken.
“Can you show me where you found it?” asked Errol.
Hans nodded and started walking, again assuming that Errol would follow him. A few minutes later they were back inside the fence, with Errol studying a well-trampled area of ground not too far from where Hans had been working.
“I was making some repairs nearby when I heard the goat bleat,” Hans said. “It sounded distressed, so I came running over. I arrived just in time to see the bladebeak carve it up. I hit the ground and didn’t move until well after it had fed and left.”
Errol listened to Hans’ story dispassionately. His attention was focused on the wide expanse of grass stained a rusty, reddish-brown by dried blood. This was certainly where the goat had met its end. And, as if he needed additional evidence, he could clearly see the tracks made by the bladebeak’s feet. Naturally, they led straight back towards the Badlands.
Errol sighed. It was time to go to work.





 
 
Chapter 3
 
Errol moved swiftly and silently through the heavily-wooded Badlands, following the bladebeak’s trail. Being trained as a Warden meant that he was a master tracker, and to Errol the route the monster had followed couldn’t have been clearer if it were marked with road signs.
For weapons, Errol had brought along his mainstays: his warding wand and Wendigo dagger. The wand was a tool that helped Errol focus his magic, whether in crafting wards or blasting monsters. The dagger, made from the bones of a legendary monster, was a magical item itself, and unlike any other blade in existence. Errol had come to possess it under unusual circumstances, and – although it had proved itself to be invaluable – it was still something of a mystery, even to him.
In addition to his wand and dagger, Errol had also brought a longsword with him, which was currently sheathed at his side, like his dagger. While his preference was actually for ranged weapons (crossbows and such), he had actually been trained in the use of a wide variety of arms and was proficient with virtually all of them, including swords. From Errol’s perspective, the bladebeak would already have a height advantage; with any luck, the sword (should he have to use it) would offset the monster’s reach.
Finally, Errol carried a bola – three heavy, metal balls attached to a thick cord. Along with his wand, it was one of the weapons that he currently carried in his hands at-the-ready.
As he advanced, warily noting every movement and sound, Errol tried to decide what would be the best way to deal with the bladebeak after he came across it. The bird hadn’t yet attacked a person, and his brother Tom had always been lenient under those circumstances; rather than kill such a creature, Tom would usually place a magical impulse on it – a desire to stay away from areas populated by people. It wasn’t until a person was injured that Tom would feel compelled to kill even the most dangerous of monsters. Errol, following his brother’s example, tried to operate in the same manner.
After about half an hour, Errol began to hear several odd but distinctive sounds, including a low-level droning accompanied by the cry of several species of bird. He knew almost instinctively what it was, and wasn’t surprised that the bladebeak’s trail led in the direction of the noise. And, as if he needed further assurance that his assumption was correct, his nose was assaulted by a scent he was all-too familiar with: the smell of decaying flesh.
After a few minutes, he came to a small clearing and saw, at least in part, exactly what he expected: insects buzzing ceaselessly around animal remains, along with crows and other carrion birds noisily trying to score a meal. What took him by surprise, however, was the sheer number of carcasses. There had to be at least a dozen of them, including deer, a dog-sized reptile, and even a wolf.
This was clearly the work of the bladebeak, as its tracks were all over the place. Even more, it was obvious that many of the animals had been dragged to this spot. The question was why.
From what he knew of them, bladebeaks didn’t operate like this. They were predatory birds, so killing was definitely in their nature, but they were – as Hans had said – migratory. Staying in one spot and accumulating kills like this was far out of character. Was the animal sick in some way? If so, was it contagious? Could it spread to humans?
Errol took a deep breath, trying to make sure that he remained calm. Whatever was causing the bladebeak’s aberrant behavior, worrying about it wasn’t going to make things any better. He needed to focus on the things he could control. With that in mind, he concentrated on what he’d have to do to eliminate the bladebeak as a threat to his ward.
Ordinarily, once he found a path or trail frequented by quarry he was pursuing, Errol would etch an immobilization ward on the ground. The next time the creature came along and stepped on it, the ward would activate, essentially paralyzing it. At that juncture, Errol could safely place the necessary impulse upon it. Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure if the same modus operandi would work in this instance.
For starters, the bladebeak’s tracks were all over the place. It didn’t seem to have one set trail that it followed, so there was no surefire place to draw a ward where he’d be certain the bird would come into contact with it.
In addition, the carcasses in the area had attracted innumerable vermin. Without special preparation, which Errol didn’t think he had time for, any number of the scavengers might trigger the ward that was meant for the bladebeak.
While Errol took a few moments to consider his options and contemplate the best course of action, the decision was actually taken from him. Without warning, the air was suddenly thick with bodies as the crows and other carrion birds took flight, cawing madly. Likewise, many of the earthbound scavengers fled as well, scurrying away into the dense foliage of the forest, burrowing underground, etc. It only took Errol a second to realize what it all meant.
The bladebeak was approaching.
Errol quietly retreated from the clearing back to the cover of the trees. Crouching down behind dense foliage, he watched the clearing intensely, holding his breath so as to avoid making any sound. A few moments later, he was rewarded with his first glimpse of the bladebeak as the monster bird stepped into the open from the dark recesses of the forest on the opposite side of the clearing.
As expected, the bird was tall – at least a foot-and-a-half above Errol’s own six-foot height. Its plumage was a mixture of fiery red and snow-white feathers. Finally, its beak – all three feet of it, attached to a head that was as large as a human being’s and which sat atop a long sinuous neck – was both beautiful and terrifying at the same time. All in all, it was a magnificent creature.
The bladebeak lifted its head, seeming to sniff the air. For a brief moment, despite the pungent aroma coming from the animal carcasses in various stages of decay in the clearing, Errol worried that it might be able to smell him. He breathed a sigh of relief a moment later when the bird stepped over to one of the fresher carcasses and began feeding. Apparently it had been sniffing to determine the decomposition of its meals as opposed to looking for an enemy.
The bladebeak placed a foot on a deer carcass and bent down, hacking at the animal with its beak before grabbing a strip of flesh and ripping it loose. As the bird fed, Errol slowly rose up from his hiding place. He raised the bola up, inadvertently causing the metal balls to clink together softly but audibly. He winced at the noise, fearful that the bladebeak had heard it.
He need not have worried. Although the birds and animals in the forest canopy were being particularly quiet, at ground level the incessant buzzing of insects effectively masked any nearby noises.
Confident that he couldn’t be heard, Errol began to twirl the bola above his head after stepping out into an area where he had a clear line of sight to the bladebeak. After a few moments, he felt that he had the right rhythm and momentum; he released the bola.
As a weapon, the bola was essentially designed to wrap around the limbs of one’s quarry, entangling their legs and making it impossible for them to run. In this instance, Errol’s primary goal was to remove the bladebeak’s talons as weapons, as well as limit the bird’s mobility.
Unfortunately, just as Errol threw the bola, a mangy crow dropped down from the trees directly in its path. The bird didn’t get entangled, but it clipped the weapon, throwing it off-target and sending it tumbling into the grass just before it reached its mark. As it hit and rolled along the ground, the bola’s metal balls clanged together, sounding as loud as cymbals to Errol’s ears.
The sound made the bladebeak look up, screeching in alarm. It looked at the bola coming to rest on the ground near its feet, then scanned the area looking for the source of the weapon. It was only a moment before its gaze landed on Errol, who knew exactly what that menacing stare meant. A second later, the bird gave an earsplitting scream and charged.
Errol raised his warding wand, pointing it at the bird and at the same time muttering a word of power. A blue spark of light shot out from the wand, heading straight for the bladebeak.
It wasn’t a powerful spark – nowhere near what a Warden was truly capable of creating – but it was strong enough. It struck the bladebeak in the breast, knocking the wind out of it and filling the air with a barage of crimson- and snow-colored feathers as the animal went flying backwards. The bird went tumbling through the air, flung back across the clearing and into the trees, where it crashed through some mid-sized shrubs and hit the ground with an audible thud.
Errol raced over to where the bird had gone down, determined to press his advantage. But when he got there, he saw…nothing. Errol glanced around; he hadn’t actually seen the bird hit the ground, but he was certain that he was in the right spot. However, the bird wasn’t there.
Suddenly, Errol had a very bad feeling about the situation he was in. He put away his wand and drew the longsword, needing both hands to properly wield the heavy blade. The act came not a moment too soon, because the next moment he was fighting for his life.
It seemed like he’d barely cleared his weapon from its scabbard when the bladebeak, surprisingly quiet for such a large animal, stepped from behind a nearby tree and swung its namesake weapon at his neck. Errol barely got his own sword up in time to parry, and the sound of their impact as blade met beak was a ringing that reverberated through the forest, like metal on metal.
The bird’s neck swayed suddenly, and it stabbed its beak at Errol’s chest. He was only just able to deflect what would clearly have been a killing strike.
What followed next was an unrelenting flurry of thrusts and strokes on the part of the bladebeak. Jeez, but the thing was fast! In addition, it handled its weapon like a trained fighter – as if it had taken lessons from a master swordsman at some point! Moreover, the bird had practically taken Errol by surprise. As a result, he’d never really had a chance to properly set his feet and had been giving ground, retreating, from the first swordstroke as the bird pressed its advantage.
As bad as all that was, it wasn’t the worst part about this particular battle. What was far more frightening than the simple fact that the bird was a fast, fearless, and skilled fighter was this: Errol was getting tired.
The longsword was nowhere near his weapon of choice; while he had certainly trained with it (as well as innumerable other blades), he’d always found it to be somewhat cumbersome, with the advantages that it provided, such as reach and deadliness, greatly offset by the loss of speed and endurance. Thus, it was no surprise that – a mere thirty seconds into his battle with the bladebeak (which was probably ten seconds longer than he would have preferred) – Errol realized that he was in serious trouble. His defensive strokes (which were all he’d been able to manage) were getting slower, and it wouldn’t be long before he failed to stop a killing blow.
Suddenly, the bird changed tactics. Errol, wearily keeping his sword in position to ward off an attack from his opponent’s beak, was caught off-guard (and almost eviscerated) when the bladebeak’s foot shot out towards his midsection. He instinctively hopped backwards, contorting his body in the process in an effort to avoid the bird’s deadly talons. As it was, he was almost too slow; razor-sharp claws sliced through his shirt and scraped agonizingly across his belly. Errol grunted in pain, but stayed on his feet. However, the bird followed up its claw attack with a swing of its beak. This time, Errol – exhausted and hurting – didn’t even try to raise his own sword. Instead, he simply gave ground, shuffling his feet backwards.
At this point, Errol’s steady retreat had brought him almost back out into the clearing. Unfortunately, he was paying more attention to his assailant than his environment, and a moment later his right heel smacked up against a sturdy root sticking up from the forest floor. Errol went to the ground backwards, limbs flailing.
The bladebeak screeched in triumph, rushing forward and stabbing down. Errol abandoned his sword, rolling swiftly to the side to avoid the bird’s attack. He felt, rather than saw, that terrible beak slice into the ground where his chest had lain a moment before. He rolled again as the bird continued its attack, and – although the beak missed him as before – this time he felt excruciating pain near his spine as the bladebeak, employing its claws again, raked its talons along his defenseless back.
Ignoring his wounds, Errol continued rolling until he was on his stomach once more, then immediately drew in his legs so that he came up on his fingertips and toes. Maintaining his momentum, he launched himself sideways as the bladebeak struck down and missed a third time.
Errol hit the ground and rolled, coming up on his feet exhausted, breathing heavily, and fully expecting to see the bladebeak bearing down on him. Therefore, it was a bit of a surprise to him when, instead of finding himself about to be run through, he saw the bird with two-thirds of its beak still buried in the ground. Moreover, the bladebeak produced a kind of sad whimpering as its feet clawed madly at the ground, digging up huge clumps of dirt.
It was immediately evident to Errol what had happened. Although the bird had missed him with its last thrust, it had obviously penetrated something else – some object buried under the ground. It was stuck!
Errol grinned, almost unable to believe his luck. However, the way the bird was scooping up dirt, his luck wouldn’t last long.
Looking around, Errol quickly spied his sword on the ground not too far from where the bladebeak was trapped. He quickly retrieved it, smiling, then turned and walked leisurely towards the animal with a self-satisfied smile on his face. It was a nigh-fatal error.
As he approached, the bladebeak’s foot zipped towards him without warning, almost finishing the job that it had begun on his stomach earlier and making the smug look on his face immediately disappear. The foot actually connected with the longsword, which had been hanging loosely in Errol’s hand and which he’d tried to use in a halfhearted attempt to block his opponent’s talons. Errol watched in surprise as the sword went flying off into the trees.
The bladebeak braced its legs, and then its neck went taut as it seemed to make a weird grunting noise. The area of earth around the buried portion of its beak began to part and shift upwards, as if something were boring its way out of the ground. The bird trembled bodily with the strain of the effort, but slowly, unbelievably, its beak (and whatever was attached to it) began lifting up from the ground.
Errol stared in shock as the beak finally cleared the ground and he saw what it had pierced: a thick piece of tree bark that, although clearly buried for a long period of time, was still amazingly firm.
Errol’s mind raced through his options. With that piece of bark on the end, the beak wouldn’t be as effective as previously, but was still a hazard – especially since he no longer had his sword. The true threat now was quite likely the bird’s talons; he needed a counter to them.
The bola!
Errol scanned the area wildly as the bladebeak shook its head in an effort to dislodge the wood it had impaled.
There! On the ground just a dozen yards away!
Errol broke out in a run. The bird, noticing the movement, attempted to screech as it gave chase. However, its movement and speed were awkward and ungainly, as it had to hold its head in an unnatural position to see around the wood on its beak. That gave Errol a few extra precious – but necessary – seconds as he reached the bola. He bent down and scooped it up essentially without stopping, and in almost a single motion twirled it twice over his head and flung it at the bladebeak’s legs.
It was far from his best throw. In fact, thrown without proper balance or aim and with far too little momentum, it was downright ugly. Still, Errol was pleased to see that it got the job done, wrapping around the lower portion of the bird’s legs and tripping it up. The bladebeak went down hard, smacking its head solidly on the ground and then skidding for a few feet before coming to a halt almost directly in front of Errol.
The bird groaned, then raised its head slightly and shook it from side to side, obviously dazed. Errol stepped forward and put his boot on its neck just below its head. He pressed down, forcing the animal’s head and beak back towards the ground and practically making the bird immobile.
Errol drew his dagger. He had been prepared earlier to place an impulse on the bird and let it move on. Unfortunately, in his battle with it, the bladebeak had displayed an open willingness to attack people. Thus, if he let it go, there was a very good chance that it would kill someone. Still, he hated to take the life of such a magnificent animal, and – although he hated to admit it – the way the bird had fought had earned his respect. Nevertheless, despite his admiration for the bladebeak, his duty as Warden came first. He bent down to slice its throat.
The bird’s eyes seemed to roll around its head wildly, and it croaked audibly – a sad, melancholy warbling that, although muffled somewhat by the wood still impaled on its beak, was full of sorrow and woe. The sound took Errol so by surprise that he immediately stopped just as his dagger was about to connect with the bladebeak’s throat. There was something in that sound, that call, that echoed through him, made him figuratively sit up and take notice. This was more than just the cry of a dumb animal or beast of the Badlands, and he realized that it had an import that quite likely was beyond his ability to recognize.
His hand stayed, Errol stood there contemplating what his next course of action should be. That’s when he heard it: a noise much like that the bladebeak had made, but…different. Higher. Smaller. Coming from some place nearby.
Errol looked down at the bladebeak, thinking. The other warbling came again. Wondering if he was making a mistake, Errol lifted his foot off the bird’s neck. It remained on the ground, still addled from the tumble it had taken but slowly recovering. Still on edge, Errol turned and ran out of the clearing, through the forest towards the other sound he’d heard.
A few minutes later, he came across something unexpected: a huge, gaping hole dug into the ground. Shaped like a square, if appeared to be about ten feet in length on each side and about fifteen feet deep. Errol immediately recognized what it was – a trapping pit.
These types of pits had been used by people for thousands (if not millions) of years. Initially, they had been used to catch game; unsuspecting animals would fall in and be trapped. Occasionally, the top of the pit would be covered with twigs or some other flimsy material that – unable to bear any weight – would collapse whenever something stepped on it. In more recent times, such traps had been used to capture monsters in the Badlands, but – considering how dangerous such creatures were, even when captured – most of them had been abandoned.
Peering down into this one, Errol could see the bleached-white bones of numerous animals on the floor of the pit. Obviously, no one had bothered to check on this trap in a long time. Still he had an idea that something was alive down there, and after a few moments he was rewarded with movement. He heard the warbling again, and this time finally saw the source of the sound: a bladebeak.
It was apparently very young – only about two feet tall, with a beak of only about six inches. Looking at the area around it, Errol observed some bloody bits of fur and flesh, and it was suddenly quite obvious to Errol what had happened.
The bladebeaks, parent and child, had been traveling through this area when the young one fell into the pit. Unable to retrieve its chick from the pit and unwilling to abandon its offspring, the parent had stayed in the area, regularly hunting and bringing food to its little one. Errol couldn’t help but smile thinking of the elder bladebeak’s devotion to its child. He had to figure out a way to help them.
Errol studied the sides of the trap. Rather than being dirt, the sides were actually inlaid with stone. This was not uncommon; placing stones on the sides of the pit helped prevent monsters and game from being able to dig their way out. However, people occasionally fell into these pits as well, and there was usually a way for them to escape.
There!
Along one wall of the pit, Errol noticed that – from the top of the trap to the bottom – a stone would jut out slightly from the wall about every two feet. The stones only stuck out about an inch or so, but it was enough for a person in the pit to get a handhold or toehold and pull himself out.
Confident now that he was unlikely to get trapped, Errol got down on the ground and then lowered himself over the edge of the pit. He let himself dangle, arms outstretched, and – after making sure he wouldn’t land on the young bird – let himself drop.
The ground in the pit was rather soft, leading to a less jarring landing than Errol had imagined. Still, he bent his knees as his feet hit the ground in order to absorb some of the impact.
He looked around for the small bladebeak, and it took him a second to find it. Frightened, it had retreated to a corner of the pit, where it trembled silently. Errol approached it slowly, trying to hold his hands out in a non-threatening gesture; the little bird pecked at him, but missed.
So much for the easy way...
Errol reached down to where the elder bird’s claws had sliced open his shirt. He began to finish what the larger bladebeak had started, ripping off pieces of his shirt in long strips.
A few moments later, he had the young bird all trussed up with strips of cloth from his shirt, tied in such a way that its beak and claws posed no threat (although it whined piteously). After that, it didn’t take him long to climb up out of the pit, although doing so with the young bladebeak took a little extra effort and coordination.
Once out of the trap, Errol came slowly to his feet, gently cradling the little bladebeak in the crook of his left arm. He took a second to peer back into the pit, thinking how lucky the bird had been to escape serious injury when it fell into the trap.
Unexpectedly, the young bird shifted its weight as if trying to jump out of Errol’s grasp. At the same time, it seemed to make an effort to cry out, but – with a strip of Errol’s shirt tied around its beak – all that it managed was a muffled groan. Still, as the bird kept struggling, Errol had to use both hands to keep it from getting away. He backed a few steps away from the pit, fearful that the bird might actually succeed in escaping his grip and fall back into the trap.
The bird continued struggling and groaning. He was trying to figure out what had gotten into it when a shadow fell across him, a silhouette characterized by a long, graceful neck and a sword-like proboscis.
The bladebeak. The adult one.
The bird was right behind him, in a prime position to strike. There was no way he could avoid a deathblow from its beak at this range, nor did he have a weapon at hand to parry it (not to mention the fact that he was facing the wrong way).
Slowly, carefully, Errol turned until he faced the adult bladebeak. The animal was eyeing him intently from less than a foot away. (Somehow, it had not only gotten the piece of bark off its beak, but had also extricated itself from the bola.) Its gazed shifted momentarily to the young bird in Errol’s grip, then back to him.
After a few seconds (during which Errol barely breathed, let alone moved), it became clear that the larger bladebeak was waiting for something. When its gaze shifted once again to the bird that he was still holding, Errol knew what it was. Calmly and deliberately, he bent down and placed the still-struggling young bird that he held on the ground. He gave a slight tug on one end of the cloth that he had tied around its beak and the material came loose, allowing the young bird to chirp noisily and freely, obviously happy to be near its parent once again. However, when it tried to move, it tripped, hindered by additional ribbons of cloth Errol had tied around its feet.
Errol reached out to free the chick and it stabbed its beak at him, almost impaling his hand as it hissed angrily at him. Suddenly, the adult bladebeak warbled something and its offspring immediately became silent and still. The larger bird continued to eyeball Errol, who stood completely still, afraid of making any gesture that would be interpreted as threatening.
The adult bird, seemingly exasperated, made a weird clucking sound after a few seconds, and then craned its head forward. Before Errol realized what was happening, it had his right hand in its beak. Much to his surprise, it tugged his hand towards the chick. At that moment, realization dawned on Errol.
The bladebeak released its grip on his hand, and Errol used the opportunity to untie the younger bird, which stood amazingly still until he had removed the strip of shirt from its legs. Then it dashed over to its parent, rubbing itself lovingly against the larger bird’s legs.
The adult bird continued looking at Errol, gazing at him in a way that made him nervous, as if assessing him. Errol was pretty certain it was preparing to strike; he had battled it earlier – come close to killing it, in fact – and had badly frightened its child. On top of that, it was a predatory animal; killing other living things was in its nature.
When the adult bladebeak moved its head, Errol was positive that it was the killing blow, probably coming to take his head off. Instead, the bird’s head dipped under its wing, where it seemed to shuttle its beak back and forth as if looking for something. After a few moments, the head withdrew, holding in its beak a brilliant indigo feather – a color that Errol had not noticed amongst its plumage.
The bird extended its head towards Errol, dipping its beak down until it was about level with Errol’s stomach. It appeared to be offering the indigo feather to him. Slowly, he turned up his right palm and extended his hand until it was just below the bird’s bill.
Unexpectedly, the bird made a jerking motion with its head, and the next second Errol inhaled sharply as he felt a stinging pain in his hand. The quill of the feather, as sharp as a needle, had pierced his palm. As a result, the feather itself was sticking straight up from the center of his hand.
The adult bladebeak gave him one final glance, and then warbled again before moving off into the depths of the forest with its offspring following close behind. Errol gingerly pulled the feather out of his palm, simultaneously watching the birds walk away.
A short time later, having retraced his steps, he found himself back in the clearing. On the ground where he had left the adult bladebeak, he found the remains of his bola. Apparently, while he was rescuing its offspring from the pit, the bird had recovered, somehow gotten the piece of bark off its beak, and then used its bill to saw through the bola’s cord. Then, of course, it had come after him.
Marveling at how he had survived this latest encounter, Errol spent a few minutes searching the nearby underbrush until he located his sword, and then headed home.





 
 
Chapter 4
 
They were waiting for him when he got back to the Station House later that afternoon – two Wardens (recognized as such by the telltale black uniforms they wore, like Errol himself) and a scribe whose head had been shaved bald. The “guests” Errol had mentioned to Berry earlier.
This was a moment Errol had been dreading ever since his brother Tom had disappeared. Although he had, by almost every measure, been providing stellar service as Warden of Stanchion, he did not officially have the position. In fact, even the title of “acting Warden” was something that he had bestowed upon himself. Truth be told, Errol had no authority whatsoever to perform the duties he had taken on, or to even be staying at the Station House.
That said, it was fairly common for someone in Errol’s position to inherit the title of Warden. His brother had been the previous Warden (and in Errol’s opinion, still was), as had their father before him. Thus, the fact that Errol had assumed the duties of the position was not without precedent. Still, much as a prince might inherit the title of “king” from his father but lack the ability to rule, someone who came into the title of Warden might not have the necessary skill set. That being the case, these men were here to test Errol.
What was probably more surprising than anything else, however, was the fact that Errol actually wanted to pass this examination. There was a time in the not-too-distant past when the thought of being Warden was abhorrent to him. Now, however, he wanted it more than almost anything – not so much because he wanted to be Warden, but more so because of what it said about his brother. Basically, the way Errol saw it, any failure on his part was a reflection on Tom, and his brother had always been a first-class Warden. There was no way Errol was going to allow his name and reputation to be smeared or besmirched. Not if he could help it.
In addition, becoming Warden was the only way to firmly preserve the position for Tom. Stanchion needed a Warden, and if one were appointed during Tom’s absence, then that person would have superior claim on the title. In other words, Tom wouldn’t be able to become Warden again if another person was put into the position during his absence. However, if Errol himself became Warden, he could simply resign in favor of Tom whenever his brother returned. At least, that was the plan.
As he approached the Station House, Errol sized up the men waiting for him. One of them he recognized: a big, grizzled Warden named Bander who had been a contemporary of his father. With nut-brown skin and dark hair that was just beginning to gray, Bander was one of the most famous Wardens alive. He was revered by (and practically legendary among) most Wardens. More than that, he was also a decent human being; by way of example, he had made a special trip to Stanchion to pay his respects after the death of Errol’s father.
The other Warden was not anyone that Errol recognized. Almost as tall as Bander but far more rotund, he went by the name of Prap. Callous in manner and slovenly in appearance, Errol immediately got a bad vibe from him.
The third man, the scribe (whom Errol recognized as such by his robes), was called Till. While he did not trigger the same level of negative response in Errol that Prap had, he would soon learn that Till had a no-nonsense demeanor and was practical to the point of being insufferable.
“Good evening,” Bander said congenially when Errol got within earshot.
“Evening, Bander,” Errol replied. “I’ve been expecting you.”
Bander acknowledged this with a nod, then introduced his companions. Errol couldn’t help but notice that they were all eyeing his clothes. He was still wearing the shirt that had been clawed by the bladebeak (and subsequently ripped by Errol himself), which – despite being dark in color – was now visibly bloodstained.
“Rough day, Warden?” Prap asked, emphasizing the last word in a way that suggested Errol was unworthy of the designation.
“Regular day,” Errol replied, trying to remain civil despite being irritated by the man’s tone.
Frowning, Prap opened his mouth, clearly intending to say something less than genteel, but Bander cut him off.
“I hope you don’t mind,” he said, “but we took the liberty of watering our horses and stabling them in your barn.”
“Not at all,” Errol replied. “Please, come in.”
 
*****
 
Although they’d actually had the right to enter once they arrived at the Station House, Errol’s visitors hadn’t done so. Their waiting until he returned so that he could invite them in – something Bander had probably insisted on – was a sign of respect for him as Warden.
Once inside, Errol went to the pantry where, as expected, he found his evening meal. This was one of the few perks of the job: the people of the various wards cooked and provided the meals for the Wardens, with the duties typically being rotated among the residents on a regular basis. In Stanchion, if no one was around to receive it (as had been the case this particular day), the meal would be left in the Station House pantry.
Word had gotten around that Errol would be having company. As a result, the meals he’d received over the past few days had been prepared with additional servings in mind, and he’d found himself eating extra helpings in order to avoid wasting food. Even then, there had been a lot of leftovers, but – as Berry had taken on the duties of cleaning up after meals – Errol had no idea what became of them.
On this occasion, the meal had turned out to be a large pot of stew and two loaves of bread. Errol encouraged his visitors to eat while he first took care of his horse and then cleaned and dressed his wounds, and they were happy to oblige.
It was roughly a half-hour later that Errol rejoined his guests. Although thorough, he had raced through the process of getting his horse watered and bedded down. He had also gone through the treating of his wounds at a marathon pace. Fortunately, the damage to his stomach was mostly superficial. However, the bladebeak’s talons had done a more vicious job on his back and left painful wounds in their wake; there was no permanent damage, but he would definitely carry scars from his encounter with the bird.
After cleaning the wounds, he carefully treated them with a salve that would not only aid the healing process, but also minimize any stiffness or pain. Then he applied a dressing and bandage before putting on a fresh shirt. Satisfied that he was now presentable, he went to check up on his callers.
When Errol rejoined his guests in the kitchen, they were already eating dinner. One of them had taken the initiative and warmed up the stew using the Station House’s wooden stove. Errol ladled some stew into a bowl for himself and sat down to join them.
“Good stew,” Bander said after a few spoonfuls.
Errol, his mouth full of food, merely nodded without making comment.
“Could be better,” Prap said, sopping up the remnants in his own bowl with some bread. “The cook could have put in a little more meat. Also, they didn’t have to skimp on the spices – makes it taste kind of plain.”
Errol felt himself getting angry. There were some Wardens who essentially abused the privilege of free food, demanding elaborate meals on a daily basis from their constituents. Prap was apparently one of those, obsessed with the need to maximize the benefits and perks of his position.
And if that weren’t reason enough to dislike him, the man’s table manners were atrocious. He wolfed down the stew like a pig at a trough, showing a complete disregard for the way some of it dribbled down his chin and onto his clothes. Errol wasn’t about to let someone like this freely insult the residents of his ward.
“If the food’s not to your satisfaction,” Errol said defensively, “don’t eat it. To be frank, however, you don’t look very particular in terms of diet.”
Bander and Till chuckled slightly at this. Prap slammed his palm on the table in anger, simultaneously rising to his feet with a growl. Errol smiled to himself; apparently Prap was somewhat sensitive about his weight – or, more likely, to the idea of being a laughingstock.
Bander, seated next to Prap, grabbed his confederate by the shirt sleeve. “Easy,” he said. “We’re guests here.” He then turn to Errol.
“Our apologies,” Bander said. “After being on the road for six months, eating rations most of the time, a hot, home-cooked meal is a pleasant treat. I think that what my colleague was trying to convey – and was doing so poorly – was a desire for more of the stew in general. Isn’t that correct, Prap?”
Prap glanced at Bander, who gave him a stern look. “Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry if my enthusiasm for the meal was taken out of context. No offense was meant.”
“None taken,” Errol replied, marveling at the tactful way Bander had defused the situation.
They ate the rest of their meal in silence.





 
 
Chapter 5
 
Errol was the first to finish eating dinner. This was actually by design rather than happenstance. He still had not made his log entries for the day, and he wanted to do so immediately. Thus, while his guests were filling their bowls with second (and in Prap’s case, third) helpings of stew, Errol retreated to the Warden’s office, where he retrieved his log. He then began recording the day’s events, which primarily consisted of his encounter with the bladebeak.
He was almost done when Till entered the office unannounced. In one hand, the scribe held writing implements; in the other was a thick tome.
“I’m almost finished,” Errol said, barely glancing up.
“Take your time,” the scribe said. “Just remember, the sooner you finish, the sooner I can start. And the sooner I start, the sooner I finish.”
And the sooner you finish, Errol thought, the sooner you think you can get out of this backwater burg and back to civilized life in the fancy city.
In the back of his mind, Errol realized that he was probably judging Till a little too harshly. Until recently, Errol himself had dreamed of escaping from Stanchion and moving to one of the cities. For a moment, he reflected on how thoughts of leaving his ward seldom occurred to him now.
Also, he could understand why Till might be anxious to wrap things up. Stanchion was the last stop on what had been a six-month road trip for the scribe.
In essence, although the Wardens recorded their daily activities in a log as well as in reference manuals, the information was of limited value (or even useless) if not shared. Therefore, every six months, each Warden was visited by a scribe, who copied the last half-year of entries into a book he carried. That information would then go back to the repository at Wellkeep – the headquarters of the Wardens and the residence of the High Warden himself – where it would then be transcribed into another book as part of the permanent archives. In this way, no knowledge that the Wardens gained of any of the creatures in the Badlands would be lost.
To protect the scribes on their lengthy journeys through areas so close to the Badlands, a Warden was usually assigned to accompany them. In this instance, it was Bander. More unusual was the fact that a second Warden had also come along. But that was something Errol could quiz Bander on later.
“All done,” Errol announced, standing up and moving away from his desk. With barely a grunt of acknowledgment, Till sat down in the seat Errol had vacated. He opened up the book he carried to a blank page, flipped Errol’s log back to an earlier entry (presumably about six months before), and began writing.
Errol watched for a moment as Till began copying Errol’s log entries into his own book, the bald man’s hand flying across the page. Errol knew from his experience with past scribes that, despite having six months of information to duplicate, the scribe would probably be finished in just a few hours. This was not just because Till wrote with exceptional speed, but also because he copied the information in some indecipherable form of shorthand known only to the learned men of his Order.
After a few seconds, Errol left the scribe alone to do his work. Proper log entries was an almost negligible part of a Warden’s job. His real test would come from the other Wardens.
Errol returned to the kitchen, where he found Bander and Prap just finishing their meal.
“That was excellent,” Bander said, patting his stomach in satisfaction. “Please tell the good people of Stanchion that they have my highest regard for their culinary skills.”
Errol smiled. “Will do. It’ll mean a lot to them coming from an esteemed Warden such as yourself.”
Bander waved off the praise with a gesture. He stood up, and then made a great show of stretching and yawning.
“Well,” he said, “we’ve been in the saddle all day. Unless you’re in a rush, I’m fine with waiting until tomorrow morning to get started.”
“If it’s all the same to you,” Errol responded, “I’d just as well begin now.”
Bander blatantly stared at Errol for a moment. “Prap,” he said, glancing at his companion, “go ahead and wash all this.” He gestured towards the dirty dishes and utensils from the meal. “I need to speak to our host.”
Prap seethed in anger, clearly furious at being given such a menial task to do. However, Bander ignored him.
“Errol,” he said, “let’s you and I have a word outside, please.”
With that, the big man walked over to the door and stepped outside. Errol followed him, almost meekly, feeling a lot like he used to in the past when he was on the verge of getting a stern lecture from his brother.
Once they were on the porch, Bander asked Errol to make sure the Station House door was closed. Obviously, whatever he wanted to say to Errol was intended to remain private.
“Look,” Bander said sincerely. “There’s no need to start this tonight. You don’t have to prove anything by doing this now.”
Errol licked his lips nervously before speaking. “The rules say–”
Bander raised a hand, cutting him off. “I know what the rules say. You’re being judged for fitness to serve as Warden. We’re supposed to start testing you as soon as practical. However, there is leeway built into the system, such as allowing us to take various external factors into consideration before testing you.”
Errol was suddenly curious. “What kind of factors?”
“For one thing, we’ve been riding since dawn to get here. It wouldn’t surprise anybody if I were too tired to kick this thing off tonight. On top of that, you obviously had a long day, showing up bloody and practically sliced to ribbons.”
“Just a small run-in with a bladebeak. Nothing I couldn’t handle.”
Bander raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.
“Hey,” Errol said. “I appreciate the concern, but I can’t afford to have it looking like you went easy on me. I don’t want it to appear like you did me any favors.”
Bander seem to reflect on this for a moment, and then nodded. “Headstrong and stubborn,” he said. “I’ll say this much: you’re definitely a Magnus.”
Errol smiled at that.
“All right,” Bander continued. “Grab your gear and we’ll get underway.”
A short time later, Errol and Bander, sitting astride their horses, left the relative safety of the Station House and headed towards the Badlands.
 
*****
 
There was still a small amount of daylight when Errol and Bander started out. The elder Warden used the opportunity to get up to speed on how things were going in the region by quizzing Errol, who needed little prompting in order to willingly share his adventures (and in some instances, misadventures).
Half an hour later, Errol had enlightened the older man with respect to everything that had been happening in Stanchion of late, including the day’s episode with the bladebeak. (He also illuminated things, literally, by creating a light from his wand as darkness fell.) The only thing Errol neglected to mention was the fact that Berry was staying at the Station House.
In return, Bander regaled Errol with stories of his own adventures, particularly those on the road with Till and Prap for the past six months.
“All in all,” Bander said in summation, “despite encountering a few monsters like fever-fiends, it’s been a fairly quiet trip. That said, there’s probably not much we couldn’t have handled with two Wardens.”
That brought up another subject that Errol hesitated to inquire about for a moment, but then decided that asking was the only way to get an answer.
“So, what’s the story on Prap?” Errol asked, not certain how his question would be taken.
Bander gave Errol an appraising glance. “What makes you think there’s a story?”
Errol shrugged, and then was quiet for a moment as he tried to figure out the best way to put his question. “I guess he just doesn’t strike me as being a typical Warden. He’s…” He trailed off, struggling to find a diplomatic way to say something less than pleasant about a fellow Warden – something he had no trouble with when Prap was present, as the rotund Warden seemed to possess an innate ability to make Errol angry.
Bander laughed unexpectedly, finding mirth in Errol’s discomfort as the younger man made an effort to be tactful.
“I know,” Bander said, still smiling. “Prap is, shall we say, not quite as polished as we normally like Wardens to be.”
“The truth of the matter,” Bander continued, getting serious, “is that Prap can most likely be considered a recruiting error.
“You’re probably too young to remember, but a few years ago the Wardens suffered grievous losses in terms of personnel. We were losing good men left and right – it was almost as if those damn monsters from the Badlands were orchestrating a coordinated strike against us.
“As you know by now, it takes a special kind of person to be a Warden. They are exceedingly rare and incredibly hard to find. However, our casualties were running so high back then that a decision was made to recruit what would normally have been less-than-desirable candidates in order to fill the ranks.”
“And Prap was one of those,” Errol guessed.
“Yes, although to be frank we were practically taking anyone with a pulse. In retrospect, however, that recruiting effort was a mistake, a failure on a number of levels.”
“Why was that?”
“We didn’t pay enough attention to the quality of people we were getting; we had a high number of volunteers, but it turns out that mere interest in being a Warden really wasn’t enough. Take Prap, for instance. A Warden is supposed to inspire trust and confidence; are you getting any of that from him?”
As Errol shook his head in the negative, Bander continued. “Exactly. He thinks he’s special just because he wears the uniform, and the result is that he leaves a bad impression on people more often than not. On top of that, he’s got no instincts. Being a Warden is not just trusting your eyes and ears, but also your gut. You feel when danger’s near, when something is out of sorts. That’s a trait that Prap lacks.”
“But, as you said, he wears the uniform of a Warden,” Errol said. “Therefore, he must have some value.”
Bander sighed. “As I mentioned, we lowered our standards at the time, so basically it was easier to meet the qualifications of being a Warden. Even with that, Prap barely squeaked by. His saving grace is essentially the fact that he’s an excellent fighter.”
“Really?” Errol asked, caught by surprise.
“Oh, yes. He’s absolutely deadly. Without the right mindset, though, without the right personality, all we did in training him – and others like him – was make him dangerous.”
“So,” Errol said, “you’re telling me there’s a whole generation of Wardens just like Prap.” The thought was almost enough to make Errol feel queasy.
“No, not really. It didn’t take us long to realize we’d made a mistake, and we redoubled our efforts at recruiting the right types of people. Before long, our numbers, in terms of proper recruits, started to come up.”
“But you still have people like Prap wearing the uniform.”
“Yes, but the problem was what to do with them. Too dangerous to simply kick out, too incompetent to trust with real responsibility, too troublesome to simply leave idle. And so, we devise busy work to keep them occupied.”
“Like sending two Wardens on a road trip that really only requires one.”
Bander winked at him, grinning. “You’re obviously a quick study when it comes to the academic side of being a Warden. Let’s see if you’re equally adept in the field.”
With that, Bander began testing Errol in earnest. He made the younger Warden pick a campsite for the night (a comfortable-looking glade), scout the local area for potential threats, and give a detailed account of their location – as well as identify true north – using only the stars as reference points.
In addition, the veteran tested Errol’s tracking ability. After locating a game trail near their camp, Bander made Errol identify and track certain animals that frequented the trail via their spoor – scent, paw prints, etc. He also had to provide particular details about said animals (such as size and weight), still with nothing more to go on than their tracks.
Finally, the older man examined Errol’s thaumaturgy. Errol had already used his wand to give them light as darkness fell. Now, he was tasked with setting the wards for their camp – placing the magical symbols around the glade that would keep them safe from the monsters of the Badlands while they slept.
In short, Bander gave Errol a fairly thorough examination with respect to being both a tracker and a wielder of Warden-magic, among other things. When they finally concluded after a few hours, Errol flopped down next to the fire of their campsite, weary but thoroughly confident that he had passed any test.
That said, he still felt the need to go back through everything mentally. Of course, the test had practically been child’s play for Errol. From selecting a campsite to tracking denizens of the forest, the skills that were being assessed were things that he had been doing since the time he could walk. He could practically do them in his sleep.
The only thing that caused him a slight bit of concern were the wards. Initially, Errol had crafted all of the wards surrounding their camp himself. However, after he had finished, Bander had examined the symbols and then had Errol redraw half of them – all on one side of the camp – according to the older Warden’s own specifications.
This had worried Errol initially, and for a moment he had feared that he had made a mistake and etched the symbols incorrectly. (It was a mistake he had made in the past, much to his shame.) Then he realized that this was just another evaluation of his competence, an effort to judge whether his ability to draw protective wards was an actual skill or the result of rote memorization.
Presumably he had drawn the wards correctly, because Bander, after reviewing Errol’s handiwork, had not made a single change to any of them. (At that point, Errol had muttered an incantation, making the wards glow with power as they became active.) Bearing that in mind, Errol wasn’t concerned that he had perhaps failed a critical portion of the assessment. No, what bothered him about the wards was something else entirely: the changes he’d made to the symbols on Bander’s order actually made the protection for their campsite weaker.
By Errol’s estimate, it was only moderately – not excessively – weaker, but weaker nonetheless. Errol was tempted to ask Bander about it, but decided to hold his tongue. Bander was not only Errol’s senior, but also a Warden of the first rank. He surely knew what he was doing. Moreover, even in their current state, the wards should be able to keep out most threats.
“Well,” Bander said, cutting off Errol’s thoughts as he sat down on the other side of their campfire. “I’m sure you’re anxious to know how you did.”
Errol shrugged noncommittally as a sly smile crept onto his face. Bander saw it and smiled back.
“Let’s just say your father would be proud,” the veteran said with a grin of his own. “You’re a fine heir to the Magnus legacy.”
Errol could only nod at this, his face almost going slack as he suddenly thought of Tom. It should have been his brother carrying on any family legacy. It should be his brother getting lauded as the person their father would be proud of. It should be–
Errol’s thoughts came up short as he suddenly realized that his companion had been speaking and was now looking at him expectantly, apparently waiting for a response of some sort.
“I’m sorry, Bander – my head was somewhere else,” Errol apologized. “What were you saying?”
“It was just a joke.” Bander laughed. “But you really zoned out there. Must be a girl.”
“What?” Errol was confused.
Bander was still grinning. “The only time I’ve ever seen a guy space out like that, it was about a girl.”
“No, no. It was…something else.”
“But there is a girl, right? Someone special?”
“Yes,” Errol said sheepishly, as if it were something to be ashamed of.
“I knew it!” Bander laughed. “At your age, there’s always a girl! So, tell me about her.”
Errol frowned, not sure where to begin. The girl in question was Gale Beverly, and – up until a few months ago – the very idea of becoming romantically involved with each other would have been anathema to them both. He had always seen Gale as an insufferable virago – an incessant nag who was constantly complaining about something. From her point of view, Errol had spent his life being little more than a wastrel, a mooch who wanted all the benefits of being a Warden without the attendant obligations.
Their unexpected relationship had its genesis in the fact that, somewhat recently, they’d found themselves hunted by one of the worst monsters in the Badlands: the legendary Wendigo. Surviving the encounter had required that they work together, which resulted in them developing a newfound respect and admiration (and affection) for each other.
That said, Gale was still as headstrong and opinionated as ever. For instance, three days earlier, when Errol had told her that he would be having guests (and the purpose of their visit), she had told him not to come see her until everything was resolved.
“You need to focus,” she’d said. “If being Warden is something that you really want now, I refuse to be a distraction.”
His protests – that she wouldn’t be a distraction and that spending time with her would actually help him by reminding him of what was important – fell on deaf ears. Gale was convinced that trying to divide his attention between competing interests would likely result in Errol half-neglecting one or the other – or both.
“But don’t worry,” she’d said just before they parted. “I’ll still be here when your guests leave, Errol Magnus.” And then she had given him a long, lingering kiss before sending him on his way.
Thinking that perhaps she was joking, Errol had gone to the Beverly farm the next day at the end of his rounds. Needless to say, he had been somewhat stunned when her father informed him that Gale wasn’t taking any visitors for the next few days. (Apparently she had been serious about not being a distraction.)
Since then, he’d tried to put Gale out of his thoughts and concentrate on showing his visitors that he had the requisite skill set to be Warden. However, now that Bander had brought up the subject, he realized how much he missed her.
With that thought, he suddenly came back to himself, and realized that Bander was watching him quietly, waiting for Errol to tell him about Gale.
“Well,” Errol began, reflecting on Gale’s recent refusal to see him, “if I had to sum her up in one word, it would be ‘difficult’.”
“Ha! That’s all women.” Bander chuckled. “But you can rest assured they say the same thing about us!”





 
 
Chapter 6
 
Errol awoke with a start, his hand automatically going to his Wendigo dagger, closing on the hilt of the blade. Something was wrong. Distinctly, definitively, deathly wrong.
He was still in his sleeping bag, safely within the protective confines of the wards he’d drawn around the camp. Nevertheless, something was making his hair stand on end. Thinking back, he remembered that, after chatting with Bander about Gale for a short time (and women in general), the two had called it a night. Glancing at the stars, he noted that he had only been asleep for an hour or two. That meant it was still the middle of the night.
Moving as little as possible (he didn’t know who or what might be watching), Errol turned his head towards where Bander had fallen asleep. Like Errol, the older Warden was already awake, eyes darting about as he, too, was trying to discern what was wrong. After a few moments, Bander gave an almost imperceptible nod and both he and Errol scrambled out of their bags and settled into fighting stances, back-to-back.
Wardens always sleep with their weapons close by, so it was no surprise that Bander arose armed with his warding wand and a short sword. Errol, having slept with his weapons on him, was similarly armed with his wand and Wendigo dagger.
Errol scanned the trees he faced, looking for any source of danger. That’s when he suddenly noticed how quiet it was. There wasn’t a sound to be heard in their vicinity. No insects, no birds, no nocturnal animals. That meant whatever was out there was close – probably too close.
Without warning, the Wendigo dagger began to glow with an eerie, eldritch light. While not particularly intense, the luminescence spread out to envelope the two men and much of their campsite.
“What are you doing?!” Bander hissed over his shoulder as the light from Errol’s weapon washed over him.
“It’s not me!” he responded. “It’s the dagger.” Errol looked at the weapon with something akin to fury.
Forged by a sorcerer from the bones of its monstrous namesake, the magical blade was pitch-black in color and inlaid with streaks of silver and mysterious symbols. Although its unique attributes (such as the ability to cut through almost anything) had quickly made it Errol’s favorite weapon, on several occasions – like now – the dagger seemed to possess a will of its own.
Then, as suddenly as it began, the light from the dagger seemed to wink out. Errol was on the verge of breathing a sigh of relief when the forest unexpectedly came alive. Two trees directly in front of him started moving swiftly towards their camp.
Errol went tense; he involuntarily took a step backwards, inadvertently bumping Bander. The older man peeked over his shoulder, then turned so that he and Errol were now standing next to each other.
“Gods!” the veteran exclaimed, tilting his head up.
It took Errol a second to orient himself, for his mind to adjust to the spectacle in front of him. He quickly realized it wasn’t trees that he was seeing move; they were, instead, the legs of a gigantic hominid. Like Bander, he quickly adjusted his frame of reference to incorporate more height in his assessment of the creature.
In general, it was shaped like a man, with two arms, two legs, and a torso. Aside from that (and not taking into account that it was about twenty feet tall), the only difference between it and a normal person was that it appeared to have no head. Instead, its face was on its torso, with eyes on its pectorals, a nose below, and then a mouth on its stomach.
It was a monster that Errol recognized, but had never encountered: a Blemmye.
The creature had a brownish-gray complexion that resembled tree bark in color. Considering the fact that its only clothing was a type of kilt made of leaves that was worn around its waist, it was easy to see how Errol had mistaken its legs for parts of the forest.
He had no time to dwell on his error, however, as the creature, growling fiercely, had reached the edge of their camp with just a few strides. The wards flared up, creating a crimson barrier that kept the monster from breaching their perimeter.
The creature howled in fury, revealing a maw full of red gums and sharp, pointed teeth the size of steak knives. In addition, the sound it emitted was like the roar of a dragon, chilling and deadly. Furiously, but ineffectively, it beat against the mystical barrier keeping it from its prey, each blow sounding off like a thunderous drumbeat.
Still on guard, Bander let out a small sigh of relief and Errol sent up a silent prayer as it became clear that the wards would hold. The monster wasn’t going to get in.
“What is that thing?” Bander asked.
“A Blemmye,” Errol answered.
“Let me guess: it wants to eat us?”
Errol didn’t bother with a response, as it was obviously a rhetorical question. They were in the Badlands; everything here wanted to eat them.
Although stymied in its efforts to get a meal, the Blemmye wasn’t ready to give up. It began circling the encampment, growling as it regularly and rhythmically banged on the barrier with a meaty fist the size of a hay bale.
Errol began to relax slightly. While there was still a threat present, it appeared that they would be safe for–
Errol felt himself immediately grow tense again as his ears picked up a new sound. With the monster’s last blow on the wall created by the wards, the noise the impact created had resonated differently. The tone deviated from what they had been hearing…a bit more hollow, perhaps. Shallower. Even the Blemmye was seemingly taken by surprise.
Suddenly Errol’s eyes grew wide and his mouth dropped open. At the same time, the monster, sensing an opportunity, began banging on the barrier in this new spot with renewed fervor. Even worse, the reverberations that echoed with each blow were something both Errol and Bander recognized from experience: the sound of a weakening ward barrier.
It was abundantly clear what was happening. The wards that Bander had instructed Errol to etch – those that were weaker than Errol’s own – were failing. The Blemmye, obviously a more powerful foe than the wards had been expected to bar, was going to get in, probably in just a few seconds.
“Quickly!” Bander shouted, already on the move. “We have to go!”
Errol was already in motion before his companion had even gotten the first syllable out. He spent precious seconds collecting a few necessities – his log, rations, etc. (The rest could be recovered later – if they survived.) And that’s when he noticed something he should have perceived immediately: the horses were gone.
Errol could have kicked himself. The fact that there had been no wild snorts or neighs of terror should have registered with him. Just as he had noted the absence of sound in the forest earlier, he should have been attuned to the lack of noise from their steeds.
Clearly the horses had taken off as soon as the Blemmye showed up, possibly even earlier. They had only been tied to a sapling just within the glade, although it had initially appeared hardy enough to hold them. Abject fear must have provided a boost to their ordinary brawn, because their mounts had ripped the young tree up completely and run off with it.
Unfortunately, the fate of the horses was more than Errol had time to dwell on at the moment. He stuffed his necessities into his pack and slung it over his shoulder.
“Let’s go!” Bander shouted, his own pack on his back.
They took off running, in the direction opposite the Blemmye, just as the wards gave out. The monster, in the process of throwing another punch, stumbled forward off-balance as its fist suddenly met no resistance. Roaring, it fell to the ground with a thunderous impact that shook the terrain like an earthquake.
By that time, Errol and Bander – using their wands for light – were madly dashing through the trees, trying to put distance between themselves and the Blemmye. Indeed, it seemed that they were making good time, but Errol didn’t kid himself. With its stride, once it regained its feet, the Blemmye would probably be just minutes (if not seconds) away from catching them. As if to confirm this, he felt rhythmic vibrations in the ground, a cadence he recognized as a large body running at high speed. In his head, he imagined their gigantic adversary crashing through the forest in pursuit, knocking trees aside like tenpins. With that thought in mind, Errol – currently running in the lead – decided to pick up the pace.
Unfortunately, their increased speed only lasted a few seconds, as Bander suddenly lost his footing. The elder Warden, following close behind Errol, went down with a yelp.
Breathing heavily, Errol stopped and turned back to help his companion, who was just getting to his feet.
“I’m…fine,” Bander said between deep breaths. “Just…a little…fall.” He didn’t seem hurt, but was clearly winded. There was no doubt that the older man wouldn’t be able to keep up the brutal pace needed for them to escape.
The intensity of the tremors in the ground was increasing noticeably. Errol glanced back towards the way they had come. Through the darkness, he thought he could see the outline of a massive body moving in their direction, cutting a path through the forest like a child through a wheat field. They had only seconds before it would reach them.
Bander couldn’t run, and Errol couldn’t leave him to face the Blemmye alone. That made the choice simple.
“Kill your light!” Errol ordered. Bander stared at him for a moment, obviously not used to being told what to do, and then did as commanded. A second later, only Errol’s wand was aglow.
“Stay here,” Errol said, then turned away without waiting for a reply. The light from his wand suddenly shined like a beacon, and Errol took off running at an angle away from Bander, shouting at the top of his lungs.





 
 
Chapter 7
 
Roughly an hour later, an exhausted Errol wandered back into the campsite he and Bander had abandoned when the Blemmye attacked. After separating from the older Warden, Errol had led the monster away from his companion, occasionally dousing his light and moving almost blindly through the darkness whenever his pursuer got too close.
At the time, the luminescence from the wand had been both a blessing and a curse. Errol had needed it to move safely through the gloom of night, but at the same time it was what allowed the Blemmye to track him. In the end, the idea that occurred to him was so simple that he was almost furious with himself for not thinking of it sooner.
In short, he had simply stopped running, concentrated for a second, and then fired a spark from his wand while putting out his light at the same time. As he hoped, the Blemmye – thinking it to be his prey – had continued following the spark, which moved fast enough not to be caught but slow enough to give the monster hope of catching it.
Now, looking about the camp, he noticed that everything was gone. His sleeping bag, the rest of his gear (Bander’s as well) – it had all disappeared.
Errol checked the ground and noticed fresh tracks. He smiled to himself; he knew where his belongings were. He began following the tracks out of camp.
 
*****
 
Errol caught up to Bander on the road back to the Warden Station a little over an hour later. The older man was sitting astride his horse, meandering along at a slow pace while the light of his wand illuminated the area around him. Errol’s horse followed, its reins tied to Bander’s saddle.
“About time you showed up,” Bander said congenially.
Errol smiled. “Sorry. I got a little sidetracked.” He untied his horse from Bander’s, climbed up into the saddle, and then proceeded to tell how he’d sent the Blemmye on a wild-goose chase.
“Well, we limped along at a slow tempo,” Bander said when Errol finished. “Just in case you decided you wanted to join us.”
Errol nodded. “I appreciate that. Thanks also for packing up my stuff.”
“Thank you for the diversion.”
Of course, it had been Bander’s tracks – and the horses’ – that Errol had spotted upon his return to the camp. After Errol led the Blemmye away, the veteran Warden had seemingly doublebacked to camp and packed everything up. When questioned, Bander essentially confirmed what Errol had surmised.
“Hope you don’t mind that I basically started heading back,” Bander said. “I don’t think I’m going to sleep any more tonight. At least not outside.”
Although he didn’t verbally state it, Errol was of the same mind himself. “One question, though,” he said. “How’d you get the horses back?”
“Oh that,” Bander said, almost absentmindedly. “My horse is under a geas, and the spell compels it to always return to me. I was still in the process of packing up when it sauntered back into camp. Your horse was following its lead.”
“A geas, huh? That’s actually a pretty good idea.”
“Well, it was something born of necessity. Work this job long enough and, much like tonight, you’ll have a fair number of terrified horses run out on you. It’s not the horses’ fault, though. These are monsters we’re facing, after all. Still, after a while, it started feeling like I was spending more time on foot than in the saddle, so I decided to do something about it.”
“So if it’s under a geas, why did your horse run off in the first place?”
“The spell isn’t intended to override the animal’s natural inclinations, so when something frightens my horse, it flees. The spell just makes it come back to me after it calms down.”
“I guess that explains why it was long gone when the Blemmye attacked.”
“Yes,” Bander agreed. “Speaking of the Blemmye, we need to talk about what happened with the wards.”
Errol nodded and then steeled himself, certain that Bander was about to blame him for the failure of their protective barrier. It could very well cost him the older man’s endorsement of his desire to be a Warden.
“It was my fault,” Bander continued, somewhat to Errol’s surprise. “I thought you were overdoing it with the strength of your wards, so I had you change them on half the camp in an effort to show you that you didn’t need to exert that much power.”
Errol nodded in understanding. It was a common misconception that a Warden’s magic came from his wand, but in truth, it came from his life force. The wand itself was just a tool that a Warden would use to focus his power, similar to the way a farmer might use a plow rather than turning over the earth by hand.
Also much like a farmer who spends all day in his fields, expending too much of his life force into magic such as wards could exhaust a Warden. Thus, in this instance, Bander had wanted Errol to realize that he didn’t need to tire himself powering such strong protective barriers.
“Needless to say, my plan backfired,” the older man noted.
“It’s alright,” Errol said, impressed with Bander’s willingness to take responsibility for his actions. “We both got away unscathed.”
“But it’s not alright,” Bander said in anger that was clearly directed at himself. “We were in your domain, your jurisdiction. You’re more familiar with what’s required, and I should have acknowledged that rather than trying to display my superior knowledge. Instead, my arrogance almost got us killed.”
Errol shrugged. “It’s the Badlands. Just breathing is enough to get you killed there. Arrogance isn’t even worth noting.”
Bander merely grunted in acknowledgment of this. The rest of their journey back to the Warden Station was made in silence.





 
 
Chapter 8
 
It was still dark when Errol and Bander arrived back at the Warden Station. That meant they might be able to squeeze in a little bit of sleep before morning. In Errol’s case, he felt as though he’d need it because of a comment Bander had made just as they returned.
“You’ll have a weapons assessment today,” Bander had said. “With Prap.”
Which was just what Errol needed after squaring off against two monsters within the past twenty-four hours. Rather than comment, though, he had simply nodded to show he understood.
After taking care of their horses, Errol and Bander practically staggered back to the Station House. In an effort to be a good host, Errol proposed that the older Warden sleep in his bedroom. It was an offer that was gratefully accepted.
The Station House actually had three bedrooms. In addition to Errol’s, there was his brother Tom’s room and a guest bedroom. Prior to leaving with Bander the evening before, he had offered the use of those two rooms, respectively, to Till and Prap. In short, after relinquishing his own room to Bander, Errol really had no place left to lay his own head, save one.
As quietly as possible, he crept into the storage room. He had no idea if Berry was awake – didn’t even have a clue as to whether the little man even slept – but tried to make as little noise as possible as he laid out his sleeping bag and crawled inside. He was asleep within moments.
 
*****
 
Errol woke with the dawn the following morning. Despite getting a less-than-optimal amount of sleep, he was determined not to vary his daily routine, which normally consisted of exercise, followed by weapons training, and then breakfast. The only difference today was that his weapons proficiency would be judged by Prap.
Thus it was that, after finishing his exercises – an invigorating jog around the Warden Station and a set of calisthenics – Errol sought Prap out. He found him, along with Bander and Till, at the dining table, finishing his morning meal. As was typical, breakfast had actually been delivered with the evening meal the day before and had consisted of fried potatoes, biscuits, and bacon.
Initially, his three visitors had been willing to wait and have breakfast with their host. However, after Errol explained his routine (and that he wouldn’t be partaking of breakfast for a while), they had – at Errol’s insistence – gone ahead and begun eating.
Prap was in the process of licking his fingers when Errol announced that he was ready.
“Alright,” Prap said, wiping his fingers on his uniform. “Let’s get some weapons and head outside.”
Like many Wardens, Errol’s family had collected a veritable arsenal over the years. Growing up, Errol had trained with everything from blades to bows to blowguns, and he now felt comfortable with almost any weapon.
However, as it would be Prap who judged his proficiency, it was the burly Warden who got to select the weapons that would be used. After studying everything Errol had available, he chose the longsword, the longbow, and throwing knives.
Errol smiled to himself, fairly pleased at Prap’s selection of weapons as he led the other man out of the Station House. Just about every type of ranged weapon was in his wheelhouse, as were almost all knives. The only item that he might not fare exceptionally well with, on this occasion, was the longsword, but he was certain that any deficiency there would be more than offset by his expertise with the other two weapons.
All of this flitted through Errol’s mind as they walked across the Station grounds. Their destination was a large tree near the Station’s corral that held the archery target that Errol often used for practice.
It took only minutes for Errol to demonstrate his mastery of the bow; he struck the target dead center every time. He was getting ready to demonstrate the same expertise with the throwing knives when, just as he drew his left hand back by his ear in preparation for release, Prap gripped his wrist.
“No,” Prap said, looking into the boughs of the tree that held the archery board. “Not the target. There.” He pointed.
Errol looked in the direction that Prap was indicating. In the branches of the tree, above the archery target, he saw a small bird – a robin – chirping softly.
“What?” Errol asked, unsure of what Prap was trying to say.
“The bird,” Prap answered in a slightly mischievous voice. “That’s your target.”
“What?” Errol asked, somewhat taken aback. “Why?”
“Because it’s making too much noise,” Prap said irritably. “Because I’m hungry and want to eat it. Because I said so.”
Clarity dawned unexpectedly on Errol, and with it came an innate understanding of the man who stood next to him. Prap wasn’t just a bad Warden; he was, at least in some ways, a bad person. He had some sort of sadistic streak in him, which Errol sincerely hoped was limited to animals. It was suddenly clear why Prap was assigned to work with someone else – someone like Bander, who could keep an eye on him and keep him in line.
“No,” Errol replied firmly. He’d been trained in the use of all kinds of weapons, but he didn’t employ his skills in the casual taking of life, even that of animals. He frowned at the very thought of it.
Prap made a sound of disgust, and Errol knew with plain certainty what the man was about to do.
Faster than Errol would have given him credit for, Prap whipped out his own knife and flung it at the bird. At the same time, acting on impulse rather than conscious thought, Errol yanked out his Wendigo dagger and threw it as swiftly as he could.
In terms of trajectory, Errol’s intention was for his blade to intercept Prap’s, thereby spoiling the latter’s aim. However, as he had released his dagger a fraction of a second after his companion, his expectation was that he would fail. Thus, it came as a great surprise to Errol (and presumably Prap as well) when the clang of metal-on-metal rang out as the dagger – somehow exuding greater speed than Errol’s throw warranted – bumped Prap’s knife. The two blades ricocheted away from each other before passing within a hairsbreadth of the robin on either side of the bird. The robin took off in terror, chirping hysterically. The knife and dagger, their momentum drained by leaves and branches, fell harmlessly out of the tree a second later.
Errol gave Prap a harsh look, then went to fetch the blades. When he returned, he fiercely shoved the hilt of Prap’s knife into the man’s hand without saying a word, and then – resuming his test – angrily hurled the throwing knives into the center of the target.
“Well,” Prap said, after Errol had retrieved his weapons from the target, “considering your skill with the bow and knives, you certainly won’t have any trouble if you have to put a bolt or a knife in an enemy’s back like some coward.”
Errol, still upset about the situation with the robin, felt anger boiling up in him like molten lava. Earlier, he had really been willing to give Prap the benefit of the doubt, but the man insisted on being insulting (not to mention cruel, if you consider the bird he tried to skewer).
“Now,” Prap continued, drawing his sword, “let’s see how you do when you actually have to face your opponent one-on-one.”
Errol said nothing; he simply armed himself with the longsword, and the fighting commenced.
It became evident almost immediately that Errol was outclassed. Although it could be argued that he held his own, he found himself on the defensive almost immediately, just like his battle with the bladebeak.
Despite his size, Prap was strong and fast, his weapon moving so swiftly it was almost a blur. Moreover, he wielded his sword with the grace and expertise of a master, making every strike, block, and parry work to his advantage.
Finally, the man had incredible stamina; Errol had thought, after dealing with a ferocious onslaught from his opponent, that Prap would soon tire. That was far from the case, and – again just like with the bladebeak – Errol was the first of the two to begin to feel fatigued.
In brief, Prap was, as Bander had indicated, a tremendous fighter. Therefore, it really came as no surprise when, shortly into the fight, Prap disarmed him with a powerful blow that knocked the sword from Errol’s hand.
Prap pointed his sword at Errol, holding the tip of it just an inch from Errol’s throat.
“I hope you learned a lesson here, son,” Prap said in a voice that sounded as though he’d like to run Errol through. “Maybe you should leave the job of Warden to someone who knows what they’re doing.”
Prap lowered his sword and turned away with a smug look on his face. Seething in anger, Errol pulled out his Wendigo dagger and his throwing knife, holding them in his right and left hand, respectively. Faster than Errol would have thought possible, Prap whirled around and into swordfighting position at the sound of the blades leaving their sheaths, apparently expecting an attack.
“Shall we try it again?” Errol asked, dropping into a fighting stance. “My way?”
Prap smiled. “I’m more than happy to extend the lesson, youngster.”
Once again, Errol and Prap engaged each other. Frankly speaking, with nothing now to really counter the tremendous reach of Prap’s sword, Errol knew that he was at even more of a disadvantage than before. However, his temper had gotten the better of him, and he was now committed to seeing this encounter through.
Lacking the benefit of a sword, Errol relied on a tactic of evasion. He mostly ducked and sidestepped Prap’s attempted strikes rather than engage him. It required yielding ground and staying on the defensive, but – unburdened by the weight of the longsword (which had never been a weapon he favored) – Errol found that his speed was more than sufficient and he wasn’t getting as winded. The same, however, could not be said of Prap.
Their first engagement, during which time the bulky Warden had seemed tireless, had probably lasted no more than a minute. Now, after essentially chasing Errol non-stop for twice that amount of time, Prap seemed to be losing a step; he was breathing heavily, and wasn’t holding his sword up quite as high as before. Furthermore, his strokes were noticeably slower. Finally, fury at having to chase after his opponent seemed to have unbalanced Prap both physically and in terms of his technique.
Errol, noting all this, decided to take his chance. He waited until Prap took another two-handed, horizontal swing at him (which Errol leaned back to avoid) and then rushed in. Prap, seeing what the younger man was attempting, tried to halt the momentum of his swing and bring the sword back. He was too slow; Errol, parrying the almost glacial swordstroke with his dagger, was already inside Prap’s guard. Errol held his throwing knife an inch from his opponent’s nose.
They stood there for a moment, eyeing each other. Prap, practically out of breath, seemed startled at having lost this round, while Errol fought to keep the corners of his mouth from curling up into a grin. Satisfied that he had proven himself, Errol lowered his knife and took a step back. He turned around, preparing to gather up all the weapons he’d brought over and carry them back to the Station House.
Unexpectedly, there was a roar behind Errol, a primitive sound of unpenned wrath and rage. He spun around to find Prap with a crazed look in his eye, bringing his sword down in Errol’s direction in a powerful, two-handed overhead stroke.
Errol didn’t think; he just reacted. Later, he would realize that the stroke hadn’t been meant to harm him. It had been intended to come close – Prap’s method of frightening him under the guise of teaching him not to turn his back on an opponent – but not touch him at all.
Errol, however, knew none of this at the time; he only saw what he perceived to be a sincere and deadly attack. Instinctively, he raised his Wendigo dagger up and outward in order to block the swordstroke. At the same time, he began to cock his other hand back, a preamble to throwing the knife he still held.
Errol felt the impact as sword and dagger connected. The sound of the two weapons striking was like a gong, ringing out and echoing around the two fighters. Something thunked into the ground a few feet away from them, but Errol didn’t dare look away for a second.
The business end of Prap’s sword crossed Errol’s line of sight as it continued its downward trajectory, but it was nowhere near close enough to do him harm. Errol barely paid attention to it. Instead, he was watching Prap, who had gone bug-eyed and appeared to almost be in shock. It was that look on his face – and that look alone – that had kept Errol from putting his throwing knife into the man.
“My…my…my sword,” Prap mumbled, looking at the weapon in his hands.
Errol risked a glance down, and saw what had startled Prap so badly.
The last six inches of Prap’s sword was gone.
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They found the end of Prap’s sword sticking in the ground a yard or two away from where they had fought. Apparently Errol’s dagger had sheared through the longer blade at the point where they had made contact.
After realizing that Prap hadn’t really been trying to harm him, Errol felt a little badly for the man (but not too badly). From his own experience, Errol knew how easy it was to get attached to something like weapons – especially if you depended on them for your life, like Wardens did. Ergo, in an overt effort to smooth things over, Errol offered Prap his pick of swords from the Magnus arsenal as a replacement.
When they got back to the Station House, Bander was standing on the porch.
“So, how did he do?” Bander asked.
For an answer, Prap flung the two pieces of his sword at Bander’s feet and then stomped inside.
The veteran Warden stared at the pieces in surprise for a moment before commenting. “I’m going to assume that’s a ‘pass’,” he said.
Errol shrugged, then went inside and put away the weapons he had tested with. Frankly speaking, he didn’t really care what kind of assessment that he received from Prap, because he was convinced that no one in their right mind would take the portly man seriously.
Next, he went to have breakfast. Thankfully, his guests had left more than an adequate amount for him, so he ate his fill and then washed it down with water that Bander had been kind enough to haul from the well earlier. It wasn’t until after he’d eaten that he realized that he hadn’t seen Till since he’d come back with Prap.
Bander, relaxing quietly on the porch bench, responded with, “He’s communing,” when Errol approached him and asked after the scribe.
Errol frowned slightly, reflecting on what that meant. Most people communicated over distances using birds – ravens, crows, and such. It was the method by which Errol himself generally communicated with the people in his ward. (It was also the manner in which he had received word about his current guests in advance of their arrival.)
“Communing,” however, was a method by which scribes and some other select individuals were able to slip into a trance-like state and then speak with each other over vast distances. It was more direct than using birds, but the effort could be exhausting. Therefore, it was not typically used for casual conversation. The obvious conclusion, then, was that Till was speaking to someone about something important.
“Any idea what it’s about?” Errol asked.
“Who knows?” Bander responded. “But I did hear him mumble something about a book.”
Errol kept his face neutral, but his mind was racing. It was possible that Till had been referring to Errol’s log, but much more likely that he was talking about something mentioned in the log: a powerful book of magic that Errol had come into possession of after the death of Jarruse, the evil magician who had made Errol’s Wendigo weapons.
Jarruse had committed all kinds of atrocities in order to come into possession of the Book, which he’d believed would make him the most powerful sorcerer in the world. Although it had been in Errol’s hand for months now, he hadn’t deigned to try any of the spells in it. In fact, unsure of who he could trust and knowing that men would kill for it, he had hidden the Book under the floorboards of the pantry almost immediately after bringing it to the Warden Station and had rarely thought about it since. Apparently, he’d so thoroughly put it out of his mind that he’d forgotten mentioning it in his daily log.
Errol was suddenly nervous, and felt the need to occupy himself with something.
“Unless you guys have something more for me,” he said, “I’m going to check the ravens and make my rounds.”
“I’d say you’re free to check the birds, but if there’s nothing pressing, you should probably skip your rounds today,” Bander told him. “Who knows what Till will want or need after he finishes his communion?”
Errol nodded, not liking this turn of events but not really having a choice.
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Till didn’t come out of his trance until late in the afternoon, just shortly after one of the boys from the Pierce farm brought over the daily meal. Unfortunately, when Errol had checked the ravens earlier in the day, there had been nothing of note nor any matters requiring his presence. That being the case, he had remained at the Warden Station all day. To avoid being idle (and spending too much time dwelling on what his future held), he devoted time to some of the things he had been neglecting of late: mending fences, fixing broken hinges on doors, etc.
He was taking a short breather and getting a drink of water from the well when Bander came up and mentioned that the scribe was asking for him. Errol sighed, took a final drink, and then accompanied Bander back to the Station House.
Till, looking a little haggard after spending most of the day semi-conscious, wasted no time and began speaking almost as soon as Errol crossed the threshold.
“Where’s the Book?” the scribe asked, not bothering with any perfunctory greeting.
“What book?” Errol asked, feigning ignorance. Eyebrows raised, he looked from Till to Bander and Prap (who were standing nearby) when the scribe didn’t answer immediately.
“The sorcerer’s Book of magic,” Till said after a few seconds. “The one mentioned in your log."
“Oh,” Errol intoned, scratching his temple. “Why?”
“I’ve been instructed to bring it back with us. My superiors want to see it.”
Alarm bells went off in Errol’s head. This was exactly what he was afraid would happen: men in power wanting the Book.
“That’s going to be a little tricky,” Errol said. “I’m afraid I lost it.”
A look of incredulity came across Till’s face. “What do you mean you lost it?!”
“I came in one day and it was just gone,” Errol lied.
“Gone? How could that happen?”
“Well, it wasn’t anything that I ever used or even referred to on a regular basis, so I wasn’t keeping tabs on it. One day it was there, the next it wasn’t.”
A look of fury came over Till’s face, which turned so red that it looked as though someone had slapped him. Errol glanced at the other two men present. Prap appeared completely disinterested, as though his mind were somewhere else, while Bander looked as if he didn’t entirely believe everything Errol was saying.
Till still looked like he was on the verge of exploding. Then he simply let out a deep breath and closed his eyes for a few seconds. When he opened them, he looked almost calm again.
“If you think it’ll help,” Errol said, “I’ll be happy to look for it.”
“No,” Till replied, shaking his head in the negative. “I’ve already gone all through this place looking for any hint of magical power or residue and couldn’t find any – at least not from books. It’s not here.”
Now it was Errol’s turn to be incredulous, and he fought hard to keep his face serene. He hadn’t considered the fact that someone might be able to feel the Book’s magic, like a bloodhound locking in on a scent. Apparently the Book really was missing!
Errol was so preoccupied with his own thoughts that he missed what the scribe said next. He only noted that a response was expected when Till extended a hand towards Errol like he was expecting something.
“Excuse me?” Errol said, realizing that he had missed some part of the conversation.
“Your dagger. The Wendigo dagger,” Till said. “It needs to come with us as well.”
“No,” Errol said flatly, his hand going protectively to the dagger’s hilt. “It stays with me. If you take it to the city, I’ll never see it again.”
An odd look came over Till’s face, then – to Errol’s surprise – the bald man laughed. Errol looked over to find Bander and Prap chuckling as well.
“Don’t you understand?” the scribe said after a few moments, a grin still on his face. “You’re coming to the city with us, too.”
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Errol was stunned. For most of his life, he had dreamed of moving to one of the cities – places far from the Badlands, where you didn’t have to worry about getting gobbled up by some monstrosity every time you set foot outside your door. And now, he apparently wasn’t just going to a city but the city: Apolos, the largest of them, where the Wardens were headquartered.
These days, of course, he was completely conflicted about such a move. He felt an obligation to stay and be Warden of Stanchion (at least until Tom’s return, if not longer), and his relationship with Gale complicated things further. He was pretty certain that, if he went with his guests, this would be no more than a short trip to the city, at most. Still, it was coming at a time when the notion of visiting a city at all was something he’d practically abandoned.
“Why?” Errol asked. “Why do I need to come?”
“The Senior Wardens want to see you,” Till answered. “And some of my superiors among the scribes may want to as well.”
Errol shook his head, not feeling that the answer was adequate. “Again, why?”
“As far as the Wardens go, it’s so they can properly assess you,” Bander interjected.
“Assess me?” Errol was confused. “Why do they need to assess me? That’s what you’ve been doing!”
Bander looked away, unable to meet Errol’s eye or answer his question.
“Oh, jeez!” Errol exclaimed as the answer dawned on him. “You knew! You knew the whole time that you’ve been here that ultimately they wanted me to go to Apolos! Your entire examination of me has been nothing but a farce!”
“You’ve got to understand,” Bander said. “People are talking about you.”
Errol was slightly taken aback. “People? What people? What are you talking about?”
“We keep getting stories, reports of a young Warden with a magical dagger,” Bander said.
“So what?” Errol said. “Magic is common among Wardens. You’ve even got a spell on your horse.”
“But not every Warden has allegedly faced and defeated a Wendigo, not to mention making weapons from its bones,” Till chimed in.
“Or made a pact with a revenant,” Prap said in obvious disbelief. “Or killed a basilisk–”
“But all that’s true,” Errol insisted, although he didn’t know how word of his exploits had gotten out. “I even wrote about it in my log.”
Till snorted. “Wardens write lots of things in their logs, and are often prone to exaggeration. Earlier this year, one of your fellows insisted he had killed a dragon. When we went to examine it, however, it turned out to be nothing more than a lizard. A rather large lizard, possibly even dangerous, but a lizard nonetheless.”
Errol was silent for a moment. “You think I’m lying,” he said quietly.
“Not necessarily,” Till replied. “Your dagger is definitely magical – I can feel its power, and Prap told me what it did to his sword – but is it really made from the bones of a Wendigo? And then there’s the rest of it – basilisks, lamias, homunculi…”
Errol felt himself getting angry. He turned to Bander. “Get the broken piece of Prap’s sword and meet me out front,” he said, and then headed for the storeroom without waiting for a reply.
His three visitors were waiting for him outside the Station House when he returned a few minutes later holding an odd-looking gourd.
“You’ve got the sword-piece?” Errol asked Bander. In response, the older man held up the lopped-off end of Prap’s sword. “Lay it on the ground there.”
Bander tossed the piece of steel into the dirt. Errol stepped over to it, still carefully holding the gourd, which sloshed around some liquid inside. His visitors started to close in, but he warned them back. Then, ever so carefully, he pulled what appeared to be a stopper out of the top of the gourd. Holding it out away from his body, just above the broken sword tip, he began to slowly tilt the gourd.
Eventually, a single drop of liquid formed at the lip of the container, welling in size before dropping down onto the piece of sword. The reaction was immediate. There was a vile hissing sound as the metal began to froth where the liquid had made contact, bubbling up like boiling water. At the same time, a suspicious-looking yellow gas began issuing forth from the sword tip.
After pouring out the drop of liquid, Errol had immediately placed the stopper back in the gourd. Then he screamed at Till, who was upwind of the yellow gas that was forming, to move. The scribe complied, and a moment later Errol and his visitors were all standing downwind of the gas, watching the strange interaction of the gourd’s contents and the piece of sword.
After a few minutes, the hissing and bubbling stopped, and the yellow gas ceased to form. At Errol’s insistence that it was safe to do so, Till, Prap, and Bander stepped forward for a closer look. Errol didn’t bother, as he knew what they would discover: the liquid had eaten through the metal.
Bander turned to Errol with a look of shock on his face, his eyes darting down to the gourd in Errol’s hand and then back to the younger man’s face. “What in the name of heaven was that?”
Errol nodded towards Till. “Ask him. He read my log. He knows.”
Till seemed to reflect for a moment before commenting.
“Basilisk blood,” the scribe said, almost as if he didn’t believe it himself.
Errol turned without a word and went back inside the Station House.
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It was decided that they would leave for Apolos at dawn the next day. Errol was given specific instructions by Till to bring his Wendigo dagger. The scribe had actually wanted to carry the blade himself, presumably so that he could study it during their journey, prompting an outright refusal from Errol.
“It’s your superiors who want to examine it,” Errol had said. “I’ll relinquish it to them when we get there, but not a moment before, and only with the understanding that I get it back when I leave.”
Till had also wanted to bring back a sample of basilisk blood, but didn’t seem to have the means to transport it. Errol had laughed heartily at his efforts, as a single drop of it would burn a hole through every receptacle the scribe tried using to contain it. The entire process seemed to drive Till mad.
Eventually, the scribe had given up and simply tried to order Errol to bring along the gourd of basilisk blood. Again, Errol had declined, but had smugly told Till and his two companions that one of them could carry it if they wished.
“Bear in mind, however,” Errol had cautioned them, “that basilisk blood is incredibly deadly, emits highly poisonous vapors, and can eat through almost anything. Sooner or later, the gourd it’s in will fail, the blood will come gushing out, and whatever is nearby is going to die or get horribly disfigured. Do you really want something like that bouncing around on a horse as you ride across the countryside?”
As Errol had suspected (and hoped), interest in bringing along the basilisk blood severely waned after he finished his little speech. However, Till promised to send someone back at a future date with a proper container. When asked what the gourd holding the blood was made of, Errol truthfully responded that he didn’t know – that it was a gift from a friend.
Although he didn’t provide the others with any further information on the subject, the “friend” who had given him the gourd was actually a tree nymph. It was part of her way of thanking him for killing the basilisk, and as far as Errol knew it could actually hold the foul liquid indefinitely.
Beyond those few conversations (and acquiescing when Prap identified the sword from the Magnus collection that he’d like as a replacement), there was little conversation between Errol and the others for the rest of the day. Dinner was a mostly-silent affair (although Prap still made insulting comments and continued finding ways to be generally obnoxious). Afterwards, Errol went to pack for the journey.
From what Errol understood, the trip to Apolos would take several weeks via the roads. They could make significantly better time traveling as the crow flies, but that would require cutting across the Badlands. In Errol’s opinion (and everyone else’s), the time they could potentially save via such a shortcut didn’t merit the increased danger they’d have to endure.
Errol considered all of this and more as he gathered together his gear. As usual, the ordinary travel items – clothing, rations, etc. – didn’t require much attention on his part. What required significantly more thought was which weapons he should take.
In essence, this would be one of the lengthiest journeys Errol had ever gone on in his life. In his mind, he saw all sorts of situations unfolding, contingencies in which he might need every type of weapon. The bad news, of course, was that he couldn’t take everything with him. In the end, he relied on a decision-making process that had thus far proven invaluable: What would Tom do?
In Errol’s opinion, his brother would probably encourage him not to overthink the matter. Tom would say he should simply trust his gut. With that in mind, Errol settled on the weapons that – in addition to the Wendigo dagger – had become his staples over the past few months: his one-hand crossbow and a throwing knife that was also made from Wendigo bones (although it lacked most of the properties that made the dagger special). Finally, just for a bit of variety, he decided to bring a longbow as well.
Although it was clearly non-essential, Errol also chose to bring the bladebeak feather with him. In all honesty, he hadn’t liked having his veracity questioned. Thus, while it wasn’t exactly proof of his encounter with the bird (he could have found the plume on the forest floor), if anyone doubted his story, he could at least produce the feather as evidence of some sort.
After he finished packing, he took his gear to the storeroom, where he was again planning to sleep for the night. Satisfied that all he would have to do in the morning was grab his stuff and go, Errol went to the Warden’s office and began penning letters to Stanchion’s mayor, various community leaders, and others to let them know that there would be a prolonged absence on his part, beginning tomorrow. He then marched over to the aviary to send the letters off.
As he loosed the ravens with messages attached, Errol’s main concern was how his ward would fare while he was gone. However, he had written to the Wardens in a few neighboring communities, and he knew that, as a professional courtesy, they would cover Stanchion while he was away. Thus, he wasn’t too worried.
Of the letters he sent, all could be construed as being of a professional nature except the last, which he had written to Gale. There hadn’t been time to make plans to see her, but she was practical, if nothing else. She’d understand that he had to leave and the difficult timing of it, although she probably wouldn’t be wild about the idea of not seeing him for what was likely to be months. (The thought didn’t have much appeal to Errol, either.)
He sighed longingly as he watched the last raven flap away. He was so distracted by his own thoughts that he almost didn’t see Bander as he was leaving the aviary.
“I saw the ravens taking flight,” the older Warden said. “I hope one of them was to that pretty girl you mentioned.”
Errol merely gave a curt nod in response. A part of him was still angry at what he felt was deceit on the part of his visitors – especially Bander, whom he had held in high esteem.
“It wasn’t a farce,” Bander said, as if reading Errol’s thoughts. “Yes, it’s the Senior Wardens who will be assessing you – something that, in truth, would normally be my job – and I did indeed know that they were planning to order you to Apolos. That said, you’re going to need an ally, someone who can vouch for you and your capacity to serve as Warden.”
“You?” Errol asked, starting to comprehend.
“Yes. Believe it or not, my word still carries a little weight,” Bander said with a grin that Errol couldn’t help returning, as the older man was clearly understating his influence. “However, I could only advocate for you if I was convinced that you were competent.”
“So you tested me, anyway – and let Prap do the same – even though it wouldn’t ultimately be your decision.”
“Yes, and I’m happy to say that you earned my full endorsement.”
“But why am I being singled out for special treatment? I mean, I can understand stories about Wardens getting blown out of proportion – like the anecdote Till gave about the dragon – but those kinds of tall tales are common. You either believe them or you don’t, but you don’t make a Warden travel all the way to Apolos for something like that.”
Bander was silent for a moment. “Do you know what they’re calling you? The Wendigo Warden. You and that dagger are becoming famous. I mean, I’ve been on the road for six months and even I’m hearing stories about you.”
Errol reflected on this for a moment. He certainly hadn’t engaged in any self-promotion, but a number of people had seen what the dagger could do. He hadn’t even considered the fact that they would tell others, which was only human nature. Errol audibly groaned in frustration at the thought.
“Still,” Errol said, determined to keep the conversation on track, “that’s not enough of a reason to have me come to the city. I can think of a dozen celebrated Wardens who never had anything like this happen to them.”
“True,” Bander said with a nod. “Truthfully, I don’t know why it’s different this time. I just know that the Senior Wardens, including the High Warden himself, believe that it is. For some reason, you’re important.”
“You mean the dagger’s important. I’m just the guy who lucked into possession of it.”
“Don’t sell yourself short,” Bander said. “I’ve seen what you’re capable of, and – with or without the dagger – I’ve seldom been more impressed.”
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Errol awoke slightly before sunup to the sound of voices arguing. He listened for a moment, and then jumped up as he realized who one of the speakers was. He spent a moment making himself presentable, then hurried out of the storeroom.
At the moment, the only light in the Station House seemed to be coming from the kitchen, where a lamp sat on the table, and it was there that, as expected, he found Gale. A statuesque redhead, she was wearing a simple blue dress that accentuated her curves wonderfully. Her fiery hair was pulled back into a ponytail, letting the light from the lamp fall gently across her deep blue eyes and flawless features. Looking at her now, Errol wondered how he had ever considered her anything other than beautiful.
At present, however, it was difficult to fully appreciate her charms, as she was in the process of giving Till – who was on the other side of the table – a severe tongue-lashing. The scribe, looking well out of his depth, was holding his hands up defensively.
“–ht now!” Gale was shouting. “And I don’t ca–”
“What’s going on?” Errol asked, cutting her off.
Gale glanced at Errol, and then moved over to his side, taking one of his hands in her own.
“This idiot,” she hissed, pointing at Till, “was refusing to let me see you!”
“That’s not exactly true,” the scribe said warily. “I just told her that you weren’t awake yet and that she might want to let you sleep since we have a full day of riding ahead of us.”
“No,” Gale insisted, “it was more than that! He-”
“Hey, hey, hey,” Errol said, putting a finger to her lips. “It’s okay. Come on, let’s go talk.”
Still holding her hand, he walked towards the door of the Station House. Gale gave Till one last evil look before letting herself be dragged away.
Outside, light was just starting to peek over the horizon. Considering the time, it must have still been dark when Gale left her family’s farm for the Warden Station, and Errol stated as much.
“This close to the Badlands, it’s dangerous to be on the road in the dark like that,” he said, still holding her hand as they walked down towards the end of the porch. “You know better, Gale.”
“Well, it’s not as though I had a lot of choice,” she stated matter-of-factly. “You didn’t give me much notice that you were leaving. After your message came last night, I had to make what plans I could in order to get here before you left.”
Errol couldn’t help smiling at that. He realized how much she was willing to risk just to see him, and he loved her for it.
“I understand,” he said. “But don’t ever do that again.”
“Fine,” she said, moving into his arms. “I promise.” Then she leaned in to give him a kiss.
“Aw, how sweet,” said a voice a few seconds later.
Errol broke away from Gale and looked up to see Prap, who had apparently just stepped out onto the porch.
“I don’t suppose you brought enough for everybody?” Prap said to Gale, licking his lips.
White-hot anger took hold of Errol, and he found himself seized with a desire to throttle the rotund Warden. However, before he could do anything he might have regretted later, Gale shouted something at Prap. Only she didn’t just shout; instead, she let loose a stream of invective so opprobrious and abusive that Errol thought his ears would fall off.
On his part, Prap at first turned red from embarrassment, and then seemed to physically wither under the unrelenting scathing and castigation he was receiving from Gale. In Errol’s opinion, it would have been less punishing to suffer a physical assault.
By the time she finished, a thoroughly chastised Prap was standing on the porch with his mouth open, completely speechless. Even worse, the commotion had roused Bander, who stood just inside the doorway, laughing.
Apparently satisfied that she had put Prap in his place, Gale dragged Errol off the porch and around the corner of the house, away from prying eyes.
“Now, where were we?” she asked, leaning into him.
After hearing what had just come out of it, Errol harbored some momentary doubts about wanting to kiss that mouth. A few seconds later, however, all of his objections had vanished, evaporating like morning dew.
A few minutes later, Gale pulled her lips away from his but stayed close, resting her head on his chest. Errol put his arms around her.
“So, you’re leaving me,” Gale said quietly.
“Not forever,” Errol replied. “And not by choice. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“You say that now, but wait until you see those strumpets in the city. You’ll forget about me in half a second.”
Errol laughed. “Unlikely. But even if that were the case, I doubt that the girls in Apolos would be interested in an unsophisticated rube like me.”
“So I’ll get you back by default?” She smacked him playfully on the chest. “No, you’re just their type.”
“And what would you know about it? You’ve barely been out of Stanchion your entire life.”
“I have cousins in Apolos, as well as other cities. They tell me stories…”
Gale kept talking, but suddenly Errol wasn’t hearing her any more. Errol was thinking back on his relationship with her. Ever since fighting the Wendigo together, they’d had a special bond. Moreover, since becoming a couple, he’d opened up to her, shared things with her. Things that he hadn’t told anyone else.
Gale was still talking but stopped abruptly when Errol put his hands on her shoulders and pushed her firmly but gently away from him. With his hands still on her shoulders, he looked into her eyes.
“Errol?” she said, smiling a little nervously. “What is it?”
“Have you told anybody about me?” he asked after a few seconds.
“What…what do you mean?” she asked. “I’ve told people we’re a couple, if that’s what you’re asking. Was I not supposed to do that?”
She suddenly seemed nervous, clearly wondering if she’d done something wrong. Her eyes began to look a little watery, and it came to Errol that she was thinking that he was embarrassed of her – embarrassed about being in a relationship with her.
“No, not that,” he said, and felt relief flood through her. “Everybody already knows that, which is great as far as I’m concerned.”
She smiled, then gently removed his hands from her shoulders and gave them a kiss.
“Then what?” she asked, still holding his hands in her own.
“The things I’ve told you about what I’ve experienced in the Badlands, like the basilisk. Have you told anybody about that stuff?”
She seemed to think for a second, then nodded. “Um, yes. I’ve mentioned it to my parents, maybe one or two of my sisters. And several of my cousins.”
“Your cousins? The ones in Apolos?”
“Yes. Why? Did I do something wrong?”
He pulled her close again, giving her a fierce hug.
“No, sweetie,” he said, kissing her forehead. “You didn’t do anything wrong at all.”
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Gale didn’t stay very long after that, as she knew from Errol’s message that he was supposed to be leaving early. She headed back towards her family’s farm after extracting a final kiss from Errol and a promise that he would bring her back something nice from the city.
“Well, she’s everything you said she was,” Bander mentioned to Errol as Gale rode away.
Errol simply nodded in agreement. While he and Gale had been saying their goodbyes, his visitors had been busy gathering their things and loading their horses. One of them (presumably Bander), had even done Errol the favor of bringing his horse from the barn and hitching it to the Station House porch.
“Are we ready yet?” Till asked. The question was addressed to no one in particular, but was clearly directed at Errol as he was the only straggler at the moment.
“Yeah,” Errol replied. “Just let me grab my gear.”
With that, he went into the Station House and headed to the storeroom. He got quite a surprise when he opened the door to find Berry sitting on his pack.
“Come to say goodbye?” Errol asked. He sat down on the floor so the little man wouldn’t have to crane his neck to speak to him.
“That, and to tell you to be careful,” the homunculus said.
“We’ll be fine, I think. We plan on sticking to the roads.”
“Not every threat is confined to the Badlands. You’ll find a lot of them on the road, and trouble can often follow you into the city.”
“Well, we’ll have three Wardens with us, so we should be fine. Even though with Prap it’s more like two-and-a-half Wardens.”
A look of severe distaste came across Berry’s face at the mention of Prap’s name. “The man’s a swine,” he said. “He belongs with his own kind in a pen somewhere. If you’re lucky, maybe they’ll come to claim him.”
Errol laughed at the mental picture that created – a bunch of hogs marching off with Prap hoisted on their shoulders like some kind of hero.
“Unfortunately,” Errol said, still grinning, “that’s not likely to happen.”
“In that case, try to spend as little time around him as possible. His type always attracts trouble, and some kinds of trouble will follow you forever.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Errol said. “Now of course, I have to get going, or they’ll start wondering what’s taking me so long in here.”
As if on cue, Errol heard Prap shout for him to hurry up. Errol shouted back that he needed a minute.
Errol turned back to Berry, and noticed that the little man had jumped down off his pack.
“Are you going to be okay?” Errol asked him. “There won’t be any food deliveries while I’m gone, you know.”
“Of course not,” Berry said dismissively. Needless to say, the homunculus understood; Errol asking for food to continue being delivered while he was away would raise all sorts of questions. “Don’t worry about me. There’s still a bunch of nonperishables in the pantry. I’ll be able to conjure up something to eat.”
Errol was nodding in agreement, but soon found himself frowning as Berry’s words bounced around in his head. There was something about the little man’s chosen verbiage…Errol’s eyebrows shot up as insight hit him like a bolt from the blue.
Conjure!
Berry smiled as he saw understanding in Errol’s eyes. On his part, Errol was about to say something, but then thought about how hard he had worked to avoid becoming indebted to the little man.
“It’s okay,” the homunculus said, sensing Errol’s hesitation. “Ask your question.”
Relief came over Errol. “The Book. Where’s the Book of magic?”
“Right where you left it,” Berry said with a wink.
Errol was confused. “But Till said he searched for magic throughout the Station House and couldn’t find it.”
Berry harrumphed in disdain at the mention of the scribe’s name. “That one. His ‘magic’ was barely anything of the kind. It was easy enough to corrupt his spell and make him miss what he was looking for.”
Errol raised an eyebrow in surprise. He’d known, of course, that the homunculus was a creature of magic; however, this was the first real confirmation he’d gotten that Berry could actually do magic (although it was something he had suspected for a while).
“Thanks,” he said sincerely to the little man. Then he stood up, grabbed his gear, and left.





 
 
Chapter 15
 
The journey to Apolos was fairly uneventful for the first couple of days. As previously decided, they stuck to the roads and, amazingly, encountered only one creature from the Badlands: a direwolf that loped across the road about fifty feet ahead of them, cast a glance in their direction, and then continued on its way. Other than that, the most exciting thing that happened was probably Errol’s determination that he no longer needed bandages for the wounds on his back that the bladebeak had inflicted.
At night, they typically stopped at one of the roadside campsites. These were well-marked areas, usually right next to the road, that had developed a reputation for being safe and therefore saw regular use by travelers. It was on their third night, when they were eating dinner at such a campsite, that they got their first surprise of the trip.
“Hello,” a voice called out from farther down the road.
Instantly, Errol, Bander, and Prap were on their feet, weapons at the ready. Even though their camp was warded (as it was every night), it didn’t hurt to be prepared. After all, as Errol knew from recent experience, wards had been known to fail.
“Who’s there?” Bander asked, raising his wand and making its light shine brightly.
“A fellow traveler in black,” came the reply.
Errol and his companions visibly relaxed; the person speaking had given them a traditional Warden response. Even more, now that Errol looked in the direction of the voice, he saw the light of another wand approaching. A few seconds later, they were joined not just by another Warden, but also by a second man in brightly-colored clothing (presumably a musician since he carried a gittern).
“Greetings all,” said the new Warden, getting down from his horse. He was young, probably just a few years older than Errol’s own age of sixteen. “I’m Jaden, and my companion is Pierce.” The other man gave a slight wave of his hand as he got down from his own saddle.
“Welcome,” Bander said. “My name’s–”
“Bander,” Jaden interjected with a smile. “There aren’t many Wardens who don’t know who you are.”
Bander acknowledged this with a nod. “My companions: Errol, Till, and Prap.”
The two newcomers shook hands with everyone, and then, after getting their horses settled, found places around the fire. They were friendly and cordial, and it didn’t take long to get their stories from them.
Jaden was, of course, a Warden. He had recently been asked to assume the post in a mid-sized town whose own Warden had been bitten by some weirdling from the Badlands and was at death’s door. However, when Jaden arrived after a month of travel, he was informed that the old Warden had fully recovered. Thus, Jaden was returning to the Warden headquarters to await another appointment.
Pierce was a minstrel around the same age as Jaden who was eager to get to Apolos and make his fortune – hopefully by finding a rich patron. When Jaden passed through his town on the way back to the city, it was only natural that they travel together. That way Jaden could be entertained on the trip back and Pierce wouldn’t have to make the journey alone.
“What about you guys?” Pierce asked. “Why are you out here?”
“Just returning from transcribing logs,” Bander said, answering for the group. Errol saw no reason to correct him.
“It takes three Wardens to guard a scribe?” Jaden asked in surprise. “Things must really be bad on the road in some regions.”
No one commented on this, and Jaden didn’t press for an answer.
After a few moments of silence, Pierce spoke up. “Would anyone like to hear a song?” He didn’t wait for an answer; he simply began plucking on the strings of his gittern and singing.
First he sang a classic, a well-known ballad about a legendary Warden who dies in order to save the people of his ward. Then he sang another popular tune, a comedic ditty about a silly man who falls in love with a mermaid. After that, he sang a couple of other traditional jingles as well as a few of his own compositions.
Errol had to admit to being impressed. Pierce had a magnificent voice and was a talented musician. Moreover, the songs he’d written himself were just as engaging as the old favorites that he sang. Errol had no doubt that he would quickly find a patron in Apolos. Everyone else seemed to feel the same, because when the minstrel finished playing, his small audience clapped enthusiastically.
Later – after writing in his log, as he did every night – Errol lay back on his sleeping bag, staring at the stars and thinking how serene life was at the moment. Seconds later, he was fast asleep.





 
 
Chapter 16
 
Nothing noteworthy happened over the next two days, and Errol’s group found themselves falling into a routine: ride all day; stop at a roadside camp; eat; listen to Pierce sing; go to sleep. (The only thing that varied on occasion was when Bander would tell the group about some story or escapade from his past.)
Although it shocked him to admit it, Errol found himself missing some of the spontaneity and excitement that came with being Warden of Stanchion. He also understood now how easy it was to get burned out on the road and become eager for the familiarity of your own bed.
On the fifth night, however, everything changed.
That night, as they sat around the fire after Pierce had finished singing, Till put a general question to the four Wardens present.
“Have any of you ever heard of the Giant’s Grove?” the scribe asked.
Errol hadn’t. Prap and Jaden had. Bander, unsurprisingly, as the oldest and most experienced of the Wardens present, had more than simply heard of it.
“I’ve actually been there,” Bander said. “Once.”
“What’s it like?” Jaden asked, clearly excited.
“Beautiful,” Bander said, his eyes glazing over with the memory. “And terrifying.”
“I’d like to see it,” Till said. “We’re not that far from it. I have a map–”
“I don’t need a map,” Bander said emotionlessly. “I remember exactly where it is and how to get there.”
“Then you’ll guide us?” Till asked.
Bander grunted in irritation. “It’s in the Badlands and well out of our way if we’re trying to stick to the road. Going there will cost us an extra day.”
“I’m willing to spend an extra day on the road to see it,” Till said.
“Me too,” Jaden chimed in.
Prap also expressed a desire to see it, as did Pierce, who had been listening to the conversation.
“What about you?” Bander asked, turning to Errol.
“I don’t even know what it is,” Errol admitted.
“It’s…” Bander struggled, searching for the proper words. “I’m not sure I can describe it. It’s just something you have to see. If you want.”
Errol looked at the rest of his companions and felt the weight of their expectations. Bander hadn’t said anything along those lines, but Errol got the distinct impression that the older Warden would only take them there if the decision to go was unanimous.
“Alright,” Errol said after a few moments. “Count me in.”
 
*****
 
The next day they set off for the Giant’s Grove, departing from the road and heading into the Badlands. They rode single file through the woods, Bander in front, followed by Jaden, Pierce, Till, Prap and finally Errol.
The order of their procession was something that Bander himself had indicated, and Errol understood why, at least in part. The veteran Warden had placed himself in the vanguard in order to be the first to deal with any threats they might come across. His placement of Errol as the rearguard spoke volumes about what Bander thought of his skills, and Errol couldn’t help but feel a little bit of pride. Of course, their two weakest members, Till and Pierce, were in the middle. The positioning of Jaden and Prap, as best as Errol could tell, didn’t really have a strategic basis other than the fact that each of them was placed next to someone they had spent the most time traveling with.
They rode in silence for the most part. Based on Bander’s estimate that this side-quest would cost them a day, Errol assumed that it would take them four to five hours to reach the grove.
As they rode, Errol took careful note of their direction, the position of the sun (when he could see it through the forest canopy), etc. He wanted to be sure he could find his way back if he got separated from the others – or more specifically, Bander.
After they had been traveling for a while, Errol began to notice little things about the forest that seemed unusual. At first, it was the grass; individual blades started getting thicker, longer than he’d ever seen before. Then there were certain varieties of flower and plant that he recognized, except these were a magnitude larger than any he’d come across previously.
The others in his group also noticed the changes around them, and it wasn’t just limited to plants.
“By all that’s holy!” Till exclaimed at one point. “I just saw a centipede as long as a spear!”
At another juncture, Pierce shrieked when something buzzed by his ear, and Errol realized with a start that it was a housefly as big as his fist.
It was pretty clear to Errol that this deviation from their itinerary was probably putting his group in harm’s way to some extent. Errol pulled out his wand and held it at the ready, then whispered to Prap that he should do the same.
The scowl that the bulky Warden gave Errol plainly indicated that Prap didn’t like being told what to do. However, he pulled his wand out anyway, especially when he realized that Jaden and Bander had done so themselves.
For the next few hours, Errol was wildly vigilant. Although nothing assaulted them, the unnatural growth of the plants and insects around his party kept him on edge. He was so engrossed in watching for potential threats that he practically failed to notice when his group stopped moving. As a result, he ended up pulling unnecessarily hard on the reins to make his mount come to a halt, causing the poor animal to whinny in protest.
“Gentleman,” Bander said, “the Giant’s Grove.”
Errol, along with the rest of his companions, stared ahead in wonder. They had just left the edge of a group of oak trees that obviously denoted some kind of line of demarcation, because directly ahead of them the forest took on a decidedly different look.
To call it a mere grove of trees would be a severe understatement, like calling the ocean a puddle of water. What they were seeing almost defied belief: trees with trunks wider than most houses, and so tall that you couldn’t see their tops. Errol thought that he’d had trouble acclimating his mind to the size of the Blemmye, but that was nothing compared to what was before him now.
Bander dismounted and began leading his horse through the gigantic trees. The others, including Errol, followed suit.
“This is incredible,” Till murmured, eyes darting all around.
“Indeed,” Jaden said in agreement. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“That’s because there is nothing else like it,” Bander said.
As they walked through the grove, the wonders they encountered were even more spectacular than what they had observed simply getting here. A group of rosebuds the size of wagon wheels on a twenty-foot-tall bush opened as they passed, filling the air with a sweet, ambrosial scent. A leaf the size of a bed floated down from above and landed next to Pierce’s horse. At one point, Errol felt a gust of wind on his back, and – upon turning around – found himself facing a butterfly large enough to carry a man off. It watched him for a second, its steadily-flapping wings a brilliant amalgam of indigo and rouge, and then lazily flitted away.
The marvels of nature they saw around them were far too many for Errol to count, and the beauty of their surroundings was intoxicating. On more than one occasion, he’d hear one of his companions mutter words to the effect of “Incredible!” or “Magnificent!” and while Errol didn’t exactly disagree, he found the descriptions inadequate. There was a majesty to the grove that went beyond words, an ineffable grandeur that mere mortals couldn’t convey because their language had no phrase for it. Suddenly Errol understood Bander’s inability to describe the place.
Thinking of Bander, Errol wondered where the older Warden was leading them. It was obvious that he had a specific place in mind, as he seemed to be walking with purpose rather than just giving them a random tour. Errol was proved right a few minutes later when they came to a clearing, at which point Bander called them to a halt. Ahead of them, in the middle of the clearing, was a group of gigantic mushrooms.
There were twelve of them, each approximately ten feet tall. The caps of the mushrooms were a deep red in color, while the stalks were snow white. Underneath the caps, the mushrooms had gills that moved gently when the wind blew, almost as if they were breathing.
In addition, Errol couldn’t help but notice that the placement of the mushrooms had a certain geometric configuration. They weren’t just in a group but actually formed a perfect circle, with each apparently equidistant from its fellows on either side. It was almost as if the mushrooms, in terms of arrangement and form, were the design of some celestial being rather than the result of the randomness of nature. Errol didn’t know how or why, but there was no doubt in his mind that these mushrooms were the centerpiece of the grove.
Despite the undeniable splendor around them, which still had his companions in awe, Errol had found himself the victim of a growing unease ever since they had entered the Giant’s Grove. As beautiful as it was, there was a wrongness to the place. Plants and animals shouldn’t achieve this level of scale. It was unnatural, even for the Badlands, and the eerie formation of the mushrooms made him edgy and agitated. He was so preoccupied with his own thoughts that he almost missed the conversation going on around him.
“–at makes everything grow so large?” Pierce was asking.
Bander shrugged. “Something in the soil, the air, the water. No one knows.”
“It’s all so beautiful,” Jaden said. “Everyone should have a chance to see something like this.”
“No, they shouldn’t,” Errol interjected unexpectedly. All eyes turned to him, and for a moment he didn’t realize why. He hadn’t meant to speak out loud, but had found that he couldn’t stand it anymore, this fascination everyone else had with the unnatural beauty of the grove.
“Excuse me?” Till said.
“No one else should see this,” Errol repeated. “These trees, these plants, these insects. They’re not a reflection of nature’s glory. They’re monstrosities. Grotesques. We shouldn’t be here.”
Errol hadn’t really expected his words to have an effect – it certainly wasn’t his intention – but they did. The rest of his party looked around sheepishly, as if they could suddenly sense what he was feeling, the subtle offensiveness of their surroundings.
“Come on,” Bander said after a moment, starting to move away. “Now that you’ve all seen it, we should get out of here.”
As they had been doing thus far that day, everyone began turning their horses around in preparation for following Bander. Suddenly, there was a shout from Till.
“Wait!” the scribe exclaimed. Tossing his reins to a surprised Pierce, he suddenly made a dash towards the circle of mushrooms.
“Till!” Bander shouted, releasing his own reins and running after the bald scribe. “What do you think you’re doing??!!”
The bald man stopped just under the cap of one of the mushrooms. Bander stopped a few feet away, as if afraid of getting any closer, with Errol and the others coming over to stand behind him.
“Mushrooms often have medicinal properties,” Till said, staring at the gills of the plant above him. “We should take a sample back with us.”
The scribe stood on his tiptoes and stretched his arm up towards the mushroom’s gills.
“Till!” Bander hissed. “Stop! Don’t touch it!”
The scribe ignored him, grabbed a portion of the plant’s gills in his right hand, and yanked down hard. The gills came loose – and so did a small cloud of red spores. Till backed away quickly, but not before some of the spores landed on the back of the hand holding the gill samples.
Smiling in triumph, Till began walking towards his companions, who rapidly backpedaled away from him, almost in unison.
“Eh?” Till muttered, confused by their actions. Then he looked down at his hand and saw the red spores on the back. He knelt down and rubbed the back of the offending hand on a grassy mound, wiping it clean of the spores before standing up again.
“Satisfied?” the scribe asked no one in particular, holding up the back of his hand for inspection. No one said anything, but they all stepped aside as Till marched smugly to his horse. Once he reached the animal, the scribe undid the flap on his pack and pulled out a small glass jar. He put the mushroom gills inside, then returned the jar to his pack before turning and looking at his companions expectantly.
The rest of the party looked at Bander, who made a vague gesture before flatly ordering the group in general to get a move on. He then reclaimed the reins of his horse and began leading them back out of the Giant’s Grove.
 
*****
 
As is often the case, the trip back from the grove seemed to go faster than their journey to it. This time, however, no one seemed inclined to comment on the sights around them. Instead, Errol sense a dogged determination on the part of his companions to simply get back to the safety and familiarity of the road.
Beyond that, the only thing of significance was the fact that everyone gave Till a wide berth as they left the grove behind them – so wide, in fact, that anyone observing might have thought the scribe was actually a member of some other party.
There was almost a collective sigh of relief when, towards the end of the day, they emerged from the tree line back onto the road. They immediately began to make camp in the same spot as the night before, and it didn’t take long for spirits to start running high again. Prap told a few raunchy jokes that walked the line between being humorous and vulgar. Bander mentioned a few of the more humorous anecdotes from his past. Pierce sang a new, enchanting ballad about their trip to the Giant’s Grove – something that he had apparently been working on in his head during the ride back.
In short, almost everyone seemed to have recovered from the day’s adventure, and would have a great story to tell their friends. (Moreover, although he would probably never use the knowledge again, Errol now knew the way to the Giant’s Grove.) The only person who didn’t seem jovial was Till, which may not have been surprising since the rest of the party was still keeping a respectful distance from him.
As he fell asleep that night, it occurred to Errol that perhaps they were treating the scribe too harshly. After all, no harm seemed to have come of his little escapade.
His thoughts on the subject changed, however, when he woke up the next morning to the sound of Till screaming.





 
 
Chapter 17
 
No one in their party – not even Bander, who was the most knowledgeable and experienced among them – had ever seen or heard of anything like it. Growing from the back of Till’s right hand, where the spores had fallen when he’d collected the mushroom samples, was a small colony of toadstools. In fact, they weren’t just growing from the back of his hand; it looked like they were part of his hand, as though his flesh had just puckered up in the shape of small mushrooms. No wonder the scribe had started screaming when he saw them.
Fortunately, the toadstools didn’t seem to be causing Till any pain. It had been the shock of seeing them that had caused him to cry out and wake everyone up. After examining them as closely as he dared and then admitting to being perplexed, Bander had merely dictated that it was time to pack up.
A short time later, they were back in the saddle again, resuming their journey but at a full gallop now. Although it hadn’t seemed possible, everyone was keeping even farther away from the scribe than before. Whether out of concern about discomfiting his companions, a feeling of dejection, or something in between, Errol soon noticed that Till was riding well behind the main body of their group.
They stopped to give the horses a short break around midday. Errol used the opportunity to speak to Bander out of earshot of the others.
“What are we going to do?” Errol asked.
“About Till? Just get him back to the city,” Bander replied. “Hopefully someone in his Order will know what to do. I certainly don’t.”
“Is that why we’re pushing the horses so hard, to get him back?”
“Yes. Whatever’s happening to him isn’t natural. He needs help as soon as possible.”
Errol nodded in understanding, then went back to finish caring for his horse.
 
*****
 
They pushed on hard for the rest of the day. The next morning, they took to the road with even greater fervor, and for good reason: the toadstools had advanced along the back of Till’s hand to his wrist.
The morning after that, they awoke to find Till crying and trying to use a knife to rid himself of the toadstools, which were now about an inch beyond his wrist and moving towards his elbow.
After convincing the scribe not to use the blade on himself, Bander called Errol and Jaden aside while everyone else was packing.
“What do you think about Prap?” Bander asked Jaden rather pointedly.
Jaden suddenly looked a little uncomfortable. “Well…uh…I…”
“Don’t be shy or circumspect,” Bander told him. “I’m asking for a reason.”
Jaden took a deep breath before answering. “Sloppy. Careless. No instincts.”
“Okay,” Bander said, taking all this in with a nod. “Then we’re all in agreement on that front. The reason I asked is that, if we stick to the road, we’ll never get to Apolos in time to help Till, and we’ll kill the horses trying.”
Errol nodded in understanding. At the rate things were going, Till would be nothing but a giant toadstool (which was ironic) by the time they reached the city. And mentally, he seemed to be on the verge of breaking down even faster, although whether that was a result of his growing physical deformity or something else, Errol didn’t know.
“So what are you suggesting?” Jaden asked Bander.
“He’s saying we need to take a shortcut,” Errol stated. “Through the Badlands.”
“Exactly,” Bander added.
“So what does my impression of Prap have to do with that?” Jaden said.
“Because, on the surface, it looks like this group has four Wardens,” Bander replied. “In truth, we have only three – at best, three-and-a-half. If we’re going to be traipsing through the Badlands for an extended period, it needs to be understood that Prap can’t be fully relied upon, if at all. In fact, he’s something of a liability. We three have to protect the group, and I need to make sure you two are on board with that.”
Jaden and Errol looked at each other, and then nodded at Bander simultaneously. Shortly thereafter, with everyone packed up, they left the road and entered the Badlands.





 
 
Chapter 18
 
While it couldn’t be described as uneventful, Errol felt that their shortcut through the Badlands didn’t provide any diversions that were unexpected. Over the course of five days, they encountered various weirdlings, including a constrictus, a manticore, and a devil-dog. Fortunately, they were able to handle each confrontation without any harm being suffered by their party and with no noticeable change of pace. Still, when they were making camp on their fifth straight night in the Badlands, it came as a welcome relief when Bander announced that they were close to their destination.
“We should reach Apolos by tomorrow evening,” he said as they were getting ready to eat dinner.
Errol, Jaden, and Pierce almost whooped at the news. Even Till, with the toadstools almost up to his shoulder now, managed a halfhearted smile. Presumably Prap, who was off somewhere doing who-knew-what, would be happy to hear the news when he returned.
For a second, Errol wondered what sort of mischief Prap was up to. For the past two nights, he had been leaving camp just about as soon as they picked out a spot, returning awhile later looking forlorn. This made the third night in a row that he had taken off. After dwelling on the subject for a moment more, Errol dismissed it from his mind. As long as Prap didn’t get himself killed, Errol wasn’t going to devote any more thought to the man than necessary.
Unfortunately, Errol found Prap unintentionally on his mind when the beefy man burst excitedly into camp, dragging something behind him. Looking closely at what Prap had, Errol saw what appeared to be some sort of wild hog or pig with a rope around its neck.
“So this is where you’ve been disappearing every day?” Bander asked him. “You’ve been hunting?”
“Yes!” Prap answered with a hint of indignation. “I’ve basically been living on road rations for six months! Tough jerky, moldy cheese, stale bread, and worse! I want some fresh meat!”
He pointed at his catch for emphasis. “You can all have some if you like,” he continued.
Errol gave the animal a good hard look. It was definitely a pig of some sort – not too old, since it only weighed about fifty pounds – but something about it seemed…off. The ears seemed rounded rather than pointed. The snout wasn’t quite as pronounced as it should have been. The legs didn’t appear jointed as expected. In short, although when taken as a whole the animal was obviously a boar or hog, no single part of its body actually looked the way one would have expected.
Jaden glanced at Errol and raised an eyebrow, seemingly asking if Errol was going to partake. Errol shook his head vigorously in the negative.
“There’s way more than enough to go around,” Prap was saying. For emphasis, he bent down and picked the animal up by its hind legs. Suddenly, there was a wild squealing, and the pig – which everyone had assumed was dead – began struggling wildly in Prap’s grip.
Errol, like the other people in his party, was caught totally by surprise when the animal proved to be alive. After a few seconds of mad wriggling, Prap lost his hold on it. The boar landed on its head, and then fell onto its back. Quickly rolling over, it had just gotten its feet under it and was preparing to run when Prap fell bodily on top of it. The animal squealed in fear and pain, but continued fighting to get away.
Prap, pinning the creature down more with his bulk than his strength, struggled to hang on to his meal.
“Someone bring me a knife!” he shouted out.
At first, no one moved. Then, unexpectedly, Pierce ran over with a blade, which he extended to Prap.
Unfortunately, the beefy Warden needed both of his hands to try to hold his quarry.
“Don’t just stand there like a ninny!” he shouted at Pierce. “Slit its throat!”
Pierce swallowed nervously and then looked around at his companions, anxiously seeking some type of assistance. The rest of the party was watching him, but no one moved.
“Come on!” Prap screamed. “I haven’t got all day!”
Pierce was breathing heavily, almost on the verge of hyperventilating, it seemed. When it came to killing things, he was clearly out of his element. Errol, feeling sorry for the minstrel, was about to step forward and take the knife from him when suddenly Pierce leaned forward and placed the knife at the animal’s throat. It squealed one last time before Pierce jerked the knife back.
 
*****
 
Only Prap and Pierce deigned to eat the pig. Bander, somewhat disgusted by the entire episode, had made Prap clean and skin the animal away from the campsite.
“I don’t want that thing’s carcass attracting some predator to our doorstep,” Bander had said.
The older Warden had also ordered Prap to take a shovel and turn over the earth at the spot where the pig’s blood had spilled after Pierce had cut its throat.
Despite Bander’s apparent irritation with him, Prap seemed pleased with himself. Eventually, after appeasing the older Warden, Prap set about cooking the pig, which he and Pierce later seemed to thoroughly enjoy. Errol fell asleep to the sound of them heartily smacking their lips and sucking juice off their fingers.





 
 
Chapter 19
 
They broke camp early the next morning, before the sun was even up. It was the earliest that Errol could recall Bander rousing them, but he had no complaints. Before another sunset, he’d be in Apolos.
It took them about an hour to leave the Badlands behind and actually reach the road. At that point, the sun was just coming up. Errol’s horse sauntered along next to Bander’s. Their early departure was allowing them to take it easy on the horses, who had been pushed to the breaking point.
“Any advice for me for when we get there?” Errol asked. “With the Wardens?”
“You don’t need advice,” Bander said. “Just be yourself and you’ll be fine.”
“What about the city? Any particular sights I should take in?”
“It might be better to ask Jaden about that. I’ve no idea what venues they have these days that might tickle a young man’s–”
Bander stopped mid-sentence and jerked his head around – as did everyone else – towards the wooded area they had recently vacated, from whence an earsplitting scream, long and undulating, had just sounded.
“What was that??!!” asked Pierce, eyes wide.
“I don’t know,” Jaden said. “Maybe some animal getting attacked.”
“More like some monster going on the attack,” Prap said.
While his companions batted around possible theories about the source of the sound, Errol couldn’t help but feel that they were wrong. To him, it wasn’t the scream of a primal hunter or the fearful howl of some creature’s prey. To Errol, the scream had been…woeful, a cry of unimaginable anguish. That said, it was the Badlands, where death – as well as anguish and woe – were pretty common.
With that, Errol turned his thoughts back to what things would be like in Apolos. He decided to take Bander’s advice and ask Jaden about the city’s sights.
“Oh boy!” Jaden said with a smile upon receiving the question. “There’s so much to do…”
Jaden then launched into a description of various people, places, and things that Errol shouldn’t leave the city without seeing. He was interrupted by Prap, however, who had his own ideas about who and what in Apolos offered the most memorable experiences. Choosing to let them argue, Errol extracted himself from the conversation and let his horse fall into step with that of Pierce, who was humming a song to himself.
Prap and Jaden were still in heated discussion hours later when Errol began to feel the hairs on his neck rise. He looked around, but didn’t see anything that would cause his current feeling of unease. He felt that maybe it was his imagination, but when the sensation didn’t go away after a few minutes, he knew what it was. He urged his horse forward until he was next to Bander.
“We’re being–” Errol began.
“Followed,” Bander finished. “Yes, I know.”
“Is that common?”
“Not for this road. Not this close to the city.”
At that moment, Jaden rode up, looking concerned.
“Yes, we know,” Errol said before Jaden could speak. “We’re being followed.”
Jaden was silent for a moment, and then asked, “Any idea what it is?”
“No, but it’s not human,” Errol said, making a statement based on gut instinct rather than empirical evidence. He looked at the trees, which lined both sides of their course but were cleared well back from the road. Therefore, if something were to come at them from the woods, they should have ample time to see it coming.
“Well, it’s not anything we have to worry about,” Bander said, pointing. “Look.”
They were just coming around a bend, and as Errol looked into the direction indicated, Apolos came into view.





 
 
Chapter 20
 
As they rode through its streets, Errol had to admit that the city seemed far more impressive from a distance. On the road, the towers and spires had appeared dazzling and grand, as had the high wall that ran around the perimeter of Apolos. He’d imagined the half-million people who formed the city’s population living in unparalleled splendor and prosperity. Now that he was here, however, he saw something entirely different than the mental picture he had created over the years.
There were people everywhere; Errol could see more people on one street here than he’d see in a month back in Stanchion. Dirty, scrawny people who looked utterly unwashed and desperately underfed – and in some cases, just plain desperate.
As they traveled down one of the major streets, someone opened up a window above them and dumped out the contents of a chamber pot, apparently aiming for an open and exposed section of the city’s sewers that was nearby. (Errol counted himself fortunate that nothing splashed on him.) They went by an alehouse playing loud music just as its door burst open and two drunkards staggered outside, fighting. They passed below a balcony full of women wearing rouge, lip coloring, and little else, who shouted down things at Errol that made him turn red and made his companions burst into laughter. Last but not least, the air was filled with a constant foul stench that no breeze could blow away. (When he asked about the smell, Bander told him that it was the city’s sewers and that he’d get used to it – something Errol found highly unlikely.)
In short, Errol quickly reached the conclusion that Apolos was overcrowded, dirty, and smelly. He also got to add “dishonest” to his list of descriptive phrases when, dismounting to lead his horse through a narrow street, a young boy bumped into him.
“Sorry, sir,” the young boy said, before turning to dash away.
He didn’t get very far, as Bander – who had been walking ahead of Errol – gripped the boy solidly by the scruff of his neck.
“Hand it over,” Bander said, holding out his hand.
Sadly, the boy placed a moneybag in the older Warden’s palm. It took Errol a moment to realize that it was his.
“Go on, you little pickpocket,” Bander said, roughly shoving the boy away. He handed the bag over to a still-shocked Errol. “Here you go.”
“Thanks,” Errol said. “I didn’t even know it was gone. Does that happen a lot?”
“Usually not to Wardens. They typically avoid us, but he could tell that you were new.”
“How’s that?”
“Because you’re looking around like a blind man who’s suddenly received his sight.”
After that, Errol tried not to be so conspicuous in observing his surroundings.
 
*****
 
Pierce broke away from the others at one of the many alehouses they passed, feeling that he needed to start seeking out employment opportunities. Everyone promised that they’d come hear him play once he got settled.
After saying their goodbyes to the minstrel, Errol was eager for them to continue on their way to Wellkeep, the headquarters of the Wardens. It was actually located on a sizable estate on the far side of the city. Fortunately for Till, the headquarters for the scribes, Ad Astra, was located right next door – the two organizations worked closely together and even shared an expanse of acreage between them.
As they grew closer to their destination, however, it was decided that the headquarters of the scribes should be their first stop.
“We really need to get Till looked at,” Bander had said, and not even Errol – despite his impatience to get to Wellkeep – disagreed.
Everyone took it as a good sign that, as they had gotten closer to the headquarters of his Order, Till seemed to become more animated. Apparently the thought of being put into the care of his fellow scribes had given him some measure of hope regarding his condition. Thus it was that, by the time they reached Ad Astra, he was almost his old self again.
As they approached the headquarters of the scribes, Errol took in the building. It was a large, beaming edifice with an imposing white tower on each of its four corners and a large rounded dome over its center. Various other buildings of unknown utility dotted the landscape around it.
Upon arriving, they were greeted outside by an apprentice scribe, whom Till instructed to stable his horse and take his gear to his room. Then he marched inside as though he owned the place with Prap, Errol, and Bander following quietly behind him. (Thankfully, while Till had been giving instructions about his own mount, Jaden had generously offered to take the others’ horses to the Wardens’ stable so that they could escort Till inside.)
The interior of Ad Astra was quite impressive. Unlike the city in general, the scribe headquarters seemed to be kept in squeaky clean condition, as were its residents. Polished stone made up the floors, and exquisite artwork lined the walls. All about them, scribes of various levels of seniority seem to be scurrying about, intent on completing some mission.
Till stopped a fellow who was hurrying past with an armful of scrolls.
“Please take this young man to Master Algim’s solar,” Till said, indicating Errol.
The younger scribe started to protest, but Till would brook no naysaying. “Now,” he said with a fierce look on his face.
The younger scribe sighed and then motioned his head in a way that indicated Errol should follow him. Errol turned to Bander, unsure of what to do.
“It’s okay,” Bander said. “Go ahead and go with him. One of the scribes can show you over to Wellkeep when you finish here, so I’ll just see you later.”
With that, they shook hands (Errol even shook Prap’s) and parted ways, with Errol following the young scribe and his companions dogging Till’s footsteps.





 
 
Chapter 21
 
His guide was plainly a man on a mission, walking through the building with single-minded purpose, clearly knowing where he needed to go, and Errol had to scramble to keep up. About ten minutes later, after walking up various stairways, down numerous long hallways, and past more than one overstuffed library (where dozens of scribes sat at desks, scribbling away madly on parchment), they arrived at a set of double doors that marked the entry to some private chamber. Errol thought that he could hear movement inside.
The young scribe knocked politely on the door. They waited a few moments, during which time there was no answer. The young man knocked again, this time more forcefully.
“Alright,” said a voice from inside. “I’m coming. I’m old, you know.”
A second later, Errol heard the sound of a bolt being thrown, and then the door creaked slightly as it was pulled open. Standing in the doorway was an elderly gentleman in the robes of a scribe. His gray hair was slightly unkempt, and his beard, of the same color, was long but neatly trimmed. Despite the lines in his face indicating advanced age, his eyes were bright and shiny, indicating that mentally he was as sharp as ever.
The old man glanced back and forth between Errol and the scribe. “Yes?” he asked.
“My apologies for disturbing you, Master Algim,” said the young scribe. “However, I was ordered to bring this Warden to your solar.” He nodded in Errol’s direction.
“Well, thank you very much,” said Master Algim, effectively dismissing the junior scribe. He then turn to Errol. “Please come in.”
Master Algim took a step backwards, pulling the door open and Errol did as he was bid. Once past the threshold, the door was quickly closed behind him, and he now found himself in a large chamber.
Against one wall, Errol saw several bookshelves full of thick tomes. Several desks, most of which were covered with books, scrolls, and various bric-a-brac, were strewn about the room. There was also a humongous table in the center of the chamber where a detailed chart of the stars was currently open, its four corners being held down by various books. A wooden staircase led up to a second floor, where Errol could see a landing that appeared to lead out to a balcony.
The elderly scribe extended a hand towards Errol. “I’m Master Algim, as you heard. And you are?”
Errol shook the offered hand. “Errol Magnus.”
“Magnus?” the man said, brow wrinkling. “That’s a well-respected name among the Wardens.”
“Yes. My family’s been at it for a long time.”
“Indeed. I think I knew your grandfather – Hugo.”
“That would actually be my great-grandfather,” Errol noted with a smile.
“Really? I guess I’m older than I thought,” Master Algim said with a wink. “A good man nonetheless.”
Errol nodded in agreement, still grinning. He decided that he liked Master Algim.
“Well, what do you think of our humble abode?” the scribe asked, spreading his arms to indicate not just the room, but the building they were in.
“Impressive,” Errol said truthfully.
“Yes. The name, Ad Astra, actually means ‘to the stars’ and is the motto of the scribes. It is meant to imbue high aspirations among those of our Order, and the building was constructed with that in mind.”
Errol just nodded, unsure as to whether the scribe’s words invited comment.
“Anyway, I’m sure you didn’t come here to reminisce about people who lived decades before you were born or to discuss ancient maxims. That being the case, what can I do for you, Warden?” Master Algim asked.
Errol pulled out his Wendigo dagger. “I believe I’m here because of this.”
Master Algim stared at the blade for a moment, clearly surprised, and then gingerly reached a hand towards it.
“May I?” he asked, looking at Errol, who nodded.
The scribe gently took the dagger from Errol’s hand as though it was a serpent that would bite him. He turned it over in his hands several times, methodically scanning the symbols and runes on both sides, looking it up and down.
“Extraordinary…” Master Algim muttered. “I heard that this was coming, but I had no idea that it would be…”
He trailed off, suddenly staring into space and lost in his own thoughts, leaving Errol to wonder what he had been about say.
Errol coughed gently, helping to bring the scribe back to himself.
“I’m sorry,” Master Algim said. “I wandered off there for a second, mentally. Now, it’s my understanding that you’re going to be here for at least a few days. Do you mind if I keep this to study it until you’re ready to leave?”
Errol thought about this for a moment. He’d known since Till first asked him for his dagger that at some point he’d receive a request to release it for examination. It was something he had not been looking forward to, as he had come to greatly rely upon the weapon. (There was also the risk that he might not get it back.)
Truth be told, however, Errol had known for quite some time that he needed answers about the dagger: its powers, limitations, etc. He was unlikely to get a better opportunity than this, and – more to the point – he felt he could trust Master Algim. Thus, as loathe as he was to part with the dagger, he gave his assent for the scribe to keep it.
“Thank you,” Master Algim said. “I’ll treat it as if it were my own. Come by in a day or two and I should have something to tell you about it.”
Master Algim walked over to a corner of the room and pulled on a hanging cord of rope. A bell jingled, and a few seconds later the door opened and another scribe entered.
“Please escort the Warden here to Wellkeep,” Master Algim said. The new scribe acknowledged this order with a nod towards Master Algim and then beckoned Errol to follow him.





 
 
Chapter 22
 
The scribe who escorted Errol from Ad Astra essentially dumped him at the guard gate of Wellkeep. From there, a young guard led him across a sprawling courtyard where – even as twilight was approaching – groups of Wardens-in-training practiced with weapons, warding wands, and more.
As they approached Wellkeep itself, Errol looked at the palatial building and couldn’t help but be awed. It wasn’t just the enormous size and imposing appearance of the structure; it was the fact that this was the source of everything he – and generations of his family – believed in, everything they had fought and died for over the years. Everything that they were.
His current escort accompanied Errol to the doors of Wellkeep, at which point he was handed off to a buttled servant. As it so happened, Errol was expected, and a short time later he found himself sitting on a bed – one of many – in the guest barracks (which at the moment served as home for about a dozen other Wardens). Next to the bed were his pack and gear from his horse, having already been in place when Errol was brought into the room.
Set in the wall next to Errol’s bed was a long row of windows. He opened the nearest one, intent on letting a little fresh air in. The room he was in actually sat on the third floor in a corner of Wellkeep. Surveying the area outside, he noticed that his current quarters overlooked a sizeable garden. Apparently the Wardens in Apolos put at least some effort into growing their own food rather than expecting the city to provide for their entire sustenance.
“Admiring the view?” asked a voice behind him.
Errol turned and saw that Bander had come up on him so silently that Errol hadn’t even registered his presence.
“Admiring this entire place,” Errol answered.
“I know you really haven’t had a chance to get settled,” Bander said, unexpectedly turning serious, “but if you don’t mind, the High Warden would like to see you now.”
“Now? The Senior Wardens want to assess me now?” Errol was more than a little surprised. He had just gotten here – had barely been in the place five minutes. It would have been nice to have a little more time to adjust to his surroundings.
“No, not the Senior Wardens,” Bander corrected him. “Just the High Warden.”
 
*****
 
It only took a few minutes to reach the High Warden’s quarters, at which point Bander – upon making introductions – excused himself.
In all honesty, the High Warden wasn’t anything like what Errol expected. He had always assumed that the leader of the Wardens would be a big bull of a man, the physical embodiment of power – a force of nature. Instead, his first thought upon seeing the supreme commander of the Wardens was that the man was incredibly short.
Later, Errol would realize that it wasn’t so much that the High Warden was short (although Errol had about four inches on him), but rather the fact that in Errol’s own mind the man had always been larger-than-life. He was clean-shaven, with iron-gray hair indicating that he was approaching middle age. Also, despite being slight of frame, the High Warden had a sinewy grip when he shook Errol’s hand that bespoke of impressive physical strength that belied his unimposing appearance.
“Thanks for coming to see me on such short notice,” the High Warden said after Bander had departed, leaving them alone. “I know that you only just arrived here but I wanted to meet with you.”
“Not a problem, sir,” Errol said.
The High Warden laughed. “You can stop with the ‘sir,’ too. You do know we’re related, don’t you?”
“Distantly. Through something like my eight-times great-grandmother.”
“Seven times,” the High Warden corrected.
Errol just nodded. Warden families often intermarried; it wouldn’t surprise him if half the men wearing the uniform were distant cousins of his, but the ties – like that with the High Warden – were so remote that they might as well not be related at all. Bearing that in mind, Errol suddenly realized why the High Warden had even bothered to mention it: the man was trying to establish a relationship with him, something outside the formality of their positions as superior and underling.
“Anyway, I suppose I should have just waited until your formal assessment,” the High Warden said. “But my curiosity got the better of me.”
“Curiosity?”
“About you.”
“What about me?”
“Why don’t we discuss that over dinner? Have you eaten yet?”
Errol replied that he hadn’t, at which point the High Warden led him to an adjoining room. Inside was a large ornate dining table capable of seating a dozen people, with a vast array of exquisite dishes laid out in its center. A half-dozen domestics dressed in livery stood unobtrusively off to the side, ready to serve them.
“I’m famished,” Errol said, looking at the mounds of food, “but this is probably more than I can eat.”
The High Warden laughed. “Don’t worry, it won’t go to waste. Some of my commanders will be joining us.”
Errol and the High Warden made small talk for a few minutes, at which time the commanders began to arrive. There were nine of them in all, ranging in age from about thirty to sixty, although most were well into middle age. Upon the arrival of the last of them, they all sat down to dinner.
The meal itself was superb. Errol had seldom sampled such a wide variety of dishes at a single sitting, nor could he remember enjoying the taste of cuisine so much.
Conversation during dinner initially consisted of the Wardens discussing current conditions: which regions needed Wardens, the level of danger currently posed by the Badlands, and so on. Errol’s opinion was casually solicited at first. Slowly, however, the topic turned more in his direction, and he unexpectedly found himself becoming more the focus of conversation.
“So,” a Warden named Bosh was asking him, “how do you think we’re doing with respect to the Badlands?”
“We’re holding our own,” Errol replied. “Keeping them at arm’s length.”
“But you don’t think that’s enough?” asked another called Britten.
Errol shrugged. “We’re mostly reactive, and have been that way for a long time. We wait until something happens – say, a manticore runs off with a kid in his teeth – then we take action.”
“And what would you do differently?” the High Warden asked.
Errol reflected for a moment before responding. “I think we need to be more proactive. What we do as Wardens is basically the equivalent of applying salve and treating wounds, when we need to look for ways to avoid being injured in the first place.”
“We essentially train Wardens to be warriors in magic and weapons,” said Bosh. “What you’re proposing is a new kind of thinking, one that’s not incorporated in our current instruction.”
“Then you have to start educating them differently, teaching future Wardens to find new solutions to problems rather than rely on traditional tropes,” Errol said.
“Is that how you defeated the Wendigo?” asked a muscular Warden named Grover. “I mean, you are the Wendigo Warden, right? That is what they call you?”
“So I’ve heard,” Errol said slowly, responding to the last question. His mind, however, was racing. He had a sudden, awful realization of what was happening, of why he was here. He frowned in anger, upset with himself for not seeing it before.
“Errol?” Britten said inquisitively. Errol looked up, suddenly realizing that he had been quiet for longer than anticipated and that everyone at the table was looking at him.
“So,” Errol said, eyeing each of his dinner companions in turn. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms defensively. “This is it. This is my assessment. You’re judging me. Right here. Right now.”
There was silence for a few moments as the Senior Wardens all looked sheepishly at each other. Finally, the High Warden sighed.
“Very perceptive,” the High Warden said. “But none of this was meant to be deceitful. We just thought that this setting would be far more comfortable for you than a formal hearing.”
Errol didn’t quite know what to say. “Why?” he asked. “Why even bring me here? None of this makes any sense.”
The High Warden took a sip of wine from a glass in front of him, then spoke:
 
He shall curse the witch, turn the basilisk to stone
Forge weapons from the Wendigo’s bones.
 
Errol was confused, unsure of how he was supposed to respond.
“Have you ever heard that before?” the High Warden asked. When Errol shook his head, the High Warden continued. “It’s part of an ancient poem, a prophecy, about a Warden who will be able to definitively defeat the monsters from the Badlands, and reclaim that land for human beings.”
“And you think it’s me,” Errol said plainly.
“Honestly, we don’t know,” Bosh interjected. “We don’t even know if that prophecy’s real to any extent.”
“But then we started hearing about you,” Britten added. “Wendigos, basilisks, and more.”
“Frankly speaking,” said the High Warden, “we’ve been taking it on the chin a lot lately in terms of fighting those…things that come out of the Badlands. So if there were any chance that the prophecy was true, we had to get you here.”
“So now what?” Errol asked.
The High Warden shrugged. “You’ve got Bander’s endorsement. Unofficially, that’s usually good enough for you to be appointed Warden anywhere. Officially, however, we still have to discuss it, so it’s not set in stone just yet. As to the prophecy…let’s just wait and see what the scribes have to say about your dagger. In the meantime, you’re our guest here. You have free rein to go anywhere in Wellkeep that you like, but I hope you’ll also spend some time getting to know the city.”
Errol, still trying to process everything he’d heard, just nodded numbly.





 
 
Chapter 23
 
Having stuffed himself with a huge meal and with no official duties to perform at Wellkeep, Errol had originally intended to perform the rare act of sleeping in the following day. Sunlight beaming in through the window, however, awakened him earlier than he had intended the next morning. Errol rolled over and out of the sun, intending to go back to sleep if he could, but an odd noise caught his attention.
He got out of bed and went to open the window. Looking down, he saw directly beneath him a large sow – it must have weighed several hundred pounds, easily – grunting. Errol was a little surprised; apparently they not only grew some of their own food here, but they also raised their own stock. Errol assumed that the animal had been rooting around in the garden for food, but it looked up at him oddly, almost like it was appraising him in some way. Errol felt an odd chill pass through him; he closed the window and backed away.
Now that he was fully awake, getting back into bed wasn’t really an option. Thus, he decided to go ahead and try to incorporate his normal routine into his new environment. Thankfully, it wasn’t particularly difficult, as Wellkeep had extensive grounds for him to jog and exercise upon. Afterwards, he had breakfast, which was served in a great hall near the kitchen, with Bander and Jaden.
Like Errol, Jaden actually had no official duties at Wellkeep; he was simply biding time until he received some sort of official appointment or other orders. Thus, over the course of their morning meal, the two of them decided to check up on Till.
“Unlike you two loafers, I actually have official business to conduct this morning,” Bander said. “However, if you can wait a few hours, I can go over with you around midday.”
Jaden and Errol had no objection to waiting, so it was decided that they would all meet at Ad Astra at noon.
 
*****
 
Errol spent the next few hours roaming the halls and grounds of Wellkeep with Jaden as a guide. Errol had to admit that his friend did an excellent job of showing him around and even introducing him to one or two other Wardens of note.
Shortly before noon, they headed to Ad Astra. Although they had tried to leave early, Bander was already waiting for them when they arrived. Not only that, but he had scrounged up one of the scribes to take them directly to Till.
Unlike his journey through the place the night before, this time Errol found himself being led down rather than up. He and his companions first followed their escort through the building to a creaky iron door on the far side of the building that required a key for entry. From there they went down a darkened stairwell to what appeared to be a dank and chilly basement.
Although there was light from torches on the walls, the scribe leading them removed a lamp from a table near the stairs, lit it, and began walking down a nearby hallway. From there, they passed through several other locked doors before entering what they were told was the last passageway.
“I thought we’d be going to the infirmary,” Bander said to their guide.
“No,” the scribe responded. “Your friend is in quarantine.”
Errol frowned at that. It made obvious sense, but he suddenly felt ill-at-ease knowing that they would not only be around Till’s particular affliction but other contagions as well.
Ahead of them Errol could see a light, and as they grew closer he could hear a loud cacophony of sound, much like animals in a jungle. After a moment, the hallway spilled out into a large, well-lit room, and Errol could see that his assessment was correct: all around them were all types of animals in cages – dogs, sheep, rats, and more. There were even a few animals (and he used that term loosely) that Errol didn’t recognize, such as a serpent that seemed to be covered in barbs, and a monkey with the tusks of an elephant and the horns of a bull.
“These are test subjects for the most part,” the scribe stated as they walked through the room. “Animals that we use to test vaccines and the like. Others are merely unusual creatures that are here for study because we don’t know much about them. Over there, for instance…” The scribe then began to give a detailed history of various creatures that they passed.
“Help me,” pleaded a soft, feminine voice. Errol, currently at the rear of his group, stopped and looked around, trying to determine the origin of what he’d heard.
“Help me,” the voice said again. This time, Errol noticed where it was coming from: a large cage in the center of the room. Inside of it was a beautiful, dark-haired girl who was dressed in next to nothing.
Errol broke away from his group (who didn’t seem to notice his departure) and walked towards where the girl was being held. She smiled at him hopefully.
“Please, help me,” she said sadly. “I’m being held here against my will.”
Errol, suddenly upset at what he was seeing, was about to walk to the cage and try opening it when a powerful hand gripped his arm and yanked him back. He jerked his arm free and turned angrily to find the scribe who had been escorting them standing there, along with Bander and Jaden.
“Stay behind the line!” the scribe shouted, pointing down at the floor. Errol looked down, and for the first time noticed that four lines, painted in red and forming a square, extended all the way around the cage.
“Watch!” said the scribe. He picked up a nearby bucket of water and tossed its contents at the girl in the cage, who screeched when the water touched her as though it were fire.
Errol’s temper suddenly exploded, and he would have charged the scribe except for the strong hands of his fellow Wardens that suddenly held him.
“Wait!” Jaden hissed in his ear. “Look!” he pointed towards the cage.
Errol turned his head in the direction indicated, and saw a remarkable transformation occurring.
The water had soaked the girl, and the excess liquid began to run out of the cage along a groove in the floor towards a large grate that Errol would later learn led to the sewers. The girl herself had flopped down to the floor, holding her head in her hands and looking down so that her face couldn’t be seen. As he watched, her hair began to change color, becoming an odd whitish-green. Her legs quickly fused together, and her feet became ribbed and started extending outward, looking remarkably like the caudal fin of a fish. Her hands took on a thin and bony appearance, tipped by long black nails that looked as though they had been filed to a point. Finally, as her complexion became increasingly pale, Errol heard an odd cracking sound issue from the cage, and then realized that it was her skin becoming scaled.
The woman looked up, and Errol flinched involuntarily. Her face, he now saw, was a horror: a long, malformed nose, a mouth full of shark-like teeth, and the dead eyes of a fish that were seemingly more on the sides of her head than on her face.
Suddenly the woman – if she could still be called that – screeched again and lunged in the direction of the scribe. Her clawed hand came just an inch short of tearing his face off, which is when Errol realized that their guide was standing just outside the painted square. Errol thought of how close he had come to crossing that perimeter and felt sick.
“What is that thing?” Jaden asked.
“A selkie,” said Bander. “A shapeshifter from the sea.”
“I’ll kill you!” the selkie screamed, rattling the bars of her cage. “I’ll kill you all! I’ll slit your throats! I’ll devour…”
The scribe began leading them away, but the selkie continued screaming threats until they left the room.
It was a few chambers away that they finally came across Till, sweeping the floor. He appeared rather happy to see them, and show them his right arm, which was now devoid of toadstools.
“They had to cut them off,” he said, “but, oddly enough, there was no pain. I couldn’t even feel them.”
“So you’re cured?” Errol asked.
“They don’t know yet,” Till replied. “My condition wasn’t totally unknown, but no one had seen it in centuries. They had to hunt through some of the oldest medicinal treatises we have to find anything on it. Regardless, I have to stay quarantined until they’re confident I’m not contagious. Cleaning up around here is a way to keep from dying of boredom.”
They spent a little longer catching up, then Errol and the other Wardens left, with a scribe once again escorting them out. When they passed the room with the selkie, she was once again a beautiful woman asking for help. Errol pointedly ignored her and walked even faster.





 
 
Chapter 24
 
The rest of the day passed by in something of a blur. With nothing to really occupy their time, Errol and Jaden basically wandered the city for a few hours, with the latter showing the former all of his favorite spots.
Errol had to admit that – once he got past the filth, the poverty, and the stench – Apolos actually had a lot to offer. The city’s market was like nothing he’d ever seen before, with a startling variety of everything from food to art to clothing.
He also saw street performers displaying their skills: sword swallowers, fire-eaters, jugglers, and more. He even got dragged into one of the acts, allowing himself to be lifted above a strongman’s head.
All in all, it was great fun, despite the fact that Errol was once again the target of pickpockets. (This time however, he was more vigilant, and the two cutpurses who tried their luck with him were left with sprained wrists and broken fingers.) Towards the end of the day, he remembered his promise to bring back something nice for Gale. With that in mind, he stopped by a shop that specialized in making miniature glass figurines. He was on the verge of making a purchase when Jaden stopped him.
“This is one of the more expensive shops,” his friend said. “I can show you where to get better quality at a cheaper price.”
The shopkeeper disagreed vigorously, and before long he and Jaden were involved in some very serious haggling. The negotiations were unlike anything Errol had witnessed before, with allegations of “cheat,” “licensed robbery,” and the like being tossed around. In the end, Jaden got the price down to half of what Errol had originally been quoted.
As they were leaving the shop, Errol thanked Jaden for his help.
“No problem,” Jaden said. “One of the tips to abide by in Apolos is to never accept the first price you’re quoted.” It sounded like sound advice to Errol.
The two young Wardens then headed back to Wellkeep. Once there, they ate a solid dinner and then retired to the guest barracks.
For Errol, it had been a long day, although it had been more mentally draining than physically exhausting. Still, he felt drowsiness coming on, and he was asleep almost as soon as his head hit the pillow.
Moments later, it seemed to Errol, rough hands were shaking him awake. He opened his eyes to find Bander standing over him. One look at the elder man’s face, and Errol knew that there was a problem.
“What is it?” Errol asked. “What’s wrong?”
“Till’s dead,” Bander said emotionlessly.





 
 
Chapter 25
 
As it turned out, Till wasn’t just dead; he had been killed. And not just killed, but viciously and cruelly murdered.
It had taken Errol less than a minute to chase away all traces of sleep and make himself ready to go. Likewise with Jaden, who had also been awakened. By Errol’s estimation, they had been asleep no more than a few hours; it probably wasn’t even midnight yet.
“What about Prap?” Errol had asked as they had walked double-time to Ad Astra.
“It’s still early by his standards, so he’s somewhere out in the city carousing,” Bander had replied. “Besides, you two should be enough.”
Enough? Errol wasn’t sure he liked what that implied.
Shortly thereafter, they had arrived at Ad Astra and been led to where they now stood looking at Till’s body (which had been unceremoniously thrown into a corner) along with the shaken young scribe who had found it. Based on the amount of blood present, poor Till had clearly met his end at his present location.
Errol looked around. They were in the room where the selkie had been confined. Although her cage was now empty, the other animals were still present and screaming loudly, apparently whipped into various frenzies of fright, bloodlust, and everything in between by the gruesome events that had taken place in the room.
As for Till himself, his robe was soaked with blood and his body displayed an assortment of grievous injuries – wicked claw marks, devastating bites, and more. However, the coup de grace was inarguably his right leg: it had been completely ripped off.
“I was the one who discovered the body,” the young scribe was saying shakily. “I came to give Brother Till some additional medicine for his condition and found him like this.”
“What happened to him?” Jaden asked.
“It looks like he may have accidentally gotten too close to the selkie’s cage,” Bander said. “And it seems that he had the keys on him at the time” – he pointed at a keyring on the floor near the cage – “so she snatched those, let herself out, then did what monsters do best.”
Errol involuntarily drew his wand, scanning the room warily. “So where is she now?”
Bander pointed at the floor near the selkie cage. For the first time since entering the room, Errol noticed that there was a grate in the floor near the cage that appeared to be open – the same grate he’d noticed earlier when the selkie had transformed.
“Would it have been normal for Till to have the keys on him?” Bander asked the scribe.
“Not really,” came the reply. “We usually kept them on a peg on the wall and only got them down to lock or unlock something, like a door or a cage.”
Something about the grate seemed odd to Errol. Walking over to get a closer look, he realized that the grate wasn’t just open; it had been ripped up from the stone floor.
“After killing Till, we think she went down here,” said Bander, who had come over to the grate behind Errol, followed by Jaden. “To the sewers.”
Errol hadn’t really needed Bander to explain where it led, because – even if he hadn’t guessed it before – the faint odor wafting up from below provided a very distinctive clue.
He stared at the hole the grate had so recently covered. It was in the shape of a square, about three feet by three feet. There was more than ample room for the selkie to have gone down there. In fact, there was enough room for a grown man to…
Errol suddenly turned to Bander, and could tell from his eyes what the older Warden was thinking.
“No way,” Errol said, to which Bander didn’t reply.
“What?” asked Jaden after a moment of silence.
Errol pointed at the hole. “I hope that’s an old uniform you’re wearing.”
It took a moment for Jaden to process what Errol was saying, at which point he just shook his head, muttering, “Great. That’s just great.”
 
*****
 
A closer inspection of the hole leading to the sewers revealed metal grips that had been pounded into one of the sides. Thus, the three Wardens were presented with a quick and easy method of descent. A few moments later, they were in the bowels of the city, so to speak.
Using their wands for light, Errol saw that they stood upon a narrow walkway. Next to them, a river of offal and wastewater flowed, about seven feet wide and who knew how deep. The cesspool issued into the current area through an arched opening that was covered with steel bars. The stench was awful, but Errol did his best to ignore it.
Upon reaching the bottom of the grate-hole, they examined the ground, which was covered with slime (and more than a little blood), and saw numerous tracks running back and forth through it.
“There,” Bander said, pointing at one of the larger prints.
“Hmmm,” Jaden intoned. “They seem to lead straight to the cesspool.”
“Of course,” Bander said. “It’s a swimmer.”
While the others had been talking, Errol, continuing to look at the floor, had noticed something disturbing.
“What’s this?” he asked, indicating an even bigger track than that of the selkie. It had obviously been left by some large predator, as indicated by the lengthy claws on the prints. Even worse, the track appeared to be fresh.
“I don’t know,” Bander said, staring at the new animal print, “but it wouldn’t be the first monster to find a home in the sewers. Be sure to stay on your toes.”
Errol was more than surprised. He’d always had the impression that the cities were free of the types of monsters he faced in the Badlands. Now though, he couldn’t rid himself of the thought of mysterious creatures popping up randomly from the sewers and running off with children, pets, etc.
After a few seconds of discussion, they reached a consensus that, with the bars across the opening near them, the selkie had probably been forced to swim downstream. Therefore, they headed in that direction.
“So,” Jaden began after they started walking. “This is why we’re here. There’s a monster on the loose.”
“Actually, I volunteered to lead the investigation,” Bander said. “I traveled with Till for six months. He had his flaws, but wasn’t really a bad person and I don’t think it’s a stretch to say he was my friend.”
Errol understood; it was hard losing people you knew to monsters. Even when it came to obnoxious idiots like Prap, you didn’t want to see them become a carving post for some creature from the Badlands.
“I brought along you and Errol not just because you knew him,” Bander continued, “but also because you two have nothing to do at the moment, and there’s no need to have you sitting idle.”
They walked in silence for the next few minutes. After about one hundred feet, the sewer line forked. Bander stated that he would take the right fork, leaving his companions to take the left. (This required Errol and Jaden to cross over the flowing sewage via a narrow stone walkway that was slick with various types of waste.) Another hundred feet down, the sewer tunnel split again. This time, Errol went right and Jaden went left.
Now on his own, Errol moved a bit more slowly, more cautiously. He found himself straining mightily, trying to bring the skills he had honed in wooded areas to bear in his current environment. After a few minutes, his instincts began to assert themselves, helping him identify and distinguish the natural sounds of the sewer: the sound of the waste flowing next to him; the steady drip of water; the squeaks and cries of vermin who lived down here.
He had gone maybe fifty feet when he heard a scream. Not a cry of pain or fright, but rather one of frustration. He raced ahead to the source of the sound.
It was the selkie, in her hideous hag form and tugging in mad frustration against a set of vertical steel bars separating the current area from the next region of the sewer. So single-minded was her desire that, despite the light from his wand, she didn’t realize that anyone was behind her until Errol was less than ten feet away.
Apparently sensing danger, she turned just as Errol was pointing his wand at her.
“Wait!” she pleaded. “Please, wait!”
Unexpectedly, Errol hesitated. He wasn’t used to having monsters plead for their lives. Something about it just seemed…incongruent with his expectations concerning them.
The selkie, sensing a window of opportunity, continued talking.
“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “But it wasn’t me.”
“You didn’t kill Till?” Errol asked.
“Till?” the selkie repeated. “The scribe?”
“Yes, the scribe.”
“No!” the selkie said adamantly. “It wasn’t me! It was the–”
As the selkie was speaking, Errol heard a noise behind him, the echo of a footfall. Instinctively, he turned his head and saw Bander and Jaden behind him.
Attempting to take advantage of Errol’s distraction, the selkie screamed and charged. Using her tail, she propelled herself out of the water and straight at him, clawed hands outstretched.
Errol jerked his head back around and fired a powerful spark from his wand. It struck the selkie in the center of her chest, the force of it knocking her back into the water and submerging her.
His friends reached him just as the selkie rose to the surface again, face up. There was a gory, red hole in her chest where Errol’s spark had struck, and it seemed to go all the way through her body. One of her eyes twitched slightly, and then the body sank below the surface, this time for good.





 
 
Chapter 26
 
Upon returning to Wellkeep, Bander extended an offer to have Errol’s clothes cleaned (since the smell of the sewers was clinging to them). Errol, thankful that he’d had the foresight to bring an extra set of clothing, eagerly accepted. However, even after a lengthy and thorough hot bath, he still felt a little dirty, as well as uneasy. There was something about Till’s death that just didn’t feel right – especially with the selkie’s insistence that she hadn’t done it. There was no reason to believe her (particularly in light of her attempted attack), but Errol hadn’t gotten the impression she was lying.
He had gone to sleep with those thoughts in his head, and found them still there when he awoke. As he had the day before, he heard grunting in the garden and again looked out to find what he assumed was the same pig in the garden below.
Scanning the room, Errol saw that most of the other Wardens were still asleep, including Jaden. Tiptoeing out so as not to wake anyone, he headed down to the kitchen to see if he could get an early breakfast. Thankfully, the cooks had already gotten started on the morning meal, and he was able to get some bread and bacon, which he took to the great hall that served as a cafeteria. Only a few other Wardens were present, and Errol ended up getting a table to himself.
His thoughts were troubled as he ate his meal. Apolos wasn’t turning out to be quite like what he had imagined. Although there was much to see and do, the city had a seedy underbelly that he didn’t think he could get used to: open sewers, bawdy women, cutpurses, and now monsters.
That last was a terrible mental blow to Errol. His primary reason for wanting to move to a city was the purported rumor that they had no such monsters there. Now he saw that they not only had them, city leaders (like the scribes at Ad Astra) actually imported the darn things so they could study them! It was all incredibly foolish as far as Errol was concerned.
A notion formed unexpectedly in Errol’s brain, taking root and attaching itself firmly to his consciousness. There was no way, he decided, he was going to live in the city. Although he’d only been there two days (less than that, in truth), he knew that it wasn’t the place for him. In fact, he resolved to leave at the first opportunity, which in this case meant as soon as he could retrieve his dagger. As for whether or not he would be considered fit enough to be formally recognized as a Warden, he’d cross that bridge when he came to it.
 
*****
 
Errol had actually planned to call on Master Algim in the early afternoon. Because he knew little of the elderly scribe’s sleeping habits, he hadn’t wanted to come around too early. Thus, it was a bit of a surprise when Master Algim actually sent for him shortly after breakfast.
When he was shown into Master Algim’s solar, Errol immediately offered his condolences with respect to Till.
“Thank you, on behalf of all the scribes,” Master Algim said. “Not just for your sympathy but for your actions in helping to bring down the creature who killed him.”
Errol kept any doubts he had about the selkie’s guilt to himself. He just felt it would be disrespectful somehow to do otherwise. Attempting to change the subject, he casually asked about his dagger.
Master Algim suddenly became excited and led him over to a corner of the room. There was a desk there with drawers, one of which Master Algim opened and then pulled out Errol’s Wendigo dagger.
“This blade,” Master Algim said excitedly. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Not just the substance of it, but the symbols. I’ve never seen runes of power like this.”
“So it is magical?” Errol asked, although he’d already known the answer to that question.
Master Algim guffawed. “Calling it ‘magical” would be putting it lightly, like saying it’s breezy when a tornado is blowing. Tell me, have you killed with it yet?”
“Excuse me?” Errol asked, somewhat taken aback.
“I’m sorry,” the scribe apologized. “I should explain. The first person who uses the dagger to kill is the person who becomes its master. So, have you used it to kill?”
An odd memory flashed through Errol’s brain. When the sorcerer Jarruse was forging weapons from the Wendigo’s bones, he’d had Errol tied up nearby. Jarruse hadn’t killed him immediately, and Errol had always assumed that it was because the sorcerer, by his own admission, only had a limited time to make use of the Wendigo’s bones.
In retrospect, Errol now realized that – while Jarruse had indeed been pressed for time – that wasn’t what had saved him from a quick death at the sorcerer’s hand. Jarruse had been waiting to finish the dagger, and then use it on Errol. In fact, Errol had a very specific memory of the sorcerer coming towards him menacingly after completing the weapon.
Master Algim’s hand on his shoulder brought Errol back to himself, and he quickly grasped the fact that the scribe was waiting on an answer.
“Yes, I’ve used it to kill,” Errol admitted. “Since…since I had to kill to become its master, does that mean that the dagger is evil? That using it makes me evil?”
“As to you being evil, I highly doubt that,” the old scribe said. “With respect to the dagger, that’s a more difficult question. It’s incredibly potent in a way I’ve never heard of, and it’s certainly not a peace-time weapon. But evil? Who knows? Is a sword in the hands of a bad man evil?”
“So what are you saying?”
“I’m saying that the dagger’s disposition, whether good or evil, is quite possibly a reflection of its master’s.”
“In other words, it’s my character and frame of mind that influences the dagger, not the other way around.”
“Exactly.”
A great sense of relief came over Errol, an easing of tension that had been building for months – ever since he laid claim to the dagger – which he hadn’t even known was there.
“Thank you, Master Algim,” Errol said. “I owe you a great debt. If I can ever do anything for you, just let me know.”
“Well, there is one thing,” the scribe said. “As you know, I studied the dagger primarily to provide information on it to the Senior Wardens and other leaders of the scribes. My reports to them are complete, but…”
“But what?” Errol asked as Master Algim trailed off.
“In truth, I’ll probably never see another blade like that as long as I live. No one will. So if you could see your way to letting me examine it just a little longer, maybe another day or so, I’d be grateful.”
Errol thought for a moment. Getting his dagger back was all that was standing between him and going home. At the same time, Master Algim had done him a great favor, enlightening him with information about the weapon that he’d never have gotten himself.
Suddenly, Errol smiled. “Of course, Master Algim. It’s no problem.”





 
 
Chapter 27
 
Errol returned to Wellkeep with mixed emotions. On the one hand, he was happy to have found out more information about his Wendigo dagger; on the other, giving his consent for Master Algim to study the blade meant he’d be spending more time in Apolos.
He spent the remainder of the day on his own, declining an invitation from Jaden to see more of the city. Instead, he took advantage of an opportunity to leaf through the various books in Wellkeep’s extensive library – particularly the reference manuals, where he was able to learn about various creatures from the Badlands that were foreign to his experience.
As the day turned to evening, he eventually found his way to the great hall for dinner, where he was unexpectedly joined by Prap. The rotund Warden had been made aware of Till’s death, and that was part of the reason that he had sought Errol out.
“Jaden found out that Pierce got a job at one of the alehouses,” Prap said. “A place called the Wild Nymph.”
“That’s great,” Errol noted sincerely. “He’s a fantastic singer and should do very well.”
“True,” Prap said with a nod. “Jaden and I were thinking of going there tonight, to let him know about Till. You’re welcome to come.”
Although he had intended to stay in, it was an invitation Errol really couldn’t decline. Thus, a few hours later, he found himself getting ready to go out at a time when he normally would have been on the verge of going to sleep.
At some point during the day, one of the servants had apparently brought the clothes that Bander had promised to have cleaned and laid them out on his bed. Errol was putting them away when he came across the bladebeak’s feather.
He’d practically forgotten that he’d brought it with him, and stood there staring at it for a moment, thinking about how long ago and far away his battle with the bird seemed now.
“What do you have there?” Jaden asked, coming up on him unexpectedly.
“Just a bladebeak feather,” Errol answered. He moved to put the plume away, but his friend stopped him.
“No, no, no,” Jaden said. “Bring it. I’m sure there’s a story behind it that’ll be worth a few rounds.”
A short time later, they met Prap down by the main door and left.
 
*****
 
As they walked to their destination, it was Prap who led the way. Although it was Jaden who had found out where Pierce was playing, Prap claimed to know a shortcut to the alehouse.
Whether or not it was a shortcut, Errol had no idea, but their route was certainly maze-like. They went through various twists and turns, going down dark alleys, through lightless corridors between buildings, and down dimly lit streets. On more than one occasion, Jaden and Prap got into an argument as to which was the proper direction. On each such occasion, Prap, refusing to back down, emerged the victor. Also, he refused to let them use their wands for light.
“If anyone sees our wands, they’ll know we’re Wardens and be on their guard,” Prap said. “I was hoping we could just go out and mix and mingle with the common people.”
“Did he forget that we are wearing the uniform?” Jaden whispered to Errol, out of Prap’s earshot. Errol simply shrugged.
After about an hour of what seemed like aimless wandering (and with Errol pondering why they had not ridden their horses if it was going to take so long), they came to a long, dark alley much like several they had traversed before, but which Prap was certain represented the final stretch before they reached their destination.
Errol glanced down the alley in question, feeling a sense of disquiet that had not been present earlier in the evening. The pathway was particularly dark, being lined on both sides by buildings at least three stories high. In addition, there were darkened recesses on both sides that someone could easily be hiding in. The only light Errol saw was about halfway down the alley; from the angle at which it could be seen, it appeared to be cast by an open upstairs window.
Prap began walking down the alley; Jaden and Errol followed on his heels a second later, almost without thinking about it. When they reached the midway point (where the light did indeed come from an upstairs window), four men armed with knives, dirks, and the like stepped in front of them. And if that weren’t enough, four more stepped behind them.
Practically without thinking about it, Errol and his companions came together like a tripod, with their backs to one another. Errol automatically reached for his warding wand, and the fight was on.
Two of them rushed at Errol; he fired a spark from his wand at one of the men, striking him in the midsection. Upon contact, it sent the man flying backwards, unconscious.
By that time, his other assailant had closed with Errol and gripped the wrist holding the warding wand, pointing it up so that Errol couldn’t fire at him. At the same time, he tried to stab Errol with a steak knife. At the last second, Errol caught the wrist holding the knife with his free hand.
The man appeared scrawny and dirty but apparently had a strength born of desperation. Errol grappled with him for a few seconds then kicked out hard and felt his foot connect with the man’s shin. His attacker howled, but still held on.
Errol kicked the man’s shin again; this time he heard a loud snap. His assailant went down on one knee, screaming, and losing his hold on Errol’s wrist. Errol kicked him square on the chin, knocking him out.
Errol looked around to see if his companions needed any help. Jaden, apparently attacked by two men as well, had put them both down. Prap, amazingly, seemed to have taken on four of the robbers (which is clearly what they were) all by himself. Three of them were already out cold, leaving Prap facing only the last.
Holding a short sword, the last robber swung at Prap, who sidestepped the blow. Prap then caught his attacker’s sword-arm, pulled on it hard, and then headbutted the man on the nose as he was yanked forward. There was a sickening crunch, and then the man flopped down to the ground unconscious, his nose a bloody ruin.
Prap looked around eagerly, clearly in anticipation of having another opponent. There was a malicious gleam in his eye and a broad grin on his face that plainly conveyed his mood at the moment. Errol suddenly realized that the attack they had just experienced wasn’t entirely random. Prap had wanted this to happen; he had been looking for a fight since they’d left Wellkeep. It was the reason why he had led them down a dozen dark backalleys and gloomy streets. He had wanted to get attacked, to get into a fight. There was a certain bloodlust in him that was as vicious as any monster from the Badlands.
Thankfully, whatever craving that Prap had had for fisticuffs was apparently satisfied; not five minutes later, they were seated in the alehouse where Pierce was singing.





 
 
Chapter 28
 
Listening to Pierce sing went a long way towards making Errol forget much that was on his mind: Till’s death, the possibility that his dagger was an evil force, and more. The minstrel had a gift for removing his audience from the here and now and transporting them into his ballads.
Thus, Errol sat in the alehouse for quite some time, listening to songs while nursing a single mug of ale. He had purchased it only to be sociable, and to avoid taking up a seat that would otherwise be occupied by an actual patron.
Personally, Errol rarely ever drank intoxicating liquors. Two years earlier, someone had given his brother Tom a keg of ale as a gift. Errol, all of fourteen years old at the time, had insisted that he be allowed to have some. Tom had acquiesced, letting Errol drink his fill, which turned out to be quite a lot. What followed was a night of Errol having to sleep with a bucket beside his bed, a headache the next day that felt as though someone had wedged an axe in his skull, and several days of feeling abominably ill. Except on rare occasions, he had essentially avoided alcoholic beverages since then.
Errol, Jaden, and Prap had initially planned to inform Pierce of Till’s death after he was done for the evening. That way, any grief he felt would be unlikely to interfere with his singing. To their great surprise, however, he already knew about it when they approached him.
“The Apolos grapevine is pretty strong,” Pierce said. “I heard about it early this morning.”
Pierce then gave them an overview of what he’d heard, proving the city’s rumor mill to be fairly accurate.
“Well,” Jaden said, “let us buy you a drink so that we can toast both your future success and Till’s life.”
“That sounds great, but not here,” Pierce said. “I’ve been advised against drinking where I work, so I’d prefer to find some other venue.”
“I know a place,” Jaden said, nodding in understanding.
“Excellent,” Pierce said. “Let’s go.”
“You guys go ahead,” Prap interjected while looking elsewhere. “I’ll catch up shortly. I see an old friend I need to say hello to.”
Errol followed Prap’s gaze to a scantily-clad woman on the far side of the alehouse. She winked at Prap and blew him a kiss.
“Let’s get going,” Errol said to the others, shaking his head sadly.
The three of them wandered out into the street and then set off, with Jaden leading the way. (Much like their trip to the Wild Nymph, Jaden was certain he knew the most expeditious route to their destination.) With someone besides Prap in the vanguard, Errol now had no fear that a shortcut down a dark alley was a pretext for anything else. That’s why it came as such a surprise when an overwhelming feeling of apprehension started descending on him like a fog.
It began slowly at first, a slight feeling of anxiety that he initially chalked up to simple wariness of being in an unfamiliar place. However, as they continued walking, his uneasiness continued to build rather than dissipate. By the time they turned onto a narrow, dimly lit street (that in truth was little more than an alley), his trepidation was almost palpable. (Oddly enough, Pierce and Jaden – who had been engaged in lively conversation – seemed completely oblivious to whatever was giving Errol the jitters.)
Suddenly, Errol’s apprehension exploded into full-blown dread. Goose bumps formed on his arms as his nerves seemed to become super-sensitive, and his senses seemed to magnify tenfold. He came to a sudden halt, listening intently as he drew out his wand.
His mood was apparently infectious. Jaden, who had been saying something to Pierce about the place they were headed to, stopped mid-sentence and began looking around warily as he pulled out his own wand. Even Pierce, with no Warden training whatsoever, seemed to sense menace in the air.
“What is it?” the minstrel asked, trying to follow the eyes of his companions in hopes of seeing what had them on edge.
“I don’t know,” Errol said, scanning the area around them intently. “But something’s not right.”
Pierce’s nerves started getting the better of him, and he took a few nervous steps away from Errol and Jaden, clearly getting ready to run. Recognizing that the minstrel was on the verge of fleeing, Errol was about to mention that they needed to stay together when a shadow flitted over them.
They all looked up, and every instinct Errol had screamed “Danger!” so clearly that he thought his friends could hear it. A second later, there was a solid thunk as something large and heavy landed on the ground behind them, accompanied by an inhuman shriek.
Errol began to turn around. As he did so, he heard a distinct whooshing sound, like a staff being swung through the air. He instinctively ducked as he completed the turn, and something whistled over his head.
Errol found himself facing a creature he’d never seen before. It was obviously female, but about seven feet tall. Its dark hair – what little there was of it – stood in ragged clumps that seemed to have been placed sporadically around its head, like stalks of corn grown from randomly dispersed seeds. The rest of its scalp looked red, painful, and raw. Glowing yellow eyes set deep in rigid, ossified sockets stared at him. It had a mouth full of teeth that looked capable of shredding steel, and an angry scar began above its right eyebrow, went across the bridge of its nose and ended on its left cheek.
Last but not least, the thing had wings – hardy, membranous tissue between long fingers of bone, much like a bat’s. From Errol’s point of view, the wings seemed attached to the creature’s back between the shoulder blades, and when fully extended would clearly go from one side of the street to the other.
The whooshing sound which Errol had heard (and ducked) was the monster’s wicked-looking claw being swung in a roundhouse motion. Although it missed him, it connected solidly with Jaden before he’d even had a chance to turn around. Jaden was knocked off his feet and smashed solidly into the wall of a nearby building before sliding bonelessly to the ground.
Errol prepared to fire a spark at the thing, but in a move so deft it almost defied belief, the monster dropped down low – almost flat on the ground – and then spun while extending a wing in Errol’s direction. The appendage clipped him at the knees, and Errol’s legs went flying out from under him. The next thing he knew, he was looking up at the stars and feeling like a horse had kicked him in the head.
The creature roared fiercely, a sound that made nearby windows rattle in their frames, then stalked by Errol. Still on the ground, he twisted his head and saw that it was headed straight towards Pierce, who was paralyzed with fear and whimpering.
Knowing that he had to do something, Errol rolled over onto his stomach, then got up on his hands and knees. The world was swimming and he felt dizzy and sick; in the back of his mind, he realized that he probably had a concussion. Somewhere in the distance, it seemed like he could hear someone screaming, and it took him a moment to realize that it was Pierce.
Fighting to keep his thoughts coherent, Errol quickly realized that he must have dropped his wand when the creature swiped his legs. No matter…the wand was just a tool; he could do without it.
Still down on all fours, Errol raised his right hand, concentrating. A spark formed in his palm, and then rocketed away from him, striking the monster in the back. However, rather than blasting a hole in his target (or at least knocking it off its feet), the spark seemed to get…absorbed. Confused, Errol sent another spark at the creature, only to witness the same effect a second time.
Somewhat shocked, he blinked as the truth of what he was seeing worked its way through his brain: the thing couldn’t be hurt by magic. At least, not the magic of the Wardens. He needed to try something else.
Errol struggled to get his feet under him, and then lunged at the monster’s legs, wrapping himself around one of them. The creature seemed to stagger for a moment, but stayed on its feet. A second later, Errol found himself hoisted off the ground, a clawed hand around his throat.
Oddly enough, although it could easily have throttled him, the monster didn’t squeeze; it just held him there, bucking in its grip like an unruly child. Errol brought his hands up, trying to pry the creature’s claw away, but to no avail.
Errol’s vision swam; he couldn’t quite make out what was happening, but he thought he saw the thing swing its free arm viciously. There was a sound like a cleaver hacking into a leg of mutton, and at the same time the screaming, which had continued unabated up until that point, stopped.
Unexpectedly, the monster pulled Errol in close, looking into his eyes. Its own sockets seem to pulse and glow brighter, and Errol found himself unable to look away. An unusual sensation, but one which Errol was familiar with, crept through him.
Once, years before, a creature known as the White Widow had entered Errol’s mind and taken control of his body. Although he’d known what was happening, he had been completely helpless and unable to do anything but obey the White Widow’s commands. It had been terrifying. He could feel the same thing, or something close to it, happening now. Errol wanted to scream.
At the same time, memories sprang into his mind unbidden, images that began with the current day and then flipped back sequentially like the pages of a book before coming to a screeching halt on what had been his last night in the Badlands before arriving in Apolos.
While the monster was mentally rifling through his recent past, Errol searched for a weapon. (He couldn’t look away, but other than that it seemed that he had volition.) He remembered that he didn’t have his wand, and that his magic was useless anyway. However, he still had his throwing knife, which he drew with his left hand, and in his right he pulled out something…unusual.
He raised both hands, preparing to strike simultaneously with what he held in each. The monster, almost as an afterthought, grabbed Errol’s left wrist before he could do any damage with the knife, holding it immobile. As for his right hand, it presumably had seen what he held and dismissed it. Thus, it seemed to come as a surprise to the creature when the object in Errol’s right hand struck – and painfully stabbed – the arm that was holding him.
The thing howled, releasing its grip on Errol (who slumped to the ground) and looking at the object sticking out of its arm: a feather. A bladebeak feather. It grunted menacingly as it plucked the feather out, then glowered at Errol, as if trying to decide something.
Just then, there was movement near the end of the street, at the juncture where Errol, Jaden, and Pierce had entered. Straining, Errol thought he saw a person standing there. As his vision was still a little blurry, he couldn’t quite make out the person’s features, but he thought he recognized who it was by their stance and body form: Prap.
The creature looked at Prap, who didn’t move, then began screeching more profoundly than before and made as if to charge at him. At the same time, however, Errol heard voices – lots of them. They seemed to be approaching from all directions. Apparently the sound of their fight with the monster (or rather, the continual screams) was bringing out a good deal of the local population.
The monster, perhaps sensing that it was about to be seriously outnumbered, let out a frustrated shriek of fury. It then squatted, took a powerful leap up and, wings flapping mightily, took to the air.
Errol’s eyelids fluttered as he watched it disappear over the rooftops, then he slipped into unconsciousness to the patter of numerous feet running towards him.
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Errol awoke the next day to find himself in a large, comfortable bed covered with warm, thick blankets. For a second, he thought he was still asleep and dreaming, as he’d never been anywhere near a bed as soft as this. With that in mind, he was about to go back to sleep when a firm voice cut across his train of thought.
“So you’re finally awake,” Bander said.
Errol’s eyes snapped open. Standing at the foot of the bed was not only Bander, but also Jaden, Master Algim, and Prap. Somehow, he had failed to even notice that they were in the room, let alone standing right next to him. (In his defense, however, he had barely opened his eyes more than a crack before making the decision to go back to sleep.)
He sat up, blinking, and almost immediately felt something constrictive on his head, like a hat that was too tight. He raised a hand to his temple, felt some kind of cloth, then came to the realization that his head was wrapped in bandages. He was tempted to take them off, but when he sat up the back of his head had begun throbbing, and he decided that the bandages were fine as they were. On a nightstand next to the bed were his warding wand and the bladebeak feather, both of which, he later learned, had been recovered by Jaden.
“Where am I?” Errol asked no one in particular, while reaching out to retrieve his wand and the feather.
“You’re in my solar – on the second floor, where I sleep,” Master Algim answered. “When I heard that you were injured last night, I offered to treat you personally. However, I’m much too old to be jogging up and down stairs all the time, so I had them bring you here.”
Errol mumbled his thanks to the scribe and then glanced around. The four men were staring at him with solemn looks on their faces, looks that he immediately recognized and categorized. More importantly, thinking back, he already knew the cause.
“Pierce is dead, isn’t he?” Errol asked.
There was silence for a moment, then Bander answered. “Yes.”
The gory details followed. Although it had undoubtedly been quick, it had also been a quite thorough attack, with the primary thing of note being the fact that the monster had sliced Pierce’s throat open so strongly and deeply that it had almost taken his head off.
“Do we have any idea what that thing was?” Errol asked.
“Maybe,” Master Algim said. “Can you tell us what it looked like?”
Errol glanced at Prap and Jaden. “Hasn’t anyone already told you that?”
“I was knocked out before I even got a good look at it,” Jaden remarked as if on cue. “And Prap was too far away.”
“Frankly speaking,” Bander said, “you’re the only person who’s seen it up close.”
“And lived to tell about it,” Prap added.
Errol sighed, closed his eyes, and then tried to remember everything he could about the monster, verbally stating it all for the benefit of those around him, including how it seemed to be able to view his memories. When he finished, he opened his eyes to find Master Algim coming around the bed towards him. In his hand he held a book, which he opened to a certain page and then showed to Errol.
“Take a look at this picture,” the scribe said. “Is this the thing you saw?”
The book – apparently some kind of bestiary –actually showed two pages at the spot where it was opened. The left page bore nothing but text, but the right contained a full-color illustration of a monster that was the same as what Errol had faced the night before. Beneath the picture were the words, “The Aswang.”
“Yes, this is what attacked us,” Errol said after a moment. “Except, as I mentioned, the one last night had a livid scar across its face. Also, the creature in the illustration has a full head of hair. Our attacker looked as though she’d been in a catfight with another female and had all hers ripped out.”
Bander and Master Algim exchanged glances, but no one said anything.
“So is this what it’s called?” Errol asked. “An aswang?”
“Yes. It’s a vampire-like shapeshifter,” Bander said. “It supposedly drinks blood, eats children, etc. The typical monster-from-the-Badlands stuff.”
“Except you didn’t just encounter any run-of-the-mill aswang,” Master Algim said. “You fought Adversa.”
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Errol was stunned for a moment.
“Hold on,” he said, almost angrily. “That thing has a name? Like somebody’s pet?”
“More like a nickname,” Bander said. “Legend says that Adversa came here long ago from a place far across the sea, pursuing a man.”
“You mean like a paramour?” Jaden asked.
“No,” Bander responded. “More like prey. She would allegedly pull her own hair out in anger and frustration at how he kept eluding her.”
“Did she ever catch him?” Errol asked.
“Eventually,” Bander said, “but it purportedly took years.”
“Years?” Errol repeated.
“Oh, yes,” said Master Algim. “And although they say she killed him, he supposedly gave her a nice parting gift.”
Errol thought for a moment, and then it came to him. “The scar.”
Master Algim nodded. “Legend says that the fellow had been given a blessed weapon by a holy man – a magic axe to fight Adversa with. It wasn’t enough to defeat her, but it did leave its mark. That’s how I know it was her you fought.”
“Plus, the legends say she can nullify certain Warden-magic,” Bander said. “That’s another indicator that it was Adversa that you encountered, and might explain why your spark didn’t harm her.”
Errol contemplated this for a moment before speaking. “You mentioned that it’s also a shapeshifter,” he said. “What can it become?”
Although the question had been directed at Bander, it was Master Algim who answered. “Lots of things, if the stories are to be believed. Cats, dogs, and more, although becoming a hog or pig is fairly common.”
“Well, that’s a dead end,” Errol muttered, thinking aloud. “No way we could distinguish the aswang from all the other pigs running around Wellkeep.”
“Huh?” Bander asked, surprised.
“Sorry,” Errol replied. “I was just thinking how this thing could probably just hide in plain sight with all the other pigs at Wellkeep.”
A look passed between Jaden and Bander. “We don’t have any pigs at Wellkeep,” the former said.
“Of course you do,” Errol retorted. “I see one every morning in that garden outside the barracks window. It–”
Errol’s eyes went wide as the truth hit him, Bander, and Jaden at the same time. The latter two took off running, heading down a nearby set of stairs. (Prap, who had been completely silent during the conversation about the aswang, was right on their heels.) It had been Errol’s intent to follow them, but upon jumping out of bed, he suddenly felt woozy.
Master Algim moved swiftly to help him. Showing surprising strength despite his claims of age and frailty, the scribe slid an arm around Errol and helped prop him up for the few seconds it took for Errol to regain his equilibrium.
Accompanied by Master Algim, he then headed for the stairs, determined to follow his fellow Wardens.
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Despite being slightly hobbled by his injuries, Errol – with Master Algim in tow – arrived at the garden only a few minutes after the other three Wardens. However, by that time his friends had done a thorough inspection and found a number of telltale tracks.
“Here, look at this,” Jaden was saying, pointing at the ground. “The pig was here, then it wandered off. As it did, the tracks began to change.”
Errol saw what he meant. The tracks seemed to spread out, becoming wider, deeper. They also began to exhibit predator traits, such as claws. Finally, the animal making the prints had gone from four legs to being bipedal.
That said, the tracks just seemed to end, like the creature had just vanished, and Master Algim went so far as to say as much.
“No, not vanished,” Errol said. “Took off.” He looked up, prompting those with him to do the same. Thankfully, they saw nothing in the sky above them.
“Take a good look at these tracks,” Bander said, turning his attention back to the ground. “The very last ones before they vanish. See anything familiar?”
It was Jaden who answered, almost immediately. “The sewers. They’re the same as that other set of tracks we saw in the sewers.”
“The sewers?” Master Algim asked, confused.
Errol quickly explained about the second set of tracks they’d found while tracking the selkie, as well as the selkie’s claims of innocence.
“In retrospect,” Errol said, “I think we can say with confidence that it was actually the aswang that killed Till.”
“So the question now is, why is Adversa targeting us?” Bander said.
“Us?” croaked Prap, speaking for the first time in ages. Errol, finally taking a good look at the man, noticed that he looked pale and haggard, as if he hadn’t gotten any sleep.
“Yes, us,” Bander went on. “Haven’t you noticed that two people from our traveling party are dead?”
“But why would you say she’s targeting us?” Prap asked, almost nervously.
“Well, for one thing, she went all the way through the sewers to get to Till,” Bander replied, “when she could have snatched anybody off the street if this was just random on her part.”
“Same thing with Pierce last night,” Jaden added. “She could have found a dozen drunks lying passed out in the street, but instead she came across us. I don’t think that’s coincidence.”
“Obviously, then,” Master Algim interjected, “your party did something along the way that offended her. Is there anything you can think of, any encounter that might have set her off?”
There was silence for a few moments as the four Wardens gave serious thought to the question.
“Nothing comes to mind,” Errol said. “The only thing we did that might even come close was visiting the Giant’s Grove.”
“And the only one who touched anything there was Till, who seemingly got punished enough even before Adversa got to him,” Bander said.
“Well, maybe it was something innocuous or that you didn’t even notice at the time,” the scribe said. “But I’d wager that you did something, and you’d better figure it out quick. You can hardly find a worse foe than Adversa. As you know doubt realize, she’s literally trouble – and then some.”
His words sent a sudden tingling up Errol’s spine. “What did you say?” he asked, turning so suddenly towards the old man that he startled the scribe.
“I said that Adversa is literally trouble,” Master Algim repeated. “That’s what her name means in one of the Olde Tongues – ‘adversity’ or ‘trouble’.”
Before the scribe even finished speaking, Errol’s mind was racing. At the same time, he felt as though someone had punched him in the gut.
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He must have swooned, because the next thing Errol knew, Bander and Jaden were laying him onto his bed in the guest barracks. Master Algim stood nearby, instructing the other two Wardens to handle Errol carefully.
“I’m okay,” he tried to say, but wasn’t sure that the words came out right. He started to sit up.
“Easy,” Jaden said, holding his hand out towards Errol’s chest to dissuade him from trying to rise. Errol pushed the hand away.
“Trouble is following us,” Errol said, remembering what Berry had said to him before he left. The homunculus had been giving him a clue as to what to expect. “Adversa.”
“Yes,” Bander agreed. “We know. It was probably her that was following us that last day on the road. We still don’t have a clue why.”
“So why didn’t she attack us then?” Errol asked. “Before we even got to Apolos.”
“There’s one potential explanation,” Master Algim said. “Although they have exceptionally keen senses, an aswang is significantly less powerful during the day. Maybe she didn’t feel she could take on four Wardens.”
“Or maybe she just enjoys the thrill of the hunt, terrifying her prey with the thought of what’s coming,” Jaden said. “I mean, she pursued a guy all the way across the ocean. I thought people only did stuff like that for love.”
“No, there’s another reason that people do things like that – monsters, too,” Errol said, shaking his head. “Revenge.”
“Revenge?” Master Algim repeated, eyebrows rising in surprise.
“Yes,” Errol said with certainty. “It’s not just our group she’s targeting, but specific people who were with us. Think about it – Jaden and I were both practically helpless last night, but she stalked right by us to get to Pierce.”
“So there’s more than just bloodlust driving her,” Bander noted. “This is personal.”
“But we still don’t know why,” Master Algim said.
“Sure we do,” Errol said in a contrary tone. “Or rather, one of us does. Prap.”
It was at that moment, looking around, that they noticed that the bulky Warden wasn’t with them.
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Jaden and Bander wouldn’t let Errol go with them to find Prap. He obviously hadn’t fully recovered from his run-in with the aswang, and the stress of their situation wasn’t helping.
“You need to rest,” said Master Algim, who had also stayed behind. “You’re not at full strength yet. The dagger could only do so much.”
Errol frowned. “Dagger? What do you mean?”
“Remember when I told you that using your Wendigo dagger to kill had made you its master?” the scribe asked, going on after Errol numbly nodded. “Well, you and it appear to be mystically connected in a way I don’t understand, but I was able to use it to help speed your healing and rouse you. Do you think it was just coincidence that we were all standing around the bed when you came to earlier?”
With that, Master Algim insisted that Errol get some rest, practically forcing him to stretch out on the bed. Although he felt way too keyed up mentally to simply lie still, his body apparently felt differently; within minutes, Errol was asleep.
Despite having images of the aswang in his head, his slumber was less fitful than one might have imagined (although he did mumble constantly). In truth, most of what Errol experienced while sleeping had the inescapable finality of memory rather than the surreal quality of dreams. Among other things, he relived his conversation with Berry, certain aspects of his journey to Apolos, and his encounter with Adversa. However, the incidents were disjointed, juggled by his subconscious while he slept and shown out of order with respect to how they truly occurred. Along with this new sequence of events came a different perspective, and by the time Errol opened his eyes, he knew what had happened and why Adversa was murdering members of their traveling party.
 
*****
 
Errol awoke to the sound of commotion – raised voices and bodies bustling about. He looked up to find a half-dozen Wardens – including Jaden and Bander – wrestling Prap into the barracks. The rotund Warden was screaming to be released.
“Let me go!” he cried. “You have to let me go!”
They struggled to pull him over to one of the bunks, whereupon – on Bander’s order – they released him. Prap stood there for a second, looking indignant, but didn’t try to push past the other Wardens, who formed a semi-circle in front of him.
“Sit down,” Bander said, giving Prap a severe look. The bulky Warden complied. Bander told the other Wardens to wait outside, leaving just him and Jaden.
Errol, having gotten out of bed at this point, came closer. Master Algim had apparently been correct in his earlier diagnosis; the additional rest had been good for Errol, and he felt much, much better. So much better, in fact, that he removed the bandages from his head.
“There he is,” Bander said, inclining his head towards Prap when Errol got closer. “We found him trying to sneak out of the city.”
“I wasn’t trying to sneak anywhere,” Prap said defensively. “I just don’t want to get killed.”
“Just tell us what you know,” Bander said. “We won’t let anything happen to you.”
“But I don’t know anything,” Prap insisted. “Just what we talked about earlier. I don’t know any more than anyone else.”
Prap’s audience didn’t appear to be swayed by his rhetoric.
Bander turned towards Errol. “You said Prap knew something. What is it?”
Errol nodded. He had actually been making a wild guess when he’d spoken earlier, based on something Berry had said about Prap: His type always attracts trouble.
If Adversa was literally trouble, as Master Algim had said, then the homunculus had been hinting that Prap would attract her. In other words, it was something Prap had done that had garnered her attention.
At least that was Errol’s deduction. Moreover, from what he remembered of his recent dreams, he thought he knew exactly what it was Prap had done. But he needed an additional bit of information.
“Prap,” Errol said, “I need to ask you something, and it’s important that you remember correctly. On our last night in the Badlands, when I fell asleep, you and Pierce were eating that pig you’d caught.”
Prap nodded vigorously, apparently having no problem recalling the incident.
Errol went on. “Did Till ever eat any of that pig?”
Prap looked at the ceiling and scratched his head, brow furrowed in thought. “No,” he finally said after a few seconds, shaking his head.
“Are you sure?” Errol asked, almost desperately. “Are you absolutely positive?”
“Yes.” Prap nodded. “With those toadstools growing on him, I probably wouldn’t have let him. So as far as I know, he didn’t have any of it.”
Errol frowned. His entire theory was getting blown apart. It didn’t necessarily mean that he was wrong, but it was a blow to the argument he had been planning to make.
“Yes, he did,” Jaden said unexpectedly. All heads swiveled in his direction.
“What?” Prap asked, looking sick.
“He did eat some of it,” Jaden confirmed again. “After everyone had fallen asleep, he got up and went over to where the meat was roasting. His movement woke me up, but I don’t think he realized that I saw him. He tore off a chunk of meat and went back to his area of camp and ate it.”
This was exactly what Errol had hoped to hear. He tried to keep the excitement out of his voice as he spoke.
“Do you remember if Till got a specific piece of meat?” Errol asked.
“Yeah,” Jaden said with a nod. “It was a hunk of leg. He was munching on it as he went back to his sleeping bag.”
The elation must have shown on Errol’s face, because his excitement was almost tangible.
“What is it, Errol?” Bander asked. “What are you thinking?”
“I believe I know why all this is happening,” Errol said. He turned to Prap. “Adversa is after us because you killed her child.”





 
 
Chapter 34
 
“What?!” Prap screamed, rising to his feet. “I did no such thing!”
“But you did,” Errol said. “Aswangs are shapeshifters, and pigs are animals they can change into. That funny little wild boar you killed – the young one that nothing looked quite right about – was her child, I think.”
“You’re just guessing,” Prap said in disbelief. “There’s no way you could know that.”
“Think about it,” Errol said. “Till tore off and ate a piece of that animal’s leg. In turn, he got his own leg ripped off. Pierce cut its throat, and similarly had his own throat viciously sliced open.”
“So it’s revenge, like you said before,” Jaden noted. “Essentially an eye for an eye.”
“Yes,” Errol said and nodded. “Exactly.”
“But how’d she know who to come after?” Bander said. “If what you’re saying is true, how’d she know who ate part of her child and who didn’t?”
“That’s easy enough, but let me start at the beginning – the way I think it happened,” Errol said. “After we break camp, the day we got to Apolos, Adversa’s looking for her child and comes upon its remains. Like any mother, monster or not, she’s grief-stricken. She pulls her hair out in anguish. She screams.”
“That sound we heard when we were riding,” Bander said. “That wailing.”
“Yes,” Errol agreed. “Furious, she sets out in pursuit of the killers. She catches up but doesn’t attack – maybe because, like Master Algim said, she’s not as strong during the day.”
“So she just follows us back here and starts picking us off one by one,” Jaden added. “Still, how does she find us?”
“Smell,” Bander answered. “Aswangs have keen senses. She likely tracked us by our scent.”
“That’s my thought as well,” Errol says. “So she goes after Till first.”
“Why him?” Prap asked, still looking pale.
“I think it was just random,” Errol answered. “I think she went to the sewers because it was an easy way for her to navigate the city without being seen, as well as hunt for us – or follow us – and somewhere along the way she homed in on Till’s scent.”
“And after she finds him, she bursts out of the sewers and kills him,” Jaden interjected.
“Essentially,” Errol said. “I think that while she’s wrenching off the sewer grate, Till sees what’s happening, that some thing is attempting to come in, and tries to get away. He grabs the keys off the wall and is planning to get into one of the other rooms and lock the door. But she catches him before he can get away, and in the ensuing struggle, he gets too close to the selkie’s cage.”
“So the selkie snatches the keys,” Bander opined. “She unlocks her cage while Adversa is killing Till and heads for the sewer.”
“Correct, except Adversa doesn’t kill Till right away,” Errol added. “She first uses her mind-reading trick to make sure she’s got the right person. She flips through his memories to determine who had a hand in the death, or devouring, of her child. Then she gives him the same treatment he gave her offspring.”
“So that would have given her all the information she needed on who she needed to kill,” Jaden said. “Till, Pierce…”
He trailed off, glancing at Prap but being gracious enough not to say his name.
“But in that case,” Jaden continued, “why go through your memories, Errol? She’d already discovered what she needed to know.”
Errol pondered this for a moment. “I think she was just being thorough. For instance, I didn’t see everything that happened concerning the animal Prap killed. I never saw Till eat a portion of it. Going through my mind was just a way for her to get additional proof – confirmation that there were only the three culprits.”
A new thought suddenly occurred to Errol, and he turned in alarm to Jaden and Bander.
“Neither of you ate part of that animal, did you?” he asked them. Jaden and Bander seemed shocked by the question, then vigorously denied even being tempted to taste Prap’s kill. Errol found himself relieved that, assuming everything he had concluded was true, they wouldn’t be on Adversa’s list.
“Anyway, back to our scenario,” Errol said. “Adversa presumably tracks down Pierce as well, and we know how that eventually turned out.”
“And the rest of us she tails here,” Bander reckoned. “Where she takes up camp in pig form right outside our window.”
“Well, I think she actually tracked the rest of us here early on,” Errol concluded, remembering that the sow had been outside the window his first morning at Wellkeep. “But that essentially brings us to where we are today.”
“So what now?” Jaden asked.
Errol shrugged. “I’m not sure there’s much we can do, except wait for her to show up–”
An odd whimpering sound drew his attention, made him stop mid-sentence.
Prap had started to cry.
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Because Wardens were lawmen to a certain extent, Errol wasn’t completely surprised that there were prison cells in Wellkeep. They took Prap to one of these in the lower levels of the building, more so for his protection than out of a belief that he’d done something criminal. In fact, the door to the cell wasn’t even locked. All of this, however, formed the rudiments of a very basic plan.
“There’s an opening to the sewers on the level with Prap’s cell, about one hundred feet away,” Bander said. “If Adversa comes for him, it’ll probably be from that direction. Otherwise, she’ll have to come through Wellkeep, and if she wasn’t willing to face four Wardens on the road, I don’t think she’ll be anxious to take on a building full of them, even at night.”
“So all we have to do,” Jaden surmised, “is put some men down there and wait.”
“An ambush,” Errol said emotionlessly.
The others hadn’t noticed, but Errol’s mood had somewhat soured since they had hatched this plan of action shortly after Prap broke down in tears. Adversa had viciously killed two men, yes, but it hadn’t been done wantonly. It had been done out of a desire for justice (if such a concept could be applied to monsters). Basically, although it came as a surprise to Errol himself, he realized that he had a certain degree of sympathy for Adversa.
That said, his job was protecting people and fighting monsters. It was what he’d been trained to do his entire life. Thus, even with someone who was – as Berry put it – a swine, he felt an obligation to protect them.
It was night now, so the attack they were expecting could come at any time. In fact, it had been dark when they’d brought Prap down to the cell. Afraid of possibly being away when the action started, Errol had decided to forego trying to retrieve his Wendigo dagger from Ad Astra and had simply borrowed one from Wellkeep’s arsenal.
Armed with a dagger, throwing knife, and his one-hand crossbow, Errol was listening to Bander state how he wanted men placed around the sewer opening when a Warden-in-training came running up with news.
Prap was gone.
 
*****
 
Bander was livid, doing his best to control his temper with respect to the two Wardens who guarded the entry to the cell area.
“Our understanding was that he wasn’t a prisoner,” one of them was saying. “His cell wasn’t even locked. That being the case, when he said he wanted to go grab something to eat and come right back, we thought nothing of it.”
In short, Prap had simply walked right out. Bander dismissed the offending Wardens with a disgusted wave of his hand.
“Apparently the idea of being bait in a trap for a monster wasn’t very appealing to him,” Jaden said of Prap.
“But where would he go?” Bander asked. “He knows she’s out there, waiting for him. Looking for him. And she’ll never stop until he’s dead.”
“Well, we’re making the assumption that he’s running,” Errol said. “What if he isn’t?”
“So what, you think he’s making a stand?” Bander asked. “That he’s going to fight?”
“It wouldn’t surprise me,” Errol said, remembering how Prap’s eyes had gleamed during the fight in the alley.
“But that’s crazy,” Jaden added. “She took down two of us the night she killed Pierce, and I don’t think either of us inflicted much damage on her. The only person who’s ever come close to stopping her is probably the guy who gave her the scar, and he had a magic axe.”
“Unfortunately, we’re a little short on magic axes at the moment,” Bander said with a slight hint of sarcasm. “I’ll have the quartermaster put them on his next requisition order.”
“Maybe Prap can’t get his hands on a magic axe,” Errol said, “but he does know where to get a magic dagger.”
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The door to Master Algim’s solar was locked from the inside when they arrived. However, they could hear odd noises coming from within – the sound of glass breaking, furniture being tossed about, and more. A second later, Bander had put his shoulder to the door, splintering wood as he forced it open.
Inside, the room was in shambles: desks and tables were knocked over, chairs were broken, and papers were strewn all about. In short, it looked as though a cyclone had torn through the place. In fact, looking to the second-floor landing, Errol could see where the doors that led to the balcony had been almost ripped off their hinges, the result of something powerful bursting inside.
All of this Errol observed and took in within seconds of entering the solar. The sounds of conflict drew Errol’s attention back to his immediate surroundings, and that’s when he saw them: Prap and the aswang, locked in battle, off to one side.
Prap had his sword drawn, and was using it to counter the reach and deadly effect of Adversa’s claws. On the floor nearby, slumped against a wall and clearly unconscious, was Master Algim.
Bander drew his sword and rushed into the fray, screaming. Jaden followed, pulling out two short swords, while Errol – holding his dagger and crossbow – brought up the rear.
Adversa, seeing new foes approaching, casually kicked a nearby table with her foot, and it went flying towards the three Wardens who had just entered. Bander dove to the side, showing an incredible amount of dexterity despite his age. Still, being in the lead, he had the least amount of reaction time, and as a result one of the table legs swiped his shoulder as it went by. He grunted in pain and curled up on the floor, gripping the injured shoulder.
Jaden and Errol, on the other hand, managed to hit the floor safely, letting the table go harmlessly by them. Then they were on their feet again, with Jaden rushing to aid Prap and Errol checking on Bander.
“Forget me,” Bander said, wincing in pain as Errol tried to assess the damage. “Deal with her.” He nodded towards Adversa.
Looking in that direction, Errol saw that Jaden and Prap were trying to get on opposite sides of the aswang, with one and then the other taunting her with his blade while the other Warden tried to outflank her. His dagger obviously not being of much use, Errol got as close as he dared and readied his one-hand crossbow. Unfortunately, the constant movement of the aswang and the two Wardens made him uncomfortable with taking a shot.
Suddenly, one of Adversa’s wings shot out. It hit Jaden like a fist, square on the jaw. His head snapped to the side and he went down, not unconscious but obviously dazed.
While the aswang’s attention was diverted, Prap suddenly pulled something from his waistband. With a shock, Errol realized it was his Wendigo dagger.
Drawn by the movement, Adversa looked back to Prap and saw what he was holding. At that moment, she went still, and Errol saw a look cross her face, something like terror or fright. Plainly speaking, she seemed frozen.
Sensing an advantage, Prap rushed forward with a shout, thrusting the dagger in a stabbing motion. It went into her chest right about where the heart would be in a human being.
Adversa howled in pain. Prap took a step back, smiling gleefully and clearly thinking he’d won the battle. His expression changed to dread when Adversa took a quick step forward and hit him with a backhand that sent him flying across the room.
Now that he had a clear shot, Errol fired, but suddenly the aswang wasn’t there and his bolt thunked solidly into the wall. Adversa had leaped up almost immediately after hitting Prap, gliding across the room after him so quickly that one would have thought they were tied together.
Prap hit the floor heavily, all the air audibly getting knocked out of him as he landed on his back. A second later, Adversa landed on top of him. There was a sickening sound of rent meat as the talons on her feet extended and then gripped Prap’s abdomen. He screamed and convulsed.
With a powerful beat of her wings, Adversa rose up into the air with Prap firmly held by her feet, coming down on the second-floor landing that led to the balcony. Errol, having quickly reloaded his crossbow, had a clear shot at her head. In fact, he could see a good portion of her upper torso, including where his Wendigo dagger was still embedded in her chest.
She glanced back at Errol, saw him taking aim at her, and stood there. There was a look of serenity on her face, and a sense of calm about her. No fear whatsoever.
On his part, Errol didn’t really see a monster standing there. He saw a creature trying to deal with unbearable anguish. He saw someone seeking some measure of solace. He saw a grieving mother seeking justice for her child.
At the same time, some of what Berry said echoed in his brain – something about Prap’s own kind coming for him. Unexpectedly, it dawned on Errol that this was Prap’s fate. This was what was supposed to happen. Prap had captured and dragged Adversa’s child off to be killed; just like Till and Pierce, she was treating him to the same fate he had visited upon her offspring.
After a moment, it became clear to both Errol and Adversa that he wasn’t going to fire the crossbow. The aswang turned her attention back to the balcony, squatted, and then leaped out in an arc that took her (and Prap, still gripped by her feet) out of the room.
Errol raced up the stairs. The landing at the top was covered with glass from the balcony doors. Stepping outside, he felt a light breeze that – at almost any other time – would have been enjoyable. He could see the lights of a good portion of the city from this vantage point, and he marveled at the view.
The sound of a scream, thin but discernable, reminded him of why he’d come out here. Looking in the direction of the sound, he saw something unusual: the silhouette of what appeared to be an oddly-shaped bird against the background of the moon, borne aloft by a powerful set of wings and carrying a limp form in its claws.
A few moments later, he heard footsteps approaching and turned to see Bander, holding his arm limply, behind him. It dawned on him in that moment that Bander had probably seen everything, including his failure to shoot Adversa when he had a chance.
“So, no clean shot, huh?” Bander asked after a moment.
“No,” Errol replied. “No clean shot.”





 
 
Chapter 37
 
From what Errol later learned, they never found Prap’s body, despite following a blood trail that led across several city rooftops. Errol felt sorry for the man, but couldn’t argue that he was undeserving of his fate.
After the aswang flew away, Errol went to get help. It turned out that Master Algim had a concussion and Bander had a broken shoulder. Jaden didn’t suffer any broken bones, but he had a nasty bruise where Adversa’s wing had hit him (although he claimed the pain was minimal). In essence, Errol was the only person who escaped practically unscathed.
After making sure that his friends were being treated, Errol returned to the guest barracks, feeling exhausted and depressed. His visit to the city was far from anything he’d ever envisioned. Apolos was not a hive of sophistication, nor was it a safe haven. The city was afflicted with mass poverty, crime, starvation. More to the point, there were monsters here, too, just like everywhere else (and some of them were men).
But having his idealized notion of life in the city destroyed wasn’t the most calamitous thing that had happened. The worst thing by far about this trip was the fact that his Wendigo dagger was gone, and there was no chance he’d ever get it back. He fell asleep almost wishing he’d never come to the city, keenly feeling the loss of his magical blade.
 
*****
 
Errol awoke the next morning with an odd weight on his chest. It wasn’t exceptionally heavy; it just felt like it didn’t belong on his sternum. Sleepily, with his eyes barely open, Errol reached up with a hand to figure out what the object was that was resting on him. He sat straight up a moment later, when his fingers closed on a familiar sculpted handle. He looked at what he was holding: his Wendigo dagger.
He stared at it in complete shock, amazed to have it when he thought he’d never see it again. A cool breeze wafted across his cheek, and he realized that the window near his bed was open.
He stepped over to it and peeked out. The day was just starting as the first rays of sunlight were coming over the horizon. Errol looked down at the garden, but didn’t see anything other than growing vegetables. If a certain creature had returned his dagger, it was long gone now.
Errol hurriedly dressed, bound and determined to leave for Stanchion as soon as possible. However, he thought it would be rude to leave without saying goodbye to his friends.
He went to see Master Algim first. The scribe’s solar was still a mess, but there were half a dozen apprentices present cleaning it up. Master Algim greeted him warmly, his head wrapped in bandages, and Errol couldn’t help feeling that their positions were completely reversed from just a day earlier. He pulled Errol over to the side so they could talk with a small degree of privacy.
“You were getting treated last night,” Errol said, “but I wanted to find out what happened."
“That’s an easy tale,” Master Algin stated. “Prap came in, roughed me up, and took your dagger. He’d seen me heal you with it, so he knew where it was. That’s about the limit of what I recall.”
Errol filled in the rest, telling the scribe about the ensuing fight with Adversa (although he judiciously left out the part about his having a clean shot at the monster) and her escape. Master Algim just nodded occasionally, listening.
“Well, we should count ourselves fortunate,” the scribe said when Errol finished. “There’s not many who can say they walked away from an encounter with Adversa, even among the Wardens.”
The mention of Wardens brought something else to Errol’s mind.
“Do you remember what we said about Adversa following us before we got to Apolos?” Errol asked. “About how maybe she didn’t attack us on the road because there were four Wardens in our party?”
“Yes,” Master Algim said. “That’s probably more than she wanted to take on at one time.”
“I don’t think so,” Errol declared, shaking his head. “She took on the same four Wardens last night right here in your solar, and didn’t have a problem with it.”
“You have a point,” Master Algim acknowledged. “And, I presume, a theory.”
Errol smiled slightly before speaking. “I don’t think she was ever afraid of our numbers. I think it was the Wendigo dagger. I think she sensed its magic, and that’s what kept her from attacking us on the road. On top of that, I saw her face when she was fighting Prap and realized he had the dagger. She was terrified.”
“But then he stabbed her and nothing happened,” the scribe chimed in. “Or rather, he didn’t get the effect he was hoping for from a magic blade.”
“Yes. I think he was expecting it to stop her – and maybe she thought it would, too – but ultimately being stabbed with it was almost the equivalent of a flesh wound to her. Like it had lost its magic.”
“It did, in a sense,” the scribe said. “It is indeed a potent, magical blade – but only in your hands. You, as its master, are the only one who can truly command its might. Anyone else wielding it will only be able to utilize a fraction of its power.”
“So when Prap stabbed Adversa with it, the effect was no more than with an ordinary blade.”
“Well, even without the magic, it’s still an incredible weapon – it’s made from a Wendigo, after all. I think it’s simply more likely that Prap was lazy and expected the weapon’s magic to do all the work.”
“So he stabbed her once and thought that was enough.”
“Yes,” Master Algim said, shaking his head gravely. “I’m sorry that his carelessness cost you your weapon.”
Errol smiled; then, displaying a great degree of trust in the scribe, showed him the dagger. Master Algim almost clapped his hands with glee.
“How’d you get it back?” the elderly scribe asked.
“I think…” Errol began, choosing his words with care. “I think Adversa brought it back. I think it was her way of declaring her vendetta to be over.”
Or to thank me for not putting an arrow in her head…
“It’s also possible that she was compelled to bring it by the weapon itself,” Master Algim said. “Remember, you and the dagger are connected. I don’t think you and it can be separated. At least, not unwillingly, and not for long.”
Errol and Master Algin made small talk for a short time after that. Before long, however, Errol left so the older man could get some rest, but not before promising to keep in touch.
Upon leaving the scribe’s solar, Errol returned to Wellkeep, where he sought out Bander. He found the older Warden in the courtyard with his arm in a sling, watching some Wardens-in-training practicing their tracking skills.
Upon seeing Errol, he used his good hand to open up the flap of a backpack that was on the ground next to him. He pulled out an envelope that was sealed with red wax that bore the imprint of the High Warden’s ring of office.
“What’s this?” Errol asked as Bander handed him the envelope.
“Your official appointment as Warden, signed by the High Warden himself.”
Errol broke the seal and removed the envelope’s contents, almost unable to believe what he was reading. When he finished, he put the document back in the envelope, trying desperately to conceal his excitement. With everything that had been going on, he had practically forgotten the reason he’d come here in the first place. However, the Senior Wardens had examined him (and no doubt they had or would soon receive a report from Master Algim about his Wendigo dagger) and found him fit to serve.
“Thanks,” Errol said.
“No need to thank me,” Bander said. “You did all the work.”
“Well, I’m sure having your support helped,” Errol reasoned, to which the older Warden merely shrugged.
Bander wasn’t one for long goodbyes, so shortly thereafter they bid each other farewell and shook hands.
The only person left for Errol to say goodbye to was Jaden, but he couldn’t find him anywhere. Slightly disappointed, Errol returned to the guest barracks to retrieve his gear. While there, he drafted a quick note and left it on Jaden’s bunk, then headed to the stable.
He had just loaded up his horse and climbed into the saddle when Jaden came running in, clearly excited. Errol smiled, happy that he’d get to see his friend before heading home, although he couldn’t help staring at the angry purple bruise on Jaden’s jaw that marred his boyish good looks. Errol hoped it would heal quickly.
“I’m…glad...I caught…you,” Jaden said, bent over and out of breath, but highly animated. “I’ve got…news.”
“What?” Errol asked, fearing some catastrophe. “What is it?”
Jaden took a deep breath, and then let the words tumble out. “Your brother, Tom. He’s alive.”
THE END
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