
        
            
                
            
        

     
WARDEN
   
In dealing with the White Widow, there were several rules of engagement that had to be observed: Never look her in the eye. Always have a weapon in your hand. Never show fear. That said, you could occasionally disregard those guidelines and several others with respect to the Widow and still survive. However, there was one rule that was inviolable. Sacrosanct. Divine.
Never – under any circumstances, regardless of the reason – never, ever enter her cabin. It was a rule Errol had just violated.
Suddenly, the door banged shut behind him with a sound like a thunderclap. Startled, he swiftly turned, dagger in one hand and crossbow in the other, to find the Widow standing there, all semblance of humanity gone.
“You violate the pact!” she screamed. “None may enter my abode! Your life is forfeit!” Then she charged him, claw-like hands outstretched.
She was too close for Errol to have time to raise the crossbow, so he slashed at her with his dagger, checking her momentum and making her draw her hands back towards her sides. He took a small hop into the air and planted a boot on her chest, intending to knock her backwards. Instead, it was Errol who went flying.
Kicking her had felt like kicking stone, and the force of the action as his leg extended had sent Errol backwards through the air. (The Widow, on the other hand, barely moved.) He came down on one leg, off-balance, and almost fell.
It was immediately evident to Errol what had happened. What he had mistaken for skin on the Widow was actually a carapace. Like numerous insects and arachnids, her body had a hardened exoskeleton.
The Widow cackled as she saw understanding dawn in Errol’s eyes. “Foolish and insolent boy! My children and I shall feast on you!”
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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 /wôrd’n/ - A person charged with the protection, custody, or care of something
   







 
Chapter 1
   
Upon opening his eyes and finding his head resting in the lap of a beautiful woman, Errol Magnus assumed that he was still asleep and dreaming. The woman gently stroked his face and ran her fingers through his hair, while softly singing a lullaby in a language Errol couldn’t understand. Still, her voice was soothing, relaxing. Errol shifted to get more comfortable, and took the opportunity to get a good look at the woman.
She appeared to be fairly young, maybe just two or three years older that Errol’s own age of sixteen. She had overly-large green eyes, exquisite features, and – oddly enough – a greenish tint to what was otherwise long, brown hair that was braided. Moreover, she had leaves interwoven in her tresses. In fact, the dress she wore seemed to be made of leaves.
The woman’s song was rapturous, making Errol feel deeply moved on an emotional level, even though he couldn’t understand the words. At the same time, something felt off about the entire scenario. (For starters, he didn’t even know this woman.) Errol struggled to come to grips with what was going on, but the woman’s song kept clouding his mind.
Even more, she seemed to sense his mental confusion and smiled. Her song changed tempo, and she slowly bent down, obviously intending to kiss him. Errol ceased his mental struggles, closed his eyes, and tilted his chin up, eagerly waiting to meet her lips with his own.
The sudden baying of a hound startled him, and he instinctively reached for his dagger. As soon as he touched it, the hold that the song had on him was gone.
Errol leaped to his feet and into a defensive stance, his dagger in his right hand and his warding wand in his left. He faced the woman, whom he now recognized as a tree nymph.
Nymphs in general were rare, though not completely uncommon. They seldom interacted with men, unless it was to play pranks. That said, there were rumors that they occasionally fell in love with and married humans. In fact, one of Errol’s own great-great-grandmothers was purportedly a nymph of some sort. Nevertheless, this was as close as Errol had ever personally gotten to one.
The nymph seemed slightly bewildered.
“My spell,” she said. “How did you break it?”
“Spell?” Errol asked, a bit groggily.
“Yes. I’ve never known a human to be able to break that particular enchantment.”
Errol was still slightly confused. Next to his leg, the bloodhound that was with him, Mobley, barked sharply. It was the dog’s baying that he’d heard while still under the nymph’s hypnotic song. It was only after touching his dagger that he seemed to regain control of himself. Absentmindedly, he glanced at the weapon. The nymph followed his gaze, seeming to note the blade for the first time.
The dagger – a pitch-black blade inlaid with streaks of silver and subtle runes – seemed almost ceremonial by design. Forged by a sorcerer from the bones of a monster – a Wendigo – it had a blade that could cut through almost anything and which would never grow dull. It was, in short, a weapon that was both impressive in appearance and formidable in action.
“Now I understand,” said the nymph, taking a final look at the blade before turning her attention back to Errol. “But please know that I meant you no harm.”
Errol scoffed. “You say that after admittedly trying to ensorcel me?”
“I only meant to open your mind to my plea, not control your actions. Nothing I did was intended to cause you harm.”
Errol thought about that for a moment. They were presently deep in the Badlands, where monsters were as commonplace as blades of grass. He had warded the camp before settling down for the night. Had the nymph truly meant him harm, the wards would have flared and become active the minute she entered their sphere of influence.
Convinced that she had no intent to cause harm or mischief, Errol put away his wand and dagger.
“What is it that you want?” Errol asked.
“We need your help, Warden.”
“First of all, I’m not a Warden. My brother Tom is Warden for this region. At best, I’m a Deputy Warden. Second, who is ‘we’?”
“The forest,” said the nymph in an all-encompassing gesture.
“You mean the Badlands.”
“Not in the manner in which you speak. You call it the Badlands because of the creatures that dwell in it, but I’m not talking about those. I mean the trees, the grass, the shrubs. I’m speaking of them. I’m speaking for them.”
“You talk about them like they’re sentient.”
“They are. Unfortunately, they don’t have the ability to communicate in a way that humans are familiar with.”
“Be that as it may, the forest was here long before there were people, and will probably be here long after we’re gone. What could it need my help with?”
“A basilisk.”







 
Chapter 2
   
Errol went about breaking camp as the nymph, whose named turned out to be Samara, patiently explained her dilemma. Apparently, just a few weeks earlier, a basilisk had entered the region. Able to deal out death with a glance and with breath that took the form of poisonous vapors, the monster had cut a macabre path through the Badlands. However, rather than simply passing through as such creatures often do, the monster had taken up residence in the area. As a result, nearby plant life was beginning to wither and die. Even hardy trees, hundreds of feet tall and thousands of years old, were succumbing.
“Without the trees – especially the ancient ones – we nymphs will die.”
Errol listened to all this halfheartedly. A Warden’s commission was to protect human beings from the living nightmares that walked the Badlands. The other forest denizens – nymphs, sprites, pixies, what have you – were presumably able to take care of themselves (although that apparently wasn’t the case), and he said as much to Samara.
“We’ve tried to get the creature to leave, but have been less than successful, obviously. It’s clear now that either it – or we – will have to perish.”
“So just kill it,” Errol said. “You nymphs have powerful magic. What do you need me for?”
“It is against our principles to take life – even from a beast such as a basilisk.”
“So you want me to do your dirty work for you.”
“Please,” she said pleadingly. “We would be forever in your debt, and one could do worse than have the forest as a friend and ally.”
Errol sighed stiffly. This is not how he had expected his day to go. He had anticipated getting up and heading back home to the Warden Station, having spent the past three days in restless pursuit of an amarok. The gigantic, wolf-like creature had killed and eaten three cows at the Pierce farm before mauling senile, old Benton Pierce almost to death.
Errol had borrowed four hunting dogs from the Pierces when he set off after the amarok. After three days of being chased deep into the Badlands, the creature had finally turned and stood its ground. Although Errol – by leaping into the fray and stabbing it with his dagger – had eventually been able to bring the monster down (its hide was now packed on his horse), all of the dogs except Mobley had been killed. Needless to say, Errol wasn’t quite in the mood to launch immediately into another monster hunt – especially for one that could kill with a look.
“Wait a minute,” Errol said. “How do you know it’s a basilisk? I mean, a basilisk can kill any living thing by looking at it.”
“The Greenlife – the plant life and spirit of the forest – have powers of observation that men are unaware of. They said it was a basilisk.”
“So if they can observe it without being killed, what’s the problem?”
“The creature’s breath is a noxious miasma that causes the Greenlife of the forest to atrophy and decay. Likewise, its bodily fluids – saliva and sweat – are a venomous blight.”
Errol heard all this with a dispassionate ear. Frankly speaking, he didn’t care for the job of Warden (despite being descended from a long line of them) or the dangers that went hand-in-glove with the position. It had always been his desire to move from Stanchion Ward – the rural region where he’d grown up – to one of the cities, where weirdlings from the Badlands (like basilisks) were unknown. His brother Tom had been Warden of Stanchion, and in Errol’s mind he still was – despite being missing for the past three months.
Tom had been an exceptional Warden, but he had crossed paths with one of the worst creatures the Badlands could offer – a Wendigo. Tom had only escaped by having a roc carry him off, and (against all odds) Errol had somehow managed to kill the Wendigo, which ultimately became the source of his dagger and a few other weapons he carried.
It was his brother who had overseen Errol’s Warden training after their father died seven years earlier. Errol had always resented it, but it was that training which enabled him to survive his encounter with the Wendigo. Since then, he had been carrying out the duties of Warden in honor of his brother – and in expectation of his return.
As the nymph waited silently for his response to her plea, Errol asked himself a question that had repeatedly saved his life since his brother’s disappearance: What would Tom do?
He didn’t have to dwell on the issue for even a second, because he already knew the answer. Tom would offer the nymph his assistance. Errol sighed despondently at the thought.
   
*****
   
Three hours later, Errol was slipping furtively through the trees, moving as silent as a ghost, when the bloodhound next to him bayed sonorously, causing birds in the forest canopy to take off in flight. Errol rolled his eyes, wondering why he was even bothering with trying to move stealthily with the dog barking thunderously every few minutes. Nevertheless, moving silently had been so thoroughly ingrained in him as part of his training that he did it instinctively, without having to think about it.
“Quiet, Mobley!” Errol hissed. As usual, the dog softly whined at being admonished before going silent. Errol knew, however, from painful experience, that it would not last long. It was a pattern they had been repeating since entering this portion of the Badlands.
They were getting dangerously close to the basilisk. The creature had been fairly easy to track. Samara had pointed him in the right direction, and after an hour or so he had come across the monster’s trail: a path through the greenery bordered on both sides by blackened, withering plants and the occasional dead animal.
“You are in no danger here.” Samara’s voice came unexpectedly from the trees above Errol, almost making him jump. He looked up to find her standing casually on a tree limb about twenty feet above the ground. The nymph possessed some odd ability to flit through the trees at a high rate of speed, and it was not the first time her voice or appearance had startled him since agreeing to help her.
“The Greenlife says the creature is in its lair,” she continued, pointing towards a rocky hillside that Errol could partially see through thick tree branches around him. It was in the direction of the basilisk’s trail.
He nodded at this bit of information. Samara had already informed him that the monster had taken up residence in a nearby cavern that connected to a network of tunnels. It was no less than Errol expected; none of these beasts ever lived out in the open. There was always a burrow to enter, a lair to invade, a cave to explore.
A few minutes later, Errol and Mobley reached the end of the tree line. Not far away, he saw the entrance to a cave in the hillside. The trail of the basilisk led directly to it. Errol shushed Mobley after the dog barked again, then – as Samara dropped down beside him – he turned away to think for a moment, reviewing what he knew about their prey.
Basilisks generally grew to be about the size of a large dog. (Judging by its footprints, however, this one was likely the size of a small horse.) It was basically reptilian, but with a feathered head. Although it could kill with a look, the bones of the monster’s neck were fused, such that it couldn’t turn its head. In essence, in order to look to the side or behind it, the basilisk had to turn its entire body. Thus, approaching from the rear was the safest way to kill a basilisk.
In addition, the monster’s lair was a problem in and of itself. Just looking at it, Errol had no doubt that there would be little light inside the cave, and he had no desire to go stumbling around in the dark and maybe fall down a crevice. At the same time, he had no wish to have a light with him – although he could use his warding wand to manifest such – and then run the risk of coming face-to-face with the creature. He explained the problem to Samara when she questioned him about why he was delaying.
“In essence,” he said, “I need light to see, but also the darkness to keep from getting killed.”
“I see,” Samara said. “Let me ponder this a moment.”
“Or I could simply leave and come back at another time.”
“No,” Samara said, firmly shaking her head at the suggestion. “There is no guarantee that circumstances would be any more advantageous if you were to leave and come again. Moreover, we would continue losing much of the forest in the interim. It is not clear to your eyes, but the monster’s poison is spreading deep into the forest, far beyond what you are able to observe.”
“Well, I’m not sure what our other options are.”
“I shall ask the Greenlife.” And with that, she scampered up a nearby tree and disappeared.
She returned a quarter of an hour later, carrying a weird plant that Errol had never seen before. It was heart-shaped and green, with thick brown roots that secreted an unappealing purple ooze.
“The Greenlife offer a solution,” Samara said. “First, there is a lichen within the creature’s lair that emanates light.”
Errol nodded. He’d seen luminescent moss and the like in caves before. It was naturally-occurring, and would keep him from having to use his wand for light, which would be a sure indication to the monster that uninvited guests were in its cave.
“Second, there is this,” she said, holding up the odd-looking plant.
“What is that?” Errol asked, frowning.
“One of the great secrets of the forest – a marvo shoot.”
“I’ve never heard of it.”
“Few humans have. Even fewer have seen it, so count yourself blessed.”
Samara raised the plant near her lips and, closing her eyes, began whispering to it. Slowly, a hazy purple light began to surround it. Recognizing that magic was afoot, Errol placed his hand reassuringly on the hilt of his Wendigo dagger as the marvo’s roots began wriggling madly, like a bunch of angry worms. Samara suddenly opened her eyes and held the plant out to him.
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Errol said. When she didn’t respond, he let out a frustrated groan, then reached out to take the shoot from her.
The plant was surprisingly weighty, feeling more substantial than Errol had anticipated. In addition, despite the roots squirming like tentacles on an insane octopus, the marvo wasn’t unpleasant to hold. Still, Errol kept it at arm’s length.
He turned to Samara. “Okay, now wh–ahhhh!!!”
Errol screamed as the marvo squirted the ooze he had previously noted on its roots into his eyes. He dropped the plant and began rubbing his eyes vigorously.
“What the–blarrrhhhh!!!” Errol’s angry statement was cut short as some type of goo – obviously from the marvo – shot into his mouth. Almost retching, he doubled over and spat much of it out, but could not avoid swallowing some of it. The taste was bitter and vile; he felt like he was going to be sick.
Mobley, who had begun barking like crazy the moment Errol got sprayed in the eye, was now making so much racket that Errol almost didn’t hear the sound of something scrambling on the ground near him. He instinctively drew his dagger, and then realized with a start that he couldn’t see. The world around him was pitch black. The nymph had seemingly played a prank on him, only it had cost him his sight.
Both terrified and furious, he swung at the place he felt he had last seen Samara. “You evil witch! You’ve blinded me!”
“No,” came the response. “I swear I only–”
Errol rushed the spot where the voice seemed to come from – and went sprawling as he tripped over Mobley, losing his dagger in the process. He quickly struggled to his hands and knees, then stood up.
“Wait,” said Samara’s voice, right next to him. Errol swung a fist in that direction, at the spot the voice seemed to originate from, as fast as he could. He felt it connect, followed by a small yelp from the nymph.
Errol dropped into a fighting stance, still unable to see but listening intently. Suddenly, his legs were swept out from under him. He landed on his back with a bone-jarring thud. Before he could recover, a weight suddenly descended on him – the nymph, straddling his chest. He was about to shift his own weight and attempt to throw her when he felt a blade (presumably his own dagger) at his throat. Errol froze.
“Go ahead,” he said, defeated. “Kill me. It’s what I deserve for trusting you, for trusting anything that lives in the Badlands. Being blind here is a death sentence anyway.”
Without warning, the nymph gripped his right wrist and raised it. Errol felt a comfortable and familiar object as the Wendigo dagger was thrust into his hands, then placed by the nymph at her own throat.
“I mean you no harm, Errol Magnus,” she said, “and if you feel I have betrayed your trust then my life is yours. I ask only that you allow me to explain before you make your decision.”
Errol, still angry, thought about how good it would feel to thrust the blade home, but decided against it. “Start talking,” he said.
“Your human sight will return,” Samara said. “It has been taken from you temporarily in order to allow you to better learn how to commune with the Greenlife.”
“Commune with the…you mean talk with the forest?”
Samara laughed. “Not exactly. Humans don’t possess the necessary sensory capabilities for that type of awareness and communication. But I will teach you what I can, as fast as I can.”
“Then let’s get started.”







 
Chapter 3
   
Samara spent the next hour teaching Errol how to use the forest as his eyes and extensions of his other senses. The forest greenery could recognize when animals passed near them by sensing their body heat. Leaves vibrated due to the sounds, echoes, and footsteps made by forest denizens. Grass and shrubs gauged the size and weight of travelers by virtue of how they were stepped and trod upon. In short, there were a thousand little ways that the Greenlife (as Samara called it) could collectively “see” what was going on around it.
The trick, from Errol’s point of view, was really learning how to get that information from the plant life. The key, apparently, was the nauseating fluid the marvo had squirted into his mouth; combined with Samara’s spell, it heightened his consciousness in odd ways such that he could sense the same things that the plants around him could.
In essence, the plant life around him hummed, giving off a subtle droning that he recognized as a form of communication. It put pictures in his head, making him aware of what the forest was observing. Errol was enraptured. He had never seen the world in this way before – had not known it was possible. As a result, even without his eyesight, he was aware of his surroundings and could walk – albeit timidly at first – without fear of tripping or running into something. According to Samara, this was an aspect of the forest talking to him – making him aware of his environs.
In a similar vein, Samara showed Errol how – by focusing his thoughts – he could “speak” to the plants. This was less direct than Errol initially thought, since communicating with the Greenlife was less about words and more about images, concepts, and feelings. For instance, in asking whether it had rained recently, he had to project an image of rain, time passing via thoughts of the rising and setting of the sun – as well as the nourishment it provided – and more.
Unfortunately, in the time they had, he learned only to ask questions that required yes-or-no responses. “No” answers caused a uniquely sour taste to arise in his mouth, along with images in his mind of the bitternut seeds he had hated as a child. On the other hand, “Yes” responses resulted him tasting a deliciously sweet nectar, accompanied by a mental picture of honeysuckle. Any type of response that was more in-depth than this was simply too complicated for Errol to decipher. Still, he progressed enough that Samara was willing to give him a passing grade.
“You can commune with the Greenlife now,” she said. “Although your skill at doing so is that of one of our babes.”
“Feel free to send one of them in to the basilisk, then,” Errol said, suddenly miffed at her attitude, “and I’ll just go home.”
“I meant no disrespect. I only intended to express that not everything that is conveyed to you by the forest – and vice versa – may be properly understood.”
“Whatever. Let’s just get this over with.”
With that, Errol began marching towards the cavern entrance with Mobley beside him.
Frankly speaking, he couldn’t believe he was doing this. He was about to blindly – literally – enter a cave and hunt for one of the deadliest monsters in the Badlands. Upon reflection, the fact that he could no longer see in the conventional manner suddenly struck him as a great idea. If nothing else, he wouldn’t have to worry about inadvertently locking eyes with the creature.
When he reached the cavern entrance, he dropped down to the ground and carefully traced an immobilization ward on the ground with his warding wand. He’d never done it before without being able to see, but he was confident that the ward was properly etched. Then he spoke the activation phrase and felt the ward flare briefly, accompanied by Mobley’s barking. Now, at least, if the basilisk tried to leave the cave before they found it, it wouldn’t be able to get far. Errol then stood up, took a deep breath, and entered the cave.
   
*****
   
For Errol, the lack of light inside the cave was no different from the bright day outside, visually. However, the temperature was noticeably cooler. In anticipation of this, he had brought the amarok hide with him, and he placed it around his shoulders for warmth. The thick pelt was incredibly rugged, and he’d only been able to skin the beast with one of his Wendigo blades. It had not yet been properly cured, but it would serve to shield him from the chill of the cave.
All around him, he felt the plant life – moss on rocks and walls, mushrooms protruding up from the ground, the luminescent lichen wherever it could find a toehold. Their presence was a buzzing in his head, a constant hum that gave him a rough image of the cave that he was in. Moreover, he found that if he paid close attention, he could distinguish between the details being provided by each type of greenery.
From the information being relayed to him, the cave was fairly sizeable – about fifty feet in length as well as width. Impressive stalagmites equivalent to Errol’s six-foot height protruded up from the ground in several areas, with matching stalactites above. In addition, about a half-dozen jagged clefts in the walls led to interconnected chambers.
Before going too far into the interior of the cave, Errol paused to confer further with the plants. Basically, before he took another step, he wanted to know if the basilisk was in this part of the cave. He interpreted the plants’ response as “No.” That meant that the monster had gone through one of the connecting tunnels and was in one of the conjoined caverns.
Errol then moved to investigate the connecting passageways as swiftly and silently as possible, with Mobley whining softly beside him. The dog clearly did not want to be here, and Errol completely sympathized with him. The sooner they could finish this, the better.
A few minutes later, Errol stood near the entrance of the last tunnel, frowning. He had inspected all of the connecting tunnels, and there were only about two of them that he could possibly – possibly – get through. Based on his estimate of the basilisk’s size, there was no way it could have gotten through any of them to one of the connecting caverns. Had he missed something?
A few feet away from the entrance of the last tunnel was a stalagmite that was home to a patch of the glowing lichen. Errol approached it and tried to formulate a question, ask if the basilisk had passed this way recently. The answer was in the negative, bringing a bitter taste to Errol’s mouth.
At the same time, he began to detect an odd pressure building in his mind. Unexpectedly, he began to feel closed in, almost as if he couldn’t breathe. Was this some kind of panic attack? Beside him, Mobley whined softly, then barked into the darkness ahead of them.
“Quiet!” Errol hissed for the umpteenth time, making the dog whimper. Oddly enough, Mobley suddenly went silent mid-whine, for which Errol was exceptionally grateful. Then, as the odd sensation in his mind began fading, he felt the dog flop against his leg.
Alarmed, Errol reached down; Mobley wasn’t cold or stiff, but he also wasn’t moving. Both his own instincts and the plant life around him told him that the dog was dead. It had just keeled over for no rea–
The basilisk! Errol went tense all over as he suddenly realized what had happened. The Greenlife was wrong. The damn thing was in the cave with them!
Errol’s thoughts flew by at a furious pace. The lichen must have provided enough light for Mobley to have seen the monster. The dog had been facing forward, which meant that…
Errol practically leaped backwards, instinctively drawing his dagger and wand. At the same time, he heard a terrifying smack, like a fist being struck against the palm of one’s hand, which he recognized as the sound of powerful jaws snapping shut in the place where his head was a moment ago. (He also realized with a start what the pressure was that he’d felt in his head: the mushrooms, trampled under the weight of the basilisk, trying to communicate with him.)
Immediately following the creature’s attempt to take his head off, Errol felt something wet land lightly on his wrist – some type of spittle from the monster. Pain immediately flared up as the saliva started to fry his skin like acid. Muscle memory made him automatically wipe his hand against his pants, which likewise began to simmer against his leg.
There was a sound of heavy, sharp claws scrabbling against the cavern floor, moving in his direction. Groaning in pain and stumbling backwards, Errol pointed his wand and mumbled out a word of power. Instantly, the wand fired a powerful spark of light at the basilisk, and a moment later Errol heard the satisfying sound of splatter as it made contact.
The monster howled in pain, a long, undulating wail that echoed so deafeningly in the cave that the reverberations caused one of the stalactites to fall down with a thunderous crash.
Suddenly, Errol’s mouth, throat, and lungs felt like they were on fire. Moreover, every exposed part of skin felt like as if it were being bitten by ants, stabbed with a knife, and stung by a scorpion at the same time. He collapsed to the ground in agony, losing his dagger and barely hanging on to his wand. He retched uncontrollably, stomach heaving all of its contents onto the ground in front of him.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, he realized what had happened. When the basilisk had screamed, its foul breath had spewed out, and Errol had inadvertently not just been exposed to it, but had actually breathed it in. At the same time, he realized that he wasn’t the only victim of the fumes, as the buzzing of the greenery in his head diminished considerably – a sure indication that the monster’s breath (or possibly blood from the wound caused by the spark) had choked the life out of the nearby plants.
The sound of claws on rocks brought Errol back to himself once more. Still too weak to rise, he scuttled backwards like a four-legged crab until the cavern wall checked his movement. He was about to scamper along the side of that wall when a powerful set of jaws closed on his shoulder.
Oddly enough, the creature’s teeth didn’t slice into his flesh as Errol expected. The amarok hide, tougher than any normal pelt, kept the basilisk’s fangs from getting any penetration. Still, the pressure of the monster’s jaws on his shoulder was incredible, and it was all Errol could do not to scream. In addition, saliva dripped from its jaws onto the hide, singeing the fur and sending the unappetizing smell of burning hair into the atmosphere.
This close to its maw, Errol had no desire to breathe in any more of its breath. Thus, he had been holding his breath ever since the monster had locked onto his shoulder. However, although this action protected his mouth and throat, his exposed skin remained under assault from the monster’s exhalations. Errol felt the skin on his face start to pucker and peel. Also his eyes, even if he wasn’t blind, had swollen shut and would have been useless to him anyway.
Errol’s mind raced through his available options at record speed. This close, he didn’t dare fire another spark at the basilisk and risk getting splashed with its acid-like blood. His dagger was still lying somewhere on the floor of the cave, but he couldn’t have stabbed the creature anyway without drawing blood.
In desperation, he stuck the tip of the wand under the creature’s jaw and concentrated. The end of the wand began to glow with a red light, becoming warm. Warmer. Then hot. Hotter. The basilisk began mewling in pain.
With any other creature in this position, Errol would have expected to be shaken like the favorite bone of a convulsive dog. But with its neck bones fused together, shaking by the basilisk was out of the question. However, the monster did the next best thing.
It swung to the side with a speed that almost made Errol dizzy, and then released its grip on his shoulder while still in motion. Errol went flying.
He slammed into a stalagmite with a bone-jarring smack, the breath he’d been holding suddenly knocked out of him. He slid to the ground in excruciating pain, certain that at least one bone – if not more – was broken. The basilisk howled again, causing another stalactite to come crashing down mere feet from where Errol lay.
Errol heard the monster’s claws on the rocky floor and tried to rise, but his strength failed him. He lay down on his back, breathing heavily, aware that this fight was not likely to end in his favor; his opponent simply had too great an arsenal, and this entire episode would soon be over.
Surprisingly, the basilisk – apparently convinced that Errol was no longer a threat – seemed to be taking its time in coming towards him. Errol, however, was in no mood to be toyed with, like a mouse cornered by a cat. If this was the end of the road for him, he wanted it to be a quick journey, and he’d do it himself if he had to.
Miraculously, he had managed to hang on to his wand throughout this entire ordeal. He smiled, thinking that his brother Tom would have been proud. A Warden’s wand was almost like another appendage, and any Warden worth his salt would lose his arm before he let go of his wand under any circumstances.
Thus it was, with that thought in mind, that he raised his arm and pointed his wand at the cavern ceiling, and fired the most powerful spark he could form.
The entire cavern shook from the impact like an earthquake had struck. A hairline split shot down vertically through one wall with a sound like a thunderclap. Errol was tossed around like a bead in a rattle, banging his head against an outcropping of rock hard enough to draw blood. Finally, as he slipped into unconsciousness, stalactites began falling like raindrops.







 
Chapter 4
   
The next time Errol opened his eyes, he found his head once again in the lap of Samara, who gave him a dazzling smile. The entire moment was made all the more meaningful by Errol’s sudden realization that his sight had returned. (He could, however, still sense the plants trying to communicate, share their “sight” with him.)
“Awake at last,” Samara said as Errol slowly got to his feet. “I was worried for a time that you would sleep forever. With injuries such as you suffered, it is not uncommon.”
“Injuries?” Errol repeated, confused. Looking around, he saw that they were in an open glade. He also saw his horse and pack nearby.
“Yes, you were grievously wounded from your battle with the basilisk. Broken bones, poison, skin that looked flayed. I was worried you would not survive.”
Errol checked himself for injuries. “Funny, I don’t feel injured.” Then another thought occurred to him. “Wait, how long was I ‘asleep’?”
“Two days.”
Errol frowned. “That’s nowhere near enough time for me to heal.”
“Ordinarily, that would be true, but the Greenlife found you worthy and decreed that you receive special care.”
Samara then told Errol how, a short time after great tremors had been felt from the cave, she had entered to find him. According to her, he’d been a complete mess, physically – barely alive. That said, a special blend of rare plant life and magic had not only saved his life but allowed him to heal in record time.
“You should consider yourself truly blessed,” Samara noted. “Much that has been presented to you since our meeting are great secrets that humans have rarely, if ever, been privy to.”
“As far as I’m concerned,” Errol replied, “it’s pay that I earned. Your Greenlife almost got me killed in that cave.”
He then relayed to her how the plant life in the cave had completely misinformed him as to the whereabouts of the basilisk when he’d asked about its location. Samara shook her head in disagreement with him.
“I mentioned before that you and the Greenlife might have difficulty in understanding each other,” she said. “This was such a miscommunication.
“You asked whether the basilisk was in the part of the cave where you were. The plants interpreted your question as asking whether the monster was on the cavern floor where you were. It was not.
“It apparently had a habit of climbing halfway up one of the walls, which is where it would sometimes sleep, which is what it was doing when you entered.”
“And what about when it was creeping up on me and Mobley?” Errol asked. “Where was my warning then?”
“From what the cavern plants told me,” she said, “the basilisk was particularly cold-blooded, so they had trouble detecting its body heat on occasion. However, once it trod on the mushrooms, they were aware of it and tried to tell you.”
“I wish I’d known that part before I went in. Still, I’m grateful to you for getting me out. What happened to the basilisk?”
“It’s dead. It was crushed by the falling rocks in the cave, so you can consider yourself victorious.”
“That’s good to hear, because I actually have to go back in there. I left my dagger behind.”
“You mean this?” Samara asked, producing Errol’s Wendigo dagger seemingly from thin air. “I retrieved it when I brought you from the cave.”
“Er…thanks,” Errol said sheepishly.
“I also brought you this.” She handed Errol an odd little plant – about the size of his palm – shaped like a gourd. He took it, noting that it was a bit heavier than he had anticipated. Moreover, the top of it was some type of leafy plug shaped almost like a stopper.
“Thanks,” he said somewhat unsurely. “What is it?”
“It is a plant that we use to carry liquids – saps, resins, and the like. It is particularly durable, and can hold even the most vile of elixirs.” As she spoke, Errol fiddled with the top of the little gourd and noted that it actually was a stopper. Inside, some type of viscous fluid lolled around. He was about to sniff it when she continued speaking.
“That one,” she said, “contains the blood of the basilisk.”
Errol went bug-eyed at the announcement, then slammed the stopper forcefully back in place.
“Why are you giving me this?” he asked incredulously. “This stuff is poison!”
Samara seemed confused. “The Greenlife noted earlier that you take trophies from your conquests.” She motioned towards the amarok hide, once more tied in place on his horse.
“It’s not a trophy, per se,” he said. “It’s…anyway, just go on.”
“When I entered the cave, the basilisk was dead but its bodily fluids were powerful corrosives. They were eating a hole in the very rock of the cavern floor. Thinking that, if you survived, you would want some sort of souvenir, the Greenlife instructed me to obtain the container you now hold and to preserve as much of the blood as I could. Are you displeased?”
Errol was on the verge of giving the gourd back, saying that he had no use for anything so vile. However, he felt the entire forest listening to this exchange. The Greenlife had sought not just to save him, but to act as it felt he would have if he had been able. It would be rude not to accept, and he could always find some way to get rid of it.
“I’m grateful for the gift,” he said, “and for the thoughtfulness of both you and the Greenlife.”
The worried frown that had been on Samara’s face vanished, replaced once again by her mesmerizing smile. Likewise, Errol felt relief from the forest that the present it had offered to him had been accepted. That brought to mind another issue.
“There’s just one more thing before I go,” he said. “It’s diminished to a certain extent, but I can still feel the forest – the Greenlife – to a degree when I concentrate. I’m guessing it’s an aftereffect of the spell you cast with the marvo shoot. When will that feeling go away?”
Samara suddenly looked completely nonplussed. “Go away?” she asked.







 
Chapter 5
   
Errol rode hard and fast, completely enveloped by fury. Despite everything he had been through on behalf of Samara and her precious Greenlife, it appeared that she had played an unsettling prank on him after all. Apparently, the spell cast with the marvo shoot, his communing with the forest greenery, would never go away.
“This is a great gift,” Samara had said, trying to convince him that the forest had done him a favor. “It makes you one with the Greenlife, a part of–”
“I don’t want to be part of the stinking Greenlife!” he’d screamed back. He had then said some very harsh things to her and about her (and the forest in general) before riding off, enraged.
Not that anger would do much good now. What’s done is done. The only saving grace was that with the return of his eyesight, his own senses would override what he received from the plant life, and he’d be able to tune it out in short order. (Although why he would want to do this, Samara hadn’t understood.)
Errol had been so incensed when he rode off, so maddened, that he hadn’t even focused on where he was going. He was only obsessed with putting as much distance as possible between himself and the nymph. He had been riding for hours, so absorbed in his own thoughts that he hadn’t realized that the horse was exhausted. When it did come to his attention, he stopped almost immediately to give the horse some water and a chance to rest. It was only then that he took a look around and noted where he was.
Had he never met Samara, it had been his original intent to return immediately to Stanchion after dispatching the amarok. In fact, somewhere in his brain, he had been under the impression that that’s where he had been headed for the past few hours. Instead, he found that he had gone in a different direction entirely.
He was still well into the Badlands, but he knew exactly where he was. In fact, he had contemplated coming here several times following his brother Tom’s disappearance, but – since he had never made a firm decision to make the trip before – he could only assume that he had subconsciously decided to undertake the journey now.
The fact that he was here at this juncture – when he was least prepared – was ironic, and would actually have been comical were it not so appalling.
He was practically in the backyard of the White Widow.
*****
   
Errol’s first encounter with the White Widow had been absolutely terrifying. She lived four or five days’ ride into the heart of the Badlands, in an unassuming cabin, situated on a few acres of wooded land.
He had been with Tom on that first occasion, roughly three years earlier. They had just finished hunting down a barren-beast and were actually preparing to return home.
Tom, apparently taking note of where they were, had simply turned to Errol and said, “It’s time you met the White Widow.”
Errol had been both surprised and frightened. Up until that point, he’d only heard people reference the White Widow in passing, and he hadn’t been entirely sure that she actually existed.
“Oh, she’s real,” Tom had said upon hearing Errol’s thoughts on the subject. “Real and very dangerous. Keep your wits about you around her, and avoid looking her in the eye.”
It had taken several hours of riding to get to the Widow’s cabin, during which time Errol had had a million questions form in his brain but kept them to himself. Although he’d been curious about the Widow, he hadn’t wanted his brother thinking there was anything about being a Warden that piqued his interest. Even more frustrating was the fact that Tom, contrary to most instances when he felt he was teaching Errol something, had offered no information whatsoever. Still, Errol had been convinced that he would eventually get the answers he wanted – perhaps with a more subtle approach.
Upon arriving, they went straight to the front door of the cabin. Errol immediately swung down from the saddle, but noted that his brother stayed mounted on his horse. Moreover, Tom held his warding wand in one hand and his throwing knife in the other.
“Don’t worry about knocking,” Tom had said. “She’s seldom inside during the day. Try around back.”
Errol had headed towards the backyard of the cabin while his brother stayed put. Mimicking Tom, Errol had his own wand in his hand when he turned the corner to the rear of the house.
He’d seen her almost immediately, a willowy, pale figure standing next to a large oak tree. She noticed him as well, and as if by design the two began moving leisurely towards each other.
She had been dressed completely in white, wearing a full-length dress that clung to her slender form. Her complexion was exotically pale, so much so that Errol initially had difficulty distinguishing her skin from portions of her dress. Her hair was white as well, unbelievably straight and hanging down to her waist.
Her face had an unearthly beauty, exquisite features molded into a lovely visage. The only detractors Errol had noted were an odd series of large, black moles on her face. Each was about the size of a marble, and she had one situated at each of her temples, one on each cheekbone, and one located at the back angle on both sides of her jaw. And her eyes…
Too late, Errol remembered Tom’s warning about looking the Widow in the eye. He’d immediately felt his body stiffen, become rigid as something like a fist grabbed hold of his mind. She had mesmerized him somehow, enchanted him such that he couldn’t move. Even worse, he had his warding wand pointed down towards the ground. (Not that he could move anyway.) The Widow cackled, an odd sound coming from such a beautiful creature.
“My, my,” she’d said, looking at Errol closely. “You’re a long way from home, little one. It’s not safe in these parts. There are all kinds of fiends that lurk hereabouts.”
As she spoke, Errol had noticed the Widow’s face undergoing a horrifying change. Her lips seemed to stretch back, pulled viciously towards her cheeks as if by hooks. Her mouth was a nightmare – razor-sharp teeth that looked as though they had been filed to a point, all set in gums as black as midnight. The sides of her jaw extended further and two dark fangs, one on each side, suddenly pushed out – extending at least half a foot from her face and clacking together audibly.
“Don’t worry, dear,” she said, surprising Errol by the fact that she was still able to speak clearly. “I’ll take good care of you.” As she spoke, a huge tarantula scurried up from behind her back onto her shoulder; then it shot over to her neck and disappeared into her hair.
The fangs clacked together again, and in conjunction with the motion, Errol saw one of the moles on her cheek twitch and roll slightly to the side, revealing a patch of white on the part of the mole that was normally subcutaneous.
The moles were eyes!
Errol had wanted to scream in terror – had actually tried – but nothing would come out. The fangs rattled against each other as the Widow tilted her head and moved closer.
“Please be a dear and bend your head to the side,” she said.
In utter horror, Errol found himself obeying, leaning his head towards his shoulder and leaving his neck completely exposed.
Without warning, a soft but attention-getting cough sounded behind him. The Widow, with much of her visage hidden by Errol’s body, seemed to peek over his shoulder. Then, so fast that it defied belief, her face shifted back to its original appearance.
“Warden,” she said, taking a slight step back from Errol and smiling as she looked past him to where his brother was presumably located. “I didn’t realize that you were here.”
“Just checking in,” Tom said, “and hoping we could have a word.”
“Of course, Warden. Just let me send my servant here inside and we can speak in privacy.”
She looked Errol directly in the eye, and again he felt the power of her control overriding his will. “Go inside and wait for me. I shall see you when the Warden leaves.”
Involuntarily, Errol turned and found himself marching towards the front of the cabin. He fought the Widow’s control, trying to reassert dominance over his own body, but she was far too powerful for him. The only thing he could control were his eyes, and he looked at Tom – who was still on his horse, wand in hand – pleadingly as he walked by.
“Widow,” Tom said.
“Yes, Warden?”
“That’s my brother.”
“Eh…?”
A second later, just as he was about to turn the corner towards the front of the cabin, Errol felt the fist in his mind release its grip; he was in control of his own body again.
“An honest mistake,” the Widow was saying as Errol turned and stumbled back to stand shakily by his brother. “I didn’t know he was with you Wardens.”
“He’s holding a warding wand.”
“Ah, so he is,” said the Widow, seeming to notice the wand for the first time. “Regardless, it won’t happen again, I promise.”
Tom had then instructed Errol to mount up in front of the cabin where his horse still was and wait while he had a few words with the Widow. A short time later, Tom had returned and they had left.
*****
   
Reflecting back on that first encounter with the Widow as her cabin came into view, Errol suddenly felt less sure about his current decision to visit her. As he had eventually learned from Tom, the Widow was a Web Mistress – some sort of spider queen. She was generally left in peace by the Wardens, and in exchange for being left alone, she shared information when asked. (Her “children” – the various breeds and types of spiders – were everywhere, resulting in her being able to find out almost anything.) Thus, she was an ally of sorts.
That said, every visit with the White Widow was a life-or-death affair, no matter how casually she acted. Thankfully, there was very little chance that she’d be able to mesmerize him again. According to Tom, the Widow could generally only do it to a person once, after which they built up a kind of resistance to her mental influence. Still, Errol saw no need to take chances.
Although he could see the Widow’s home, he was still within the tree line of the forest and essentially hidden. He got down from his horse, and then went through his pack until he found the gourd containing the basilisk blood.
When Errol had miraculously defeated the Wendigo, the evil sorcerer who had used the monster’s bones to create the dagger Errol now carried hadn’t stopped with a single blade. He’d forged numerous weapons, including Errol’s throwing knife, as well as several arrowheads – some of which were fitted to arrows that he presently carried.
He took out one such arrow (which was designed for his one-hand crossbow) and, after removing the stopper from the gourd, he ever so carefully poured a single drop of basilisk blood onto the wedged-shaped tip of the arrow. There was an angry hissing sound as the blood bubbled on the surface of the arrowhead, releasing a thin cloud of yellow vapor. Errol was careful to hold the arrow at arm’s length (as well as downwind of him) while simultaneously, carefully holding the unstoppered gourd.
After a minute or two, the hissing ceased. Inspecting the arrowhead, Errol was pleasantly surprised to see that it had held its shape, despite the corrosiveness of the basilisk’s blood. However, he had no doubt that the arrow was now as poisonous as a viper.
Satisfied, he put the arrow back in its quiver, then placed the stopper back in the gourd and put it away. He climbed back up into the saddle, and then carefully took the small crossbow and notched the poisonous arrow. Somewhat confident now, he rode out into the open towards the Widow’s cabin.
He was actually approaching the cabin from the rear, and again he was reminded of his first meeting here with the Widow. Back then he was prone to make mistakes; in fact, he had still been something of a butterfingers just a few months ago – right up until the point when Tom disappeared. Since then, having to take on the duties of Warden had matured him a lot faster than the mere passage of time.
He was so lost in his own thoughts that he didn’t even see the Widow until she stepped out from behind a tree as he neared the cabin. His horse neighed in fear and reared up, almost throwing him. The Widow clapped her hands, laughing with glee.
As when he’d first seen her, she bore the semblance of a beautiful woman. Also as before, she was dressed in white and unnaturally pale.
“Welcome, Warden,” she said, voice devoid of warmth. Errol was tempted to correct her, but decided not to. It seemed that half his words these days were spent making it clear that he wasn’t the Warden, but he didn’t feel like discussing it at the moment.
“Widow,” he said in acknowledgement. As he watched, she moved her hands in an odd motion, almost as if she were wringing them. Looking closer, Errol saw a fat, hairy spider crawling across her palm. When the arachnid reached the edge of her hand, she would place her other hand there for it to continue walking.
“What can I do for you this fine day?” she asked, barely looking in his direction as she played with the spider.
To Errol, her voice had a brittle edge that made it feel as though being helpful was the last thing on her agenda. Nevertheless, he hadn’t come this far to be turned back by her tone.
“The Warden of Stanchion,” he said, “my brother Tom, is currently missing.”
She nodded. “I have received word of such. I have also been informed that you have been more than adequate as a replacement.”
Errol ignored her last statement. “Have any of your children brought you word of his whereabouts?”
“Most of my children are simple-minded creatures,” she stated, still playing with the spider in her hand. “You speak of situations they would take no notice of without reason. Assuming they have seen your brother, it would be of no interest to them – unless he were food.”
Errol was undaunted. “I need you to ask your children if they have seen him, and if so, where.”
“Fine,” she said, bending down and placing the spider on the ground. “Although it is not exactly in accord with the pact that was made when I came to live here, I’m willing to lend my assistance.”
Pact? Errol knew that there was some sort of agreement or understanding that past Wardens had had with the Widow, but he had no idea that anything formal had been established. Fortunately, the Wardens generally kept detailed records; he made a mental note to review the reference manuals when he got home.
Then she stepped close to him. “But,” she continued, “if I do this, I need you to do something for me.”
She placed her hand upon Errol’s knee, a move that caught Errol so by surprise that he forgot his training for a moment and looked her in the eye. Instantly, she was in his mind.
As before, he felt a probing behind his eyes, a force seeking to crush his will and take control. Only this time, as Tom had told him, resisting – while not exactly easy – was well within the realm of possibility. Mentally, he pushed back, fighting against her like a rabid animal. Physically, he brought the miniature crossbow around and laid the tip of the arrow against her throat.
The Widow gasped, fleeing his mind as the poisoned arrowhead singed her skin.
“No thanks,” Errol said, giving a little nudge with the crossbow that made the Widow back up. “I’m not the slightest bit interested.”
Apparently the Widow was not used to being refused. She turned red with anger (the first color Errol had known her to exhibit other than paleness), and the other eyes on her face twitched maddeningly, showing their whites.
“You humans!” she hissed. “You think you’re so much better than anything else in existence! It’s your arrogance that will be your downfall! It was your filthy brother’s arrogance and ego that led to him being carried off by a roc! I hope it snapped his head off and picked his bones clean! I hope–”
She stopped mid-sentence as the ground in front of her exploded upwards, covering her with a shower of dirt. She looked at Errol in fury, noting that, while he still held the crossbow, he now held his warding wand in his other hand. He had apparently used the wand to fire a spark into the ground at her feet. He now pointed it directly at her.
“If I were you,” he said calmly, “I would choose my next words with extreme care. Especially if they’re about my brother.”
The Widow, still breathing heavily, did not move or speak, but it was clear that she was enraged beyond words. However, after staring unblinkingly at each other for a few moments, Errol became convinced that she wouldn’t do anything foolish. He relaxed his guard slightly, taking his eyes off her for a second as he casually shifted position and put away his wand. It was a nigh-fatal error.
He heard a sound like a hacking cough, and as he turned to the Widow, she spat at him. A huge glob of something like greenish-yellow phlegm flew at him, and Errol flung himself off his horse to avoid it. It sailed through the exact spot where he’d been sitting in the saddle, directly across the horse’s back, and hit the ground with a splat. It didn’t scorch the ground like the saliva of the basilisk, but Errol had no doubt that it was poisonous.
Angrily, he looked for the Widow but she was already disappearing around the corner of the house, seemingly headed for the door of her cabin. Errol took off after her.
She was faster than he anticipated. Moreover, she didn’t have particularly far to go. Thus, it was no surprise that she reached the door long before Errol could catch her. She raced inside and slammed it shut with a degree of force that was surprising.
In his discussions with Tom about the White Widow, his brother had imparted several rules of engagement that had to be observed. Aside from not looking her in the eye (which Errol broke in almost record time), you always had to keep your guard up around her. Always have a weapon ready and in your hand. Never show fear.
Nevertheless, you could occasionally disregard those guidelines and several others with respect to the Widow and still survive. However, there was one rule that was inviolable. Sacrosanct. Divine.
Never – under any circumstances, regardless of the reason – never, ever enter her cabin.
All of this flitted through Errol’s mind as he raised his foot, kicked the cabin door open like a battering ram, and stepped inside.







 
Chapter 6
   
The interior of the cabin was eerily dark, and for the first time Errol took note of the fact that there were no windows. Aside from what was entering through the doorway he’d just forced open, the only available light came from several low-burning candles. Still, it was enough to allow him to take stock of his surroundings and reach an immediate conclusion: the place was a house of horrors.
The cabin itself was just one huge room, although it did contain a number of geometrically-spaced wooden columns obviously meant to support the roof. Much of the interior was webbed, with thick gossamer strings all around. The desiccated husks of various animals and – shockingly – people lay strewn about the floor. And against the back of the cabin, webbed in the middle of the wall so that his feet couldn’t even touch the ground, was a man.
The poor fellow was webbed so thoroughly that only his head was visible. It was no one that Errol knew, but the man’s skull was little more than skin and bone, so drawn and shrunken that Errol would have presumed him dead had not the man’s head lolled to the side as he moaned.
Perched on the wall near what was presumably the man’s webbed thigh sat a fat, bloated, hairy spider. The thing was huge – about the size of a bloodhound – and it was obviously feeding. Spooked by Errol’s entrance, it turned towards him, and he was shocked to see that it had a human face. (Or humanoid, rather, since it had the same multiple eyes and fangs as the Widow when she shed her human appearance.) Then he saw at least two more of the little monsters shuffling about on the floor.
Errol noted all of this in the first few seconds after he entered the cabin. Suddenly, the door banged shut behind him with a sound like a thunderclap. Startled, he swiftly turned, dagger in one hand and crossbow in the other, to find the Widow behind him. All semblance of humanity had vanished from her face.
“You violate the pact!” she screamed. “None may enter my abode! Your life is forfeit!” Then she charged him, claw-like hands outstretched.
She was too close for Errol to have time to raise the crossbow, so he slashed at her with his dagger, checking her momentum and making her draw her hands back towards her sides. He took a small hop into the air and planted a boot on her chest, intending to knock her backwards. Instead, it was Errol who went flying.
Kicking her had felt like kicking stone, and the force of the action as his leg extended had sent Errol backwards through the air. (The Widow, on the other hand, barely moved.) He came down on one leg, off-balanced, and almost staggered into a huge web spun between two columns.
It was immediately evident to Errol what had happened. What he had mistaken for skin on the Widow was actually a carapace. Like numerous insects and arachnids, her body had a hardened exoskeleton.
The Widow cackled as she saw understanding dawn in Errol’s eyes. “Foolish and insolent boy! My children and I shall feast on you!”
At that, Errol heard a furious scuttling sound off to the side; one of the human-headed spiders was rushing angrily towards him, a fierce sound coming from its mouth that seemed like a cross between a snake trying to sing and a cat choking on a bone. Errol shot it in the abdomen with the crossbow.
With the Wendigo arrowhead on its tip, the bolt passed through the little monster almost like nothing was there and sank into the wood of the cabin floor with a solid thunk.
“My child!” the Widow screamed as the young monster, its innards leaking out of the hole made by the arrow, let out an agonizing wail. It then began convulsing madly – apparently the work of the poison from the basilisk – before flopping over onto its back, legs twitching.
The Widow, forgetting about Errol, raced over to where her offspring lay dying on the floor. She dropped to her knees beside it, completely dazed.
At the same time, one of the Widow’s other young came scampering across the ceiling in Errol’s direction, hissing in rage. He flung his dagger at it, but the little weirdling hopped to the side just as he released. However, something happened then that shocked Errol as much as anything he’d ever seen in his life: the dagger changed direction in mid-flight, skewering the Widow’s young. Ironically, it fell to the floor beside its dead sibling, almost hitting its mother in the head.
Still in shock, the Widow looked at the body of her second child in disbelief. Then she lifted her head and let out an ear-piercing scream that sounded like a banshee giving birth to an octopus covered in barbs. She cradled the monsters to her chest, wailing.
Rambling slowly across the floor towards her came the third and last of her brood. Out of bolts for his crossbow and with his dagger still imbedded in the other young spider-monster, Errol pulled out his warding wand, the end of which suddenly lit up like a shooting star.
The light attracted the Widow’s attention. A look of horror came over her face and – dropping her dead offspring – she flung herself between Errol and her last surviving child.
“Enough, Warden,” she said, pleadingly. “Enough. I apologize for provoking you without cause.”
Errol said nothing. Everything had happened so fast that he really hadn’t had time to think; for the most part, he had just reacted.
“Please,” she almost screeched. “Leave me my last little one, and I shall do all that you ask concerning your brother. Moreover, I will consider the pact unbreached.”
Errol felt awful. Apparently even monsters loved their children, and in just a few seconds he had robbed the Widow of two of hers. He was about to say something sympathetic when the man who was webbed against the wall suddenly moaned. With that, all thoughts of sympathy vanished as Errol suddenly realized that this wasn’t a human being he was dealing with but horror given physical form.
Interpreting Errol’s glance at the webbed man as interest, the Widow made a last-ditch appeal. “You may take the man as well, although I would not advise it.”
Frowning but still wary, he walked towards the Widow’s two dead children. Keeping her body between Errol and her surviving offspring, the Widow took a few steps back and then made a clicking sound, and the last little monster shot across the cabin and disappeared into a hole in the floor that Errol hadn’t noticed before.
Stopping in front of the dead bodies, Errol bent down and retrieved his arrow from the floor. It came up easily, but was nauseatingly slick with gore. He put away his warding wand and then pulled his dagger free of the body that held it. As soon as he touched it, a jolt shot through him – a sensation of strength, vigor, and confidence. The Widow’s eyes went wide when she saw the blade.
“That dagger,” she said. “Where did you get it?”
Errol didn’t deign to answer the question, just turned and walked towards the back wall. He didn’t even spare the Widow, who flinched as he walked past her, a glance. He stopped next to the webbed man, then slid the dagger vertically down the webs holding him. The strands parted like water, and the man fell forward, causing Errol to perform an impromptu juggling act: he simultaneously dropped the arrow and sheathed his dagger before reaching out lightning-quick to catch the man before he hit the floor.
Errol lowered the man to the ground, noting that he wore nothing but a ragged pair of pants. Like his head, the rest of the man was emaciated beyond belief. He was so light that Errol barely felt his weight at all, and his ribs protruded prominently – all of his bones did, in fact. In truth, the only part of him that didn’t appear to be completely skeletal was his stomach, which actually stuck out in a round little mound that seemed to move, shifting around like a couple of children playing under a blanket.
Oh no…
The man grimaced in pain as the activity in his stomach seemed to reach a fever pitch. The man arched his back, gave an anguished cry of pain, and then was still. At the same time, his stomach extended farther and farther out until it split like a seam, starting at his navel.
Already knowing what was happening, Errol retrieved his arrow and stepped back. At the same time, the Widow came over and stood next to him. A look of rapture was on her face as she watched the first of her new brood – another human-headed spider creature, covered in blood and entrails – climb from the man’s belly. The Widow bent down and picked it up lovingly, kissing it. Errol felt like he was going to be sick.
All in all, six of the hideous little monsters came out of the man’s corpse, scuttling around and mewling like hungry kittens. By the time the last one was out, Errol was at the door, eager to depart. His hand on the door handle, he turned back towards the Widow, who was busy coddling her new set of young.
“One thing before I go,” he said. “The pact is altered now. You will eat no more humans, nor use them for propagation. And Wardens are free to enter and leave your cabin in safety.”
She seemed on the verge of protesting, but then cast a glance at her two dead children.
“So be it,” she said with a nod.
Errol exited the cabin, closing the door behind him. As he headed to his horse, it occurred to him that the admonition against entering the Widow’s cabin was less about protecting one’s life and more about preserving one’s sanity.







 
Chapter 7
   
Errol’s journey back home took the better part of a week. Along the way, he stopped at the Pierce farm to present them with the amarok hide. It was little solace to them; old Benton had died of his wounds. They thanked him, but told him he could keep the pelt. (He was silently grateful that no one had had the poor manners to mention the dogs. The fact that he’d come back without them was explanation enough.)
It was night when he finally arrived home at the Warden Station – five days after leaving the White Widow’s cabin. Counting the time spent hunting the amarok and dealing with the basilisk, he had been gone something like ten days – a lifetime when you spent every spare moment battling living nightmares.
The Warden Station was a modest outpost that consisted of the Station House, a barn, and a few other buildings. Errol had lived here his entire life, so it was the only home he knew. In fact, as the job of Warden tended to be handed down from father to son, numerous generations of the Magnus family had lived here. That said, the family actually owned a modest parcel of farmland not too far away. Although he and Tom had regularly visited the farmstead, no one had actually tried to grow anything there in ages.
Upon arrival at the Station, he took the horse to the barn, unsaddled and watered it. He actually liked the big animal, but he was wary of growing too close to it. Like the Pierces’ dogs, horses and other domesticated animals had a tendency not to last very long in the company of Wardens, so it didn’t pay to get too attached to them. Still, that didn’t mean he couldn’t give any horse he rode the very best care and attention when he could.
After finishing with the horse, he went inside the Station House. It was initially a modest structure that had been expanded over the years until it included not only the Warden’s office, but also his living quarters and a few other areas.
Errol went directly to the pantry, where the day’s meal should have been placed if no one were around to receive it. Inside, he found what he was looking for: a basket of recently-cooked food, which contained freshly baked bread, and a plate of grilled meat and vegetables – items obviously meant for dinner. In addition, there was a small wheel of cheese, cooked sausages, and eggs. These, he assumed, were for his breakfast.
This, in Errol’s opinion, was the single redeeming aspect of being a Warden: the food. The people of their wards cooked the food and provided the meals for the Wardens. Thus, every evening, someone would arrive with dinner, as well as breakfast for the next day. If no one were around, the person would leave the food in the Station House pantry, taking the pots, pans, and any leftovers from the previous day with them when they left.
As to lunch, Tom had always required that a certain amount of dry goods and non-perishables be delivered. Those were the items that would serve as the midday meal when Errol and Tom (now Errol alone) made their daily rounds. In addition, as long as he received a heads-up regarding the fact, Tom – like the prior Wardens in their region before him – didn’t even require the meal to be cooked, citing the fact that Wardens really needed to know how to cook for themselves.
These were all things that Errol had continued in his brother’s absence. Things he contemplated as he ate the meal that had been delivered. When dinner was finished, he stood for a moment, wearily looking out the Station House’s main window at the aviary. Typically, he checked the ravens every night before he went to bed, as Tom had taught him. There was no telling when a bird would arrive with an emergency message, and Errol tried to be as responsive as possible. Tonight, though, he was just too tired. Regardless of any potential situation, he had endured too much recently and was simply in no condition to deal with anything that required him to do more than hold a pillow down on a set of boxsprings with his head. With that thought, he went to bed.
   
*****
   
Errol slept soundly for what felt like the first time in weeks. He awoke refreshed, but still felt tempted to sleep in. Duty and training, however, forced him to rise.
His typical routine usually consisted of exercising, weapons training, breakfast, and studying. Also, Wardens kept a daily log which he had neglected to bring on his trip with him, so he now had to play catch-up in terms of stating everything that had occurred since he’d left. He’d also have to cross-reference everything by writing it for a second time in the reference manuals. It was one of the many chores that he had hated before, but he certainly appreciated its value now that he was the person in charge, albeit (hopefully) temporarily. He also had to check the ravens to see if any emergencies had arisen in his absence.
Bearing all that in mind, Errol went through his normal schedule but added one extra item on this particular day: he had a long, leisurely bath after studying. By his estimation, he had close to a week’s worth of grime on him (along with blood, gore, and other repellent substances). With any luck, all he would have to do after scrubbing himself clean was write in his log and the manuals, and check the birds.
Amazingly, this turned out to be one of the few times when reality actually meshed with his expectations, and he was essentially able to follow the schedule he’d mentally mapped for himself. Thus it was that, as Errol was leaving the aviary later (thankfully, it appeared that there had been no emergencies in his absence), he almost bumped into Talia O’Dell.
“Hello, Errol,” she said, smiling seductively. At sixteen, Talia already had a womanly figure, and she knew it. In addition, she was very pretty (although this had resulted in her becoming more than a little vain), and generally had the ability to charm almost anyone around her. However, she was also something of a spoiled brat who was used to getting her way.
For reasons unknown to him, she had suddenly taken to visiting Errol somewhat regularly at the Station House. Ironically, while there had been a time in the not-so-distant past when he would have been over the moon with getting a mere glance from Talia, his taking on the role of Warden had matured him, and he saw clearly now that – while she wasn’t necessarily a bad person – she had a tendency to be petty and manipulative in order to get what she wanted.
On her part, Talia essentially had a small crush on Errol. Before his brother disappeared, he’d simply been a cute boy, but nobody she was deeply impressed with. Since then, however, taking on the duties of Warden had made her see him differently. In her eyes, Errol was probably the most eligible bachelor in Stanchion now – aside from maybe Chad Sterillo, the mayor’s son, whom she also had a crush on.
“Hi, Talia,” Errol said. Obviously word had gotten out – most likely via the Pierces – that he was back. “Is there something I can help you with?”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Unless you want me to go with you to see the troupe that just arrived in town.”
“Troupe?”
“Yes, a company of performers arrived yesterday. The mayor has allowed them to set up near the middle of town so everyone can have easy access to them.”
Errol groaned inwardly. Performing troupes usually came through Stanchion only once every few years. It was something that usually caused a great deal of excitement among the residents, who seldom saw anything more interesting than growing crops or the birth of livestock. In fact, the place would probably be flooded with visitors from nearby wards who were also starved for entertainment. For Errol, though, the presence of such a troupe meant additional work.
First of all, he’d have to meet with the troupe leader and lay out the ground rules. Such traveling bands were essentially nomadic, and their lifestyles and proclivities often conflicted with those of the towns they visited. He’d also need to inspect any games of chance or skill that they offered, making sure that the people of Stanchion were not cheated (or at least not unreasonably so).
Finally, the entertainers were quite likely to have a sideshow – a display of odd and unusual things, animals and people (often grotesqueries), including the occasional monster from the Badlands. Errol’s duties included an investigation of the things intended to be displayed (a large number of which were fakes) and making sure – especially in the case of monsters – that the proffered attraction was actually safe.
All of this went through Errol’s mind as he walked back to the Station House, Talia chattering non-stop beside him. Still, he barely heard a word she said as he walked up the porch and inside, although she followed closely in his wake.
“Anyway,” he said, choosing to cut her off when she paused to take a breath, “I appreciate you coming all the way out here to let me know about the troupe.”
“You still haven’t answered me,” she said, pouting a little.
“Huh?” Errol racked his brains, trying to think of what she might be talking about and wishing he’d paid a little more attention when she’d been speaking.
“Do you want to take me to see the troupe perform?”
“Uh…” Errol raised a hand to his forehead and gently massaged his temples. This was a complication he didn’t want to deal with right now – especially given his relationship with Gale. “I don’t think I’ll have time to take in the sights from the standpoint of a spectator. I’m likely to have my hands full keeping an eye on the performers the entire time they’re here.”
“So you’ll be around then.”
He shrugged. “I suppose–”
“Great! Then I’m sure I’ll see you there.” With that, she gave him an unexpected hug and a kiss on the cheek.
She still had her arms around his neck when a subtle cough sounded from the doorway. Errol glanced over, and saw the last person he wanted to observe him like this: Gale.
Tall and lovely, she stood there in the doorway, almost completely still in a flowery summer dress that highlighted her figure. In her hands, she held what appeared to be a freshly-baked pie. Her fiery red hair was done up, except for a curly strand that fell down either side of her face to her cheeks. Her features, always comely, were highlighted by a gentle touch of rouge. It had taken Errol awhile to realize it – mostly because he had previously considered her a temperamental shrew – but Gale Beverly was quite beautiful.
Errol quickly disengaged himself from Talia. Gale didn’t speak, but her cold blue eyes conveyed everything she felt about the situation. Talia, wilting under that stare, excused herself and gently squeezed by Gale (who still stood unnervingly still in the doorway) and left. The only movement by Gale came when she subtly cut her eyes to the side as Talia slipped by her, and then she turned her gaze back to Errol.
Neither said anything for a moment – Gale because she was clearly vexed, and Errol because he simply didn’t know what to say. Gale had been with him when he’d defeated the Wendigo, saved his life in fact, as he had saved hers during that same episode. Thus, they had a definite bond, but beyond that their relationship was complicated.
He had always considered her – like the other women in her family – an overbearing nag, and it was clear that she’d always found him to be an irresponsible ne’er-do-well. It had taken their adventure with the Wendigo for them to learn to see valuable qualities in each other. He now viewed her in a much different light than before, but in fulfilling his duties as Warden, he hadn’t had much time to devote to other pursuits.
Letting out an odd little sigh, Gale finally stepped inside. She walked over to the table where Errol took all his meals and set down the pie she was holding. The delicious smell of cinnamon wafted over to him, almost making his mouth water.
“It’s apple,” she said. “I know it’s one of your favorites, so I thought it would be a nice welcome-back present for you after a week in the Badlands.” She then turned and prepared to leave.
“It’s not what you think,” he said to her back, making her stop.
“Then what exactly is it?” she asked, turning to him.
“She was all excited about the troupe that’s come to town. She simply got in a tizzy about that and gave me a hug.”
“So she came all the way to the Warden Station just to give you a hug because some performers are in town?”
“She just showed up,” he said. “I didn’t expect her or invite her.”
“Just like me.”
“That’s different and you know it.”
“No, I don’t know. So tell me.”
As usual, when it came to discussing personal things between him and Gale, Errol was at a loss for words. When it became clear after a few moments that he wasn’t going to say anything, Gale went on.
“Well, since you don’t have anything to say on the matter,” she said, “let me tell you what I know.”
She began walking slowly towards him. “For three months now, Errol Magnus, I’ve done almost everything womanly possible to get your attention. I’ve done and scented my hair for you, baked you sweets, worn my prettiest dresses.”
She stopped in front of him, looking him directly in the eye before continuing. “And I was happy to do it – would have kept on doing it – when I thought there was a chance for us. But I won’t fight for a man who doesn’t want me.”
She reached up a hand to pull a hairpin out of her tresses. She moved her hands through it and her locks came cascading down about her shoulders. Errol thought she was gorgeous enough to rival even Samara’s unnatural beauty.
“Now,” she said, putting her hands around his neck, “kiss me.”
“What?” It was the first thing Errol had managed to say since Gale began speaking. “What?”
“With everything that I’ve done to make you notice me, I won’t have it said that I did all that for nothing, that I never even got so much as a peck on the cheek. So you are going to kiss me. Now.”
Before Errol could offer an objection, she leaned in and kissed him. Her lips were soft and yielding, playfully inviting. She tasted delicious, an enticing blend of honeysuckle and exotic spices. Within a few seconds, he was returning the kiss more ardently than he would have believed possible.
It was Gale who, moments later, broke things off by stepping away. She took a second to catch her breath, then smoothed her dress out.
“Now,” she said, “now that I’ve retained a certain amount of dignity, you are free to pursue whomever you want, Errol Magnus.”
And with that, she haughtily turned and walked out the door, leaving a completely bewildered and befuddled Errol behind her.







 
Chapter 8
   
A few hours after Gale’s departure, Errol found himself with Mayor Sterillo, having a discussion with the leaders of the troupe – a man named Anru and his wife Miabi – at a table in a tent the troupe had set up. Anru was a big fellow, with large muscles and strong hands that bespoke of a lifetime doing a lot of heavy lifting. In fact, although getting on in years (as attested to by the iron-gray color of his hair) he still occasionally served as the strongman of their band.
His wife Miabi was a striking, dark-haired beauty. Despite over two decades of marriage and eight children, she had managed to maintain a svelte figure. Moreover, she was sensual in a way that defied explanation, and Errol found himself continually glancing at her involuntarily.
At the moment, Anru and the mayor were hashing out the boundaries within which the troupe could perform. Basically, the mayor didn’t want to give what he respectfully called a “gypsy clan” free rein to perform all over Stanchion. Mayor Sterillo wanted the entertainment venue limited to a specific geographic region.
Frankly speaking, Errol’s presence here was merely perfunctory. He cared very little about where the troupe was allowed to ply their craft. His primary concern was the extent to which they were dangerous and cheats. Glancing once more at Miabi (who, like him, was not really involved in the conversation), he was embarrassed to find her noticing his stare. She gave him a slight smile and a wink.
“Dear,” she said, interrupting something her husband was saying to the mayor, “the Warden and I don’t really need to be here for this. While you and the mayor finish your discussion, I can show him around and satisfy him that the people of Stanchion have nothing to fear from us.”
Her husband didn’t really reply, merely gave a dismissive gesture with his hand and went back to talking to the mayor.
Both Errol and Miabi stood up. Errol shook both Anru’s and the mayor’s hand, while Miabi gave her husband a kiss and waved goodbye to Mayor Sterillo. As they walked out of the tent, she lithely slid her arm into his. Errol felt an odd tingling sensation where their arms met, but ignored it to the best of his ability.
“Finally,” she said in exasperation as they walked away from the tent. “I absolutely abhor those discussions. Don’t you?”
“They’re part of the job,” Errol said with a shrug.
“Agreed, but there’s no need for them to be dull. Personally, I think sitting around talking about stuff like where we can perform is the height of boredom. There’s got to be a way to make it a bit more fun.”
“So how would you have it settled – with a knife fight?”
She laughed, a sound that was crystal-pure and lovely. “Nothing so drab. Maybe a knife-throwing competition.”
“Only if I get to throw for our side,” Errol said.
She gave Errol a sly appraisal. “You’re that good?” When he just shrugged in response, she said, “We’ll just have to see.” With that, she began showing him around their camp.
The troupe really was a family affair. The total number of people in their band amounted to about forty. Aside from Anru and Miabi, there were their eight children (ranging in age from eight to twenty-three), as well as four older children that Anru’d had with a first wife who had died of a pox. The rest were an assortment of aunts, uncles, and cousins, as well as a few drifters they had picked up here and there.
“So, the mayor helps determine the field of play,” she said as they walked, “but the Warden sets the rules of the game. What are they?”
Errol took a deep breath. “You leave everything as you found it. You don’t churn up the ground, you don’t needlessly chop down trees, you don’t fling all your trash in the river.”
“Agreed.”
“You respect our laws. I know you have your own code for righting wrongs, but you will abide by our ordinances while here – no one takes matters into their own hands.”
“Agreed.”
One by one, Errol laid out the ground rules, and Miabi agreed, on behalf of the troupe, to each of them. When they had finished, she showed him the various games of skill and chance that the troupe wanted to showcase. Errol went through them all and in the end only decided that two were off-limits: one was a tumbling contest that he felt offered too much opportunity for injury, and the other was a knife-throwing competition.
The entertainers running the tumbling event accepted Errol’s decision with good grace, but the young man running the knife-throwing booth – one of Miabi’s sons named Baro – was furious.
They were standing in front of the booth at the time, which was set up with three bulls-eye targets about twenty feet away. Winning a prize required putting a knife in the center of each target, with each contestant being given three knives.
Errol had picked up each of the throwing knives to be used in the booth – felt them, hefted their weight, balanced them on his fingertips. In the end, he had decided that most of the knives were unbalanced. Baro, who had been standing nearby, exploded in anger.
“There’s nothing wrong with my knives!” he screamed. “This is a fair game of skill!”
“No, it’s not,” Errol replied. “And I won’t let you run this game.”
Baro let out a stream of invective that shocked Errol, particularly since his mother Miabi was right there.
“Look,” Errol said, when Baro had finished, struggling not to take the man’s words personally, “I’m trying to do you a favor. There are people around here who know their way around a knife, and they’re going to accuse you of being a cheat. The next thing you know, there’s going to be a dead body lying around somewhere, and I’d prefer not to have to deal with that.”
Instead of responding, Baro grabbed three of the knives from the booth counter. Errol’s dagger was immediately in his hand, but the young man barely even looked at him. Instead, Baro threw his knives at the targets, hitting all of them dead center.
“There!” he said smugly, waving an arm in the direction of the targets. “Could I do that with bad knives?”
Errol put away his dagger, then picked up three of the knives himself and flung them at the targets. Each sank into the hilt of one of the knives that Baro had thrown. The eyes of both Miabi and her son went wide with surprise.
“As I was saying,” Errol stated, “there are people around here who know their way around a knife. They can throw an unbalanced knife just as well as a balanced one. So again, I’m doing you a favor by shutting this down. That way I won’t have residents angry about a rigged game, and you won’t get cleaned out by one of our knife experts.”
Baro had merely nodded as Miabi and Errol moved on. She then brought him to the last item for inspection: the troupe’s sideshow of oddities and curiosities.
According to their barker, the sideshow had a number of unique subjects, including a wood nymph and a mermaid. It only took two seconds of inspection to realize that almost everything on display was fake (for example, the nymph was just a girl painted green), but this wasn’t a real concern to Errol because everyone knew they were fake to begin with. However, he let the troupe keep its dignity by saying that he was impressed. Miabi had laughed out loud at that.
“You are quite generous in your praise,” she said, “and fair in your assessments.”
“Thank you,” Errol replied.
“That said…” She looked at him oddly, seemingly pondering something.
“What is it?” he asked, sensing that something unusual was afoot.
“In truth, we do have one valuable and unique item. It’s exceptionally rare, so we seldom display it anywhere. Yet, for some reason, I think we’d like to do so here.”
With that, she guided him to a tent on the edge of the troupe’s camp. It was clearly special, because an over-muscled young man (from all appearances, another of Anru and Miabi’s sons) stood guard outside. He nodded to Miabi as she and Errol entered.
Inside, a large table occupied the center of the tent. Two girls – obviously daughters of Miabi – were hovering over something there. They turned as Miabi and Errol entered.
“He’s refusing to eat,” said the younger one said.
“Not that it matters,” replied the other one, “since he doesn’t need to eat anyway.”
Miabi sighed. “Warden, may I present my daughters Tilbi” –the younger daughter did a small curtsy– “and Sharn.” The older daughter, a younger version of her mother, gave Errol an inviting wink. He would later learn that she was excellent with a bow and arrow, and had her own act which involved a lot of trick shots.
“And this,” Miabi continued, as her daughters stepped away from the table, “is Berry.”
Sitting in the center of the table, previously obscured by Miabi’s daughters, was what appeared to be a large birdcage. However, instead of containing a perch, swing, or the usual accessories one might expect to find in such a habitat, it contained miniature furniture. A tiny table, tiny chairs, a tiny bed – basically a full complement of dollhouse furniture. And there, seated at the tiny little table in a tiny little chair, and playing with a tiny little deck of cards, sat a tiny little man.
Errol was unsure of what he was seeing. He had at first thought the little fellow – “Berry,” as Miabi had called him, who was about six inches tall – was some sort of pixie or sprite (or the like), but aesthetically Berry didn’t fit the mold of any of the wee folk Errol was familiar with: no pointed ears, no wings, etc. In essence, he just looked like a tiny human being – albeit one who seemed to ignore everything around him.
Overcome with curiosity, Errol was about to ask exactly what type of creature the troupe had caged when the truth quietly dawned on him: Berry was a homunculus.







 
Chapter 9
   
Miabi seemed more than a little surprised when Errol suddenly turned to her and asked how a homunculus came to be part of their show.
“You continue to surprise me, Warden,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “First with your knife skills, now with your knowledge. Not many are easily able to recognize homunculi.”
Errol said nothing, but silently he was thankful for the thoroughness of his tutelage under Tom. Again, his brother’s rigorous mentorship had shown its value.
Miabi went on. “Berry has been part of my husband’s family for generations. According to legend, my husband’s five-times great-grandfather fashioned him from clay and brought him to life with earth-magic.”
“And he’s part of your sideshow?”
Before Miabi could answer, Berry himself responded. In a voice that seemed far too big for his small body, he turned to Errol (deigning to notice him for the first time) and said, “I am not one of those fakes or freaks!”
Both Miabi and her daughters seemed startled. They all looked from Berry (who went back to his cards) to Errol, as if the latter were a singing tree. Errol was unsure of what to make of it all and found his guard slowly coming up as the silence in the tent lingered.
“You must forgive us,” Miabi said, breaking the silence after what seemed minutes but which was most likely only seconds. “Berry is, to be frank, an unsociable creature at best – even with those of us who could probably be considered his family. Outside of the show we occasionally use him in, he seldom ever speaks to anyone, let alone strangers.”
“What sort of show do you use him in?” Errol asked.
Again, it was Berry who answered. “First of all, you can stop speaking of me as if I weren’t in the room. Next, my name isn’t ‘Berry.’ That’s just what I allow my family here to call me since they’d rip their tongues out at the roots trying to pronounce my real name. Finally, these slavers use me as a fortune-teller.”
“Fortune-teller?” Errol repeated.
“Yes,” said Miabi. “Homunculi are known to be extremely wise. For one coin, anyone can ask him one question and receive an answer. For you, Warden, we’ll allow a question without payment of coin.”
There were a few seconds of palpable silence while all eyes focused on Errol.
“What? You mean now?” he asked. “You want me to ask him something right now?”
“Please,” said Sharn, whom Errol would later learn was seventeen. Tilbi, on the other hand, was only twelve.
Errol thought about what he knew regarding homunculi. According to legend, they were more than just wise; they were reputedly the repositories of all knowledge. That being the case, Berry might be able to shed some light on Tom’s location.
At the same time, however, Errol was well-aware of the fact that few things in life were free – particularly in situations where magic was involved, and Berry was, by all accounts, a creature of magic. Errol didn’t like the idea of being indebted to the troupe, Berry, or anyone else by virtue of asking a single question.
“Maybe another time,” Errol finally said. “I really can’t think of anything at the moment.”
“Very well,” said Miabi, somewhat disappointedly. Even her two daughters looked slightly crestfallen. Berry, on the other hand, gave Errol an appraising stare followed by a slight, almost imperceptible, nod that made it seem as though he had somehow earned the homunculus’ approval in some way.
With that, Errol’s tour of the troupe’s camp came to an end. He departed, thanking Miabi for showing him around and assuring her that he would be on hand when performances were slated to begin the following day.
*****
   
That evening, Errol made a trip to the Beverly farm. Ostensibly, the purpose of his visit was to apprise the family that a gulon had been spotted in the area, and – upon arrival – he began explaining that to Gale’s parents as the three of them stood on the porch of the Beverly home. Gale’s no-nonsense mother, however, was having none of it, and she cut Errol off before he got more than ten seconds into his alleged warning.
“The barn,” said Gale’s mother, Bea.
“What?” Errol asked, somewhat mystified.
“The barn. She’s in the barn.”
“Who?” Errol asked, as if he didn’t already know.
“Gale, you young idiot.” And with that, Bea went inside, leaving her husband Dennis outside snickering at a dumbfounded Errol. On his part, Errol was on the verge of protesting, saying Gale had nothing to do with his visit, when Dennis placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder.
“Listen,” said the older man, “you don’t ride this far out just to give a warning like that – especially when sending word by a raven would have been faster and just as effective.”
Errol could have kicked himself. His clumsy attempt at masking his true motives hadn’t fooled anyone.
“Now,” said Dennis, pointing Errol in the proper direction. “The barn.”
Errol sighed, and then began walking. A few moments later, he reached the barn, the door to which was open. Inside, he saw Gale cleaning out stalls. Even hard at work performing a distasteful chore, Errol was surprised to find his heart skip a beat at seeing her. She glanced in his direction as he came in, but didn’t stop working.
“Good evening, Warden,” she said when he got close. “Something I can help you with?”
“Uh, no,” he said. “I just really wanted to talk.”
“That’s ironic,” she said, continuing to muck out the stalls with a shovel. “Before, when I had nothing but time, you had nothing to say. Now that I’m in the middle of chores, you find your tongue.” She paused, holding the shovel upright and leaning against it for a moment. “Well, out with it.”
“I, uh…well, I…” Now that he was in front of her, words appeared to be deserting Errol again. Scrambling for anything to say, he finally asked, “Were you, uh, planning to go see the troupe perform?”
“I was. Possibly tomorrow, if I can finish my chores soon enough.”
“So you’ll be going in the evening, after you finish things here?”
“Yes.”
“Then I want you to have this.” He held out a bracelet towards her – a shiny band of metal covered in strange runes.
Gale took it gently from his hand, looking it over. She recognized it as one of the ornaments worn by Jarruse – the sorcerer who had forged weapons from the Wendigo’s bones. Jarruse had claimed that the bracelet’s magic would protect the wearer from the monsters of the Badlands.
“If you’re going to be out in the evening,” Errol went on, “and traveling home in the dark, you should have it.”
“I won’t be coming home in the dark,” she said. “Several of us girls from the outlying farms are going to stay with Margo Messen.”
Errol nodded in understanding. The Messens operated Stanchion’s general store and lived in a large home not far from town. It made sense that some of the girls would stay with them. In fact, there were several families with homes near where the troupe was performing that would be entertaining guests until the performers left town.
“You should keep this,” Gale said, trying to hand the bracelet back to him. “You need its protection more than I do. I’ll be fine.”
“I want you to have it anyway.” He took the bracelet and slid it over her hand and onto her wrist. Then he took a deep breath, and blurted out the rest before he had time to think about it and decide against it. “You’re special to me, Gale. I need you to know that.”
Gale looked at him in unabashed surprise, and then the corners of her mouth slowly twisted up into a smile. This was as close as Errol had ever been able to get to saying something meaningful, and it had taken him months to get there.
“Well, it’s not the piece of jewelry a girl ideally dreams of getting,” she said, looking at the bracelet admiringly. “But I’ll take what I can get…for no–”
Her words were cut off as Errol, surprising himself, leaned forward and kissed her. She initially seemed on the verge of resisting, then yielded, letting her shovel drop to the ground forgotten as she returned his kiss with passion and abandon.
“You are really a mystery to me, Errol Magnus,” she said, when they separated a few moments later. “Earlier, when I’m at my prettiest, I almost have to force myself on you. Now, while I’m covered in grime, you insist on kissing me. I suppose if I fall into the pigpen and come up covered in muck, you’ll ask me to marry you.”
“Assuming I can pick you out from the other denizens of the pen.”
She punched him playfully in the stomach, and he danced away laughing as she menacingly picked up her shovel.
“Go,” she said. “Get back to the Station House before it gets too dark. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Despite the threat of the shovel, he managed to steal one more kiss before departing with a huge grin on his face. He was halfway back to the Station House before he realized that he’d been happily whistling since leaving the Beverly farm.







 
Chapter 10
   
Errol went through his typical routine the next morning, trying to ignore the palpable sensation of excitement in the air. Everyone was keyed up over the fact that the troupe would begin performances that day.
Naturally, however – being a farming community – chores still came first in Stanchion. Thus, even with visitors coming in from nearby wards, not a lot was expected to happen before early evening. But that still didn’t keep everyone from talking about it.
Nevertheless, after completing his rounds, Errol meandered slowly back to the area that had been designated for the troupe’s use; as usual, when people were in a celebratory mood, there was always the potential for things to get out of hand: jealous rages, drunken brawls, etc. Thus, he’d be serving in a peacekeeping capacity for the most part, making sure things stayed civil. However, it meant that this would be a long day for him; although he wouldn’t have to stay until the last performance, he would be here well after the time he’d normally have turned in for the night.
Fortunately, the evening progressed without anything untoward happening. Although there were lots of unfamiliar faces – visitors from neighboring communities – everyone proved to be on their best behavior.
The area provided for the troupe’s use was a flat, open area often used for community picnics. Although very much near the center of town, it wasn’t too far from the river (so there was a source of fresh water) and sat on the edge of the forest.
Anru and Miabi’s performers were lively and engaging. Anru, for instance, put on an amazing display of strength – lifting extreme weights, bending metal bars barehanded, and the like. Sharn showed rare skill with the bow, shooting arrows through tiny rings, using them to snuff out candles, etc. All in all, the entertainment was everything the crowd could have hoped for.
In addition, the male members of the troupe tried to charm the local girls with flowers and sleight-of-hand involving cheap jewelry. Likewise, their female counterparts flirted brazenly with the Stanchion boys, trying to get them to participate in games of skill. (In fact, Errol saw Miabi’s daughter Sharn – when she wasn’t performing – chatting animatedly with various guys on no less than three different occasions, including the mayor’s son, Chad Sterillo).
Things went so smoothly that Errol even had time to spend a few minutes with Gale. Sadly, she was having a “girls’ night” with about a half-dozen of her friends, and refused to let him pry her away from them for long. However, she did let Errol sneak a kiss, and made sure to let him see that she was wearing the bracelet he’d given her.
There were actually only two instances that Errol found noteworthy through the course of the evening. The first was when he found Baro conducting his knife-throwing game. Immediately furious, Errol had stomped over to the man’s booth, practically ready to throttle him. Surprisingly, Baro had greeted him with a smile and asked Errol to examine his knives again. This time, he found all the blades to be near perfect.
“You switched them out,” Errol observed, putting the knives down after inspecting them. Baro said nothing, merely smiled. “All right, you can have your game, but if I get any complaints of cheating, everyone who played gets a full refund.”
“Fair enough,” Baro said, acquiescing.
The other event that got Errol’s attention occurred later, when the show involving Berry began. The homunculus had fascinated him earlier, so he had made sure to be on hand when the barker proclaimed that the little man was ready to be displayed.
“For a single coin,” announced the barker (another son of Anru and Miabi named Cru), “you can see a sight so rare and so astounding, you won’t believe it. The homunculus! A man so tiny he can stand in the palm of your hand, and yet whose knowledge would fill a thousand books!”
Errol had to admit that the barker was good, and a line soon formed in front of the tent housing the little man’s cage. The barker then began allowing about a dozen patrons at a time to enter the tent, which was about all that it could comfortably hold. Included in the first group were a couple of farmers, a few out-of-towners, and Gale – along with her friends. As Warden, Errol was privileged to enter without paying and he did so, eager to see what Gale and her friends’ reaction would be.
Inside, everyone gathered around the table holding Berry’s cage, with the barker in the middle of the group. (The only exception to this was Errol, who – having already seen this attraction – stood off to one side.) The cage itself was covered with a cloth, so that the interior of it could not be seen.
“Now,” said Cru, “I present – the homunculus!”
Cru whipped the cloth off the cage in dramatic fashion, and there was a collective gasp of amazement as everyone first laid eyes on Berry. There was a slight bit of jostling as several people leaned in for a closer look. On his part, Berry – still playing his card game – ignored everything going on around him. You would have thought he was in the privy for all the attention he paid those gawking at him.
“And now, a special treat,” said Cru. “For the lowly sum of one more coin, the all-wise and all-knowing homunculus will answer a single question for any of you. Any question at all.”
There was silence for a moment as everyone looked at each other. Finally, one of the farmers reached into his pocket and pulled out a coin.
“I’ll bite,” said the farmer, handing the money to Cru, who tossed it into the cage. As soon as the coin passed through the bars, Berry looked up at the farmer.
There was silence for a moment, and then Cru gestured to the farmer, saying, “Please, ask your question.”
“Will we have good rain this year?” the farmer asked.
Berry’s eyes began glowing eerily red as he pondered the question for a second before responding. “Rain is water, which is the source of all life. It makes plants grow, quenches thirst, refreshes. Rain, then, is always good. And yes, you can expect it to rain.”
General laughter followed this proclamation as the farmer frowned, unsatisfied. “That’s no answer! He hasn’t said anything that a two-year-old doesn’t know!”
“I’m sorry,” said Cru. “The homunculus answers questions with wisdom we may not fully understand.”
The farmer turned to a young man next to him – obviously his son, as they had the same look and build. “Let this be a lesson to you, boy. Never deal with creatures of magic; they’re far too wily and will get the best of any bargain you make with them.” This was followed by more laughter.
“I want to try,” said a voice Errol recognized. It was Talia O’Dell, who just happened to be one of the girls in Gale’s group. (As near as Errol could figure, the two were in each other’s company tonight by virtue of having mutual friends as opposed to having a sincere fondness for each other.) She handed a coin to the barker, who placed it in the cage. Berry’s gaze turned to her.
“Who is my one true love?” Talia asked, casting a glance in Errol’s direction. Errol saw Gale’s face turn red in anger, and her fist curled up into a ball tight enough to crush diamonds.
Berry’s eyes glowed red again. “You are quite a beauty, gentle girl. Lovely hair, flawless skin, soft hands. I can see that you take great care of yourself and have much pride in your appearance. You would be a dream come true for almost any man.”
At this, Talia once again cut her eyes smilingly towards Errol, who found Gale also giving him a look of righteous fury.
“As for your one true love, you have already found them. The person who loves you above all others. The person who cares for you more than anything else. The person who will do anything to make you happy. Your one true love is yourself, selfish child.”
The tent again broke out in infectious laughter as Talia’s mouth dropped open. Now it was Gale’s turn to smile and Talia’s to be furious. She stomped off to the side like a petulant child, not far from where Errol stood.
It was clear now that Berry’s specialty was comedy, as more patrons paid not so much for the accuracy of the little man’s answers but for their jocularity.
“Evil little monster,” said a voice next to Errol. He turned and saw that Talia had moved closer to him. “Would it kill him to give a straight answer?”
Errol shrugged. “Maybe that farmer was right. Homunculi are unnatural creatures, born of earth-magic, so maybe it’s best to leave them alone.”
“Earth-magic?” Talia repeated. “I’ll have to ask my great-grandmother about that.”
Errol nodded silently. Talia’s great-grandmother (who came from a distant land) was reputedly a powerful witch. Errol didn’t know if that term properly applied to her, but the old lady had definitely been trained in magic to some degree. He had seen her use it. But almost everyone was able to utilize magic to some extent, although few outside of sorcerers and the like were as well-versed in it as the Wardens.
Wary of how Gale would interpret his proximity to Talia, Errol chose that moment to leave the tent. A few minutes later, he saw Cru show the first round of patrons out and invite the next group in. He gestured to get Gale’s attention, urging her to come over.
“I’ll be leaving shortly,” he said. “I’ve got to get home and get some rest. I’ll be having long days the entire time these performers are here.”
“That sounds like a good idea,” Gale said. “We’ll be leaving shortly ourselves. A couple of us will still have to ride back out to our farms in the morning, so we plan on heading out at first light.”
Errol nodded, grateful that she didn’t seem interested in saying anything about Talia. Gale looked at him expectantly, but here – surrounded by people – he felt less sure of himself than he had in the Beverly barn.
“Well, goodnight,” Gale said after the quiet had endured for a few seconds. She turned to walk away.
Before he knew what he was doing, Errol reached for her, taking hold of her arm and turning her back towards him, before kissing her. A bevy of hoots and jeers erupted from her friends, making Errol blush and pull back.
“Ignore them,” Gale said, giving him a quick kiss before stepping away.
“Will I see you tomorrow?” he asked.
She turned towards him, frowning in thought as she continued stepping backwards towards her friends – including an angry-looking Talia. “Unlikely. I still have chores to do at night – mending, cleaning, and such, you know. Two nights in a row might be pushing it.”
“Then I’ll see you the night after tomorrow.”
“We’ll see,” she said with a smile, and then stepped quickly back over to her friends, who were giggling and speaking in hushed whispers.
Errol left shortly thereafter, going home and thinking that spending a good portion of the next few nights watching the troupe wouldn’t be so bad if it let him spend more time with Gale.
The next morning they found the first body.







 
Chapter 11
   
Errol felt as though he’d barely closed his eyes when fierce banging on the door of the Station House woke him up. Looking out his bedroom window, he could see that it was still early – well before dawn. Nevertheless, the pounding on the door continued, and as he staggered sleepily through the house and opened the door, Errol fought the feeling of irritability that often accompanied a night of less-than-adequate slumber.
Standing on his porch, illuminated by the torches they held, was a group of about ten people, led by Mayor Sterillo. Just from the look on their faces, Errol knew it was bad.
“We’ve got a body,” the mayor said, before Errol could even ask a question.
Without another word, the mayor turned and stepped off the porch, towards a wagon parked in the Station House yard that Errol hadn’t initially noticed because of all the people on his porch. He fell into step behind the mayor, with the rest of the group following him. The back of the wagon was covered with a tarp.
“You may want to prepare yourself,” said the mayor. “It’s pretty bad.”
The mayor whipped the tarp away, and Errol struggled not to wince at what he saw. The body in the wagon was that of a young man – roughly eighteen years old or so. Alive, he probably would have been hale and hearty, with a broad chest and well-muscled arms. That chest was now caved in, with almost every rib broken and several plainly visible. His limbs, all folded inwards towards his body, seemed to bend at odd angles – clearly broken by the application of some crushing force. His stomach had split open under whatever pressure had been applied to him, spilling the victim’s intestines. In short, the body looked like an overripe piece of fruit that someone had squeezed to pulp. The only thing untouched had been the young man’s head, but even that was not completely unsullied, as it appeared that he had spit up an inordinate amount of blood – enough to cover the lower half of his face – when he died.
Even with the blood, however, the young man seemed familiar to him. Then Errol remembered: it was one of the guys who Sharn had flirted with.
“What do you think?” the mayor asked as Errol grabbed a torch and leaned in for a closer inspection. “A constrictus, maybe?”
“Maybe,” Errol said. “Where was he found?”
“Down by the river, near the Heart Tree.”
Errol nodded. A constrictus was a predator that seemed to be a hybrid between a carnivorous plant and a vicious reptile. They usually lived in aquatic regions, and had lengthy tentacles (or vines, depending on who you asked) to bind prey and hold them underwater.
“I can’t say that it isn’t a constrictus,” Errol said after a few moments, “but I’ve never seen one do anything like this – at least not with a person. For the most part, they try to wrap you up, drag you underwater, and make you drown. I’ve never seen one crush a body like this before.”
Errol pulled the tarp back over the body and stepped back. “I need to see the area where he was found,” he said.
*****
   
Errol had initially thought that he’d need a guide to show him where the body had been discovered. He could not have been more wrong. The area in question was clearly defined by a large, conspicuous expanse of ground covered by a brownish coating that Errol immediately recognized as dried blood.
It had taken about an hour to get to where the young man had been killed, and by that time the sun was starting to climb into the sky. Errol had been grateful for the fact that he wouldn’t have to inspect the scene by torchlight. The mayor and his group stood by silently as Errol canvassed the area.
If there had been a struggle, not much evidence of it was present. Based on the tracks he could see, Errol concluded that the victim – now identified as being from a neighboring ward – had been pounced upon practically without warning. Two things struck him as odd, however.
First of all, although the imprints on the ground gave the impression of a large, serpentine body, they weren’t consistent with any constrictus tracks that Errol knew of. He didn’t see any evidence of the vines or tentacles that a constrictus would normally use to move along the ground. What he saw seemed more consistent with a giant snake.
The other thing that gave him pause was the fact that there were no tracks or trails to or from the river. It was as if whatever had killed the young man had sprung up from the ground…or fallen on him from overhead. As the thought occurred to him, Errol looked up in alarm, his hand instinctively going to his dagger. The others with him did the same – some even gasping as they turned their eyes to the limbs overhead – although any fears proved unfounded. There was nothing threatening in the branches above them.
Errol took a moment to look around. They were standing about twenty feet from where the ground sloped down to the edge of the river, in an area that was not heavily wooded but very well shaded. Not far away stood the Heart Tree. It was in fact, not a single tree, but two huge trees that, over hundreds of years, had grown up in such close proximity that they had fused together. They were like an old wedded couple, which had led to young paramours carving their names inside hearts on the trees. Hence the name “Heart Tree.”
Over the years, as the trees continued to grow, the earlier-carved hearts moved up the trunks, leaving room at the bottom for new lovers to etch symbols of their undying love. In short, hand-carved hearts and names now covered the lower thirty feet of the two trees. In fact, several of Errol’s own ancestors were supposed to have their names somewhere on the Heart Tree.
Errol turned his attention back to where the killing had occurred. There had been lots of people through the area, and many of the tracks had been trampled (probably the result of the body being discovered, then moved, etc.). Still, by diligently searching the region, he was able to come across what he believed was the killer serpent’s trail. It ran across the ground to a spot about forty feet from where the body had been discovered, disappearing at the base of a tree.
Errol looked up again, not surprised this time at finding nothing above him. Whatever the creature was, it had killed and run away. Which begged another question: if the young man had been prey, why hadn’t he been eaten – even partially? Other than apparently being squeezed to death, nothing else had been done to the body.
Errol turned to the group that was with him, all of whom – especially Mayor Sterillo – were obviously waiting for him to speak.
“I’m sorry, but I’m not sure what did this,” he said, before explaining the conclusion he’d reached.
“So,” said the mayor, “you think it’s a serpent of some kind, but not necessarily a constrictus?”
“At least not a species that I’m familiar with,” Errol replied, “but that’s about right.”
“What are you going to do about it?” someone asked.
“I’m not sure there’s anything I can do,” Errol answered. “My best guess is that it came from the river, even though I don’t see any tracks to or from that direction. I could set a ward for it, but it’s not like putting one in front of a monster’s lair, the place where you know it goes in and comes out. It’s a riverbank. It can come out anywhere up or down the bank, and on either side.”
“So what should we do?” another asked.
“Honestly speaking,” Errol said, “based on the fact that – other than killing him – it didn’t molest the victim further, there’s a good chance that this thing isn’t really a man-killer. And if that’s the case, it’s probably moved on already.
“That said, we’re only about a quarter-mile from where the troupe is performing, and the Heart Tree is a popular attraction. We’ll warn everyone to stay away, but we’ll post a couple of guards here tonight, just in case.”
It wasn’t a perfect solution, of course, but it seemed to mollify those present, most of whom were residents of Stanchion. Mayor Sterillo selected three trios from those present to be guards who would serve in shifts that night. With that settled, the group broke up to go spread word of what had happened. The mayor volunteered to take the victim’s body to Barton Winslow, a Stanchion farmer who also served as the ward’s undertaker, in order to prepare it for transport back to its hometown.
Errol was the last one to leave the area. He felt he’d done his best, but something about this entire scenario left a bad taste in his mouth. Or maybe he was just tired. Hopefully, he would be able to get through the day with minimal effort, make a perfunctory appearance at the grounds where the troupe was performing, and then get to bed early enough to catch up on his sleep.
In the end, he was only partly right. While he got through the day without incident for the most part (he was occasionally asked about the young man who had been killed) and he was able to get home at a fairly decent hour, his sleep was once more interrupted in the wee hours.
Another body had been found.







 
Chapter 12
   
It was well before daylight this time as Errol looked down at the body in front of him through the light cast by his warding wand, a score of people standing nearby and watching him closely. On this occasion, things hit a little closer to home; he knew the victim. It was Tern Piccolo, a fifteen-year-old whose family had lived in Stanchion as long as anyone could remember. The boy’s father, Bull Piccolo – a huge, muscular brute of a man – stood nearby, looking pale and shaken even by torchlight. Tern had been his youngest son, and he had blatantly doted on the boy.
As opposed to before, the killing did not take place at the river, but an area known as the Wishing Well. There wasn’t really a well here, but there was a large pond. According to legend, the area had been the site of a well at one point, but during a period of great drought a young girl had tossed a coin into the well and made a wish for water – enough water to save all the farmers in the area, their crops, and their cattle. The well had then allegedly began gushing forth water and did not stop until the present-day pond covered the entire region.
For a while, young lovestruck couples had taken to making wishes at the pond, tossing in small stones with their initials carved in them rather than coins. As a result, the spot had also garnered the nickname “Kissing Well.” These days, however, the pond was primarily used for recreational fishing.
Looking at Tern’s body with the mayor next to him, Errol could see that he had been killed in exactly the same fashion as the prior victim: he had essentially been crushed to death, squeezed to a pulp. The only difference was that Tern was also soaking wet. Mercifully, someone had the good grace to lead the boy’s father away from the macabre scene.
“It’s the same creature,” Errol said once Bull was out of earshot. “I’m sure of it.”
“And next to another body of water,” the mayor commented. “Actually, though, Tern was found floating in the pond. Tilman Godfrey” –the mayor gestured towards another Stanchion resident– “pulled him out.”
Errol nodded, but didn’t say anything. It appeared that Tern had been killed in the water, but the tracks would hopefully yield more clues. Again, however, the area had been severely trampled by people walking through the area. Errol sighed in exasperation but made no comment.
“So, what are you thinking?” the mayor asked after watching Errol patrol the scene in silence for a few minutes. “Maybe a constrictus got him while he was swimming?”
“Swimming?” Errol asked incredulously. “Fully clothed? In his pants, his shirt, his boots?”
“Okay, well, maybe he got too close to the water and it pulled him in.”
Errol shook his head. “The tracks tell a different story. Here’s where Tern stepped.”
Errol pointed to a booted print, clearly evident in the moist soil next to the pond.
“Notice the depth of the print,” Errol continued, “and how far it is from the last one he made, and those before it.”
The mayor nodded. “Yeah, so?”
“Tern was running. I think he was being chased by whatever killed him, and he dove into the pond, trying to get away.”
The crowd around them murmured softly, but Errol ignored them, continuing to study the ground instead.
“Apparently he failed,” the mayor said.
Errol nodded, and pointed at what appeared to be a winding trail through the mud. “It looks like it went in after him. And after it was done, it came back out” –still looking at the ground, Errol began walking away from the pond– “and went this way.”
The crowd parted for Errol as he followed the serpentine trail of the creature. Warding wand still held high, he pulled out his dagger as an additional precaution. Almost immediately afterwards, he heard the soft hiss of blades leaving their sheaths as the crowd followed his lead and drew their weapons as well.
As before, the trail stopped at a tree. This time, however, there wasn’t enough natural light to see what lurked in the branches above them. Gripping his dagger tightly, Errol held his wand up high and concentrated. The light at the wand’s tip grew brighter, clearly illuminating the forest greenery above them – and revealing no danger. A tension that Errol had not even realized was in the air quickly dissipated.
Errol was about to diminish the light from his wand when something caught his eye. Something appeared to be snagged on the end of one of the tree branches about ten feet above them.
“Hold that torch up,” he said to a man standing near him as he put away his wand and dagger.
The man did as he was bid, and by the light of his torch Errol began to climb the tree. Thankfully, there were some low-hanging branches and it took him no more than a minute or two to get up the tree and come back down. When his feet were once more on the ground, he held the item he’d pulled from the tree branch closer to the torch to get a better look at it. It appeared to be a small patch of white, woven material.
“Looks like a bit of cloth,” the mayor said. “I guess someone was climbing the tree recently and got their shirt or something snagged on a branch.”
“Maybe,” Errol said, staring at the material he’d retrieved.
While Errol studied the piece of cloth, Mayor Sterillo took charge, sending some to retrieve Tern’s body, others to warn that the Wishing Well was off-limits until further notice, and appointing several of those remaining to be guards for the next night. In a few minutes, the mayor and Errol were alone.
“I know you Magnuses,” the mayor said. “You’re thinking something. What is it?”
“I’m just worried, that’s all,” Errol said. “Again, this happened not too far from the troupe’s performances – maybe a ten-minute walk.”
“So…?”
“I’m worried that maybe this thing is watching the people there – homing in on those who are out by themselves.”
“So what, we tell people to also travel in pairs?”
“Probably not a bad idea.”
“All right,” said the mayor with a nod. “One other thing – why don’t they scream?”
“Excuse me?”
“Both Tern and that other boy. Neither one was killed too far from the performance grounds, and some of the entertainment goes on all night. If they’d shouted, someone would probably have heard them. So why didn’t they scream for help, or just plain scream when they were being killed?”
Errol reflected on it for a moment before answering. “I think when this thing started squeezing, they didn’t have any air to scream with. Plus, Tern had asthma.”
The mayor nodded in understanding, and the two of them walked away from the area in silence.







 
Chapter 13
   
After leaving the site of Tern’s death, Errol returned to the Station House and went back to bed. On the way home, he had decided that he would also stand guard later that night, but he’d need to be fresh if he was going to be of any use. That meant he had to get some rest.
He didn’t wake up until early afternoon. Nevertheless, he went through the first part of his regular routine (in terms of exercise and weapons practice), but decided that he would skip making any rounds that day. Instead, he spent the afternoon reviewing the reference manuals, hoping to find some allusion to the type of monster he was looking for.
Several hours later, he was ready to bang his head into the walls. He couldn’t find anything relating to a serpent-like creature that preferred to hunt near water (without living in it), crushed its victims (but didn’t devour them), and liked to climb trees.
As early evening approached, he got ready to leave. Before standing guard, he thought it would be best to have a conversation with Anru and Miabi about shutting down their performances. In essence, most of the people patronizing the troupe would normally be in bed shortly after dark as opposed to watching entertainment. If there were no shows, maybe there wouldn’t be any potential victims.
When Errol explained this to the troupe’s leaders a short time later in their tent, he was surprised to find them amenable to the concept. He had expected resistance, but Anru and Miabi ceded to his logic.
“This is as frightening for us as it is for you,” Anru said. “After tonight’s performances, we think it best that we pack up and leave.”
“We’re fearful of our own people becoming victims,” Miabi added.
It was a reasonable position and one that Errol really couldn’t argue with. And yet, as he left their tent, something bothered him about how easily they had acquiesced. He was so lost in thought that he didn’t really pay attention to his surrounding and ended up bumping into Tilbi, causing her to drop some boxes she was carrying.
“I’m sorry,” Errol apologized. “I should have been paying more attention. Let me help you with those.”
“Thanks,” Tilbi said as she began stacking her fallen boxes in Errol’s arms. “So, what did you have to talk about with my parents?”
“I think they’ll want to tell you themselves,” Errol replied. “Where were you going with these?”
“Berry’s tent.”
“Well, I can carry them for you if you like.”
“Thanks,” Tilbi said as they started walking. “By the way, have you had a chance to see any of the performances?”
“I’ve seen Berry telling fortunes. Some of the sideshow displays. I also saw a bit of Sharn’s act with the bow and arrow. She’s amazing.”
“Yes, she’s amazing,” said Tilbi, a slight amount of bitterness in her voice. “When she’s not out flirting, that is.”
Errol said nothing but smiled to himself. There was a bit of sibling rivalry here, with Tilbi obviously a mite jealous of her sister’s popularity with the opposite sex. She was probably too young to realize that Sharn’s flirtatiousness was part of an act to get the troupe’s customers to spend more money.
Without warning, Tilbi came to an abrupt halt. “Darn it!”
“What’s wrong?” Errol asked.
“There’s something I need to ask Mom and Dad. Can you take these boxes on to the tent for me?”
Errol simply nodded and started walking as Tilbi dashed away. It was starting to get dark; he did a mental coin flip and decided that he’d stand guard at the Wishing Well. Whatever this predator was, it seemed to have a predilection for killing near water, and between the well and the river, the two nearest sources of it would be under close watch.
Thinking deeply about the mysterious predator (and wishing his brother Tom were here to deal with it), Errol was almost at Berry’s tent when he heard someone call his name. Looking around, he saw Gale approaching him. Nearby stood almost the same clique of girls she had been with the last time he’d seen her.
“Are you okay?” she asked after closing the distance between them.
“Sure,” he replied. “Why?”
“Because I must have said your name at least three times before you heard me.”
“Sorry. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”
“The killings?”
“Yeah. Speaking of which, you really shouldn’t be out here tonight.”
“Margo’s dad and brothers are going to be out patrolling tonight. That means she and her mom will be home alone. She didn’t exactly say it, but I got the impression they’d like some company, so we stuck with our plans to come see the performers and stay overnight with them.”
“I can understand that.”
“And I also wanted to see you. Remember, I told you I’d be back tonight?”
Errol blinked a few times, struggling to remember that they had indeed agreed to spend some time together tonight. Had it really just been two days ago? It felt like weeks.
Errol hastily explained that he wouldn’t be able to spare her any attention.
“I expect to be on guard duty all night,” he said.
“It’s okay,” Gale said. “I understand.”
“Thanks. Well, I should get going. These boxes are starting to get heavy. Don’t stay out too late, okay?”
“We won’t.” She leaned across the boxes and gave him a kiss on the cheek, then gave his shoulder a light squeeze. That’s when he noticed that she wasn’t wearing the bracelet he’d given her.
“I, uh, I must have left it at home,” Gale said after he asked about it.
Errol grunted in frustration. Leaving the bracelet was extremely foolish, but he kept that opinion to himself.
“I should get these boxes inside,” he said, backing towards the tent entrance.
“I’ll wear it next time,” Gale said as he disappeared inside. “I promise!”
Errol shook his head in exasperation at Gale’s actions. The very purpose of the bracelet was to protect the wearer from things like the monster roaming around out there. How could she forget it?
Trying to put Gale out of his mind, Errol glanced around the tent. It was set up the same as before – somewhat barren except for Berry’s cage sitting on the large table in the center. Since Tilbi hadn’t given him any instructions other than bringing the boxes here, he assumed any spot would probably do as far as setting them down. With that in mind, he bent over in preparation to put them on the ground next to the tent entrance.
“Not there,” said Berry, without looking up from his card game. “Under my table.”
Mentally, Errol shrugged. The location of the boxes didn’t matter to him, so he did as the little man bid. He was turning to go when the homunculus spoke to him again.
“So, who’s the girl?” Berry asked.
“Girl?”
“The one you were speaking with outside the tent.”
“Just a girl,” Errol said. He had no intention of discussing his personal life with Berry.
The little man turned to look at him. “A girl is never just a girl, no matter her age, appearance or the like. And especially when she’s in love.”
“What would you know about it? According to Miabi, you’ve lived your entire existence in this cage.”
“I know enough to realize that you have to squeeze life for all the joy you can get out of it, and you have to leap at love when it comes along like it’s all that’s left in the world.”
“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”
“See that you do,” Berry said with a wink. “And teach it to your kids, because it’s useful advice. And may your son recognize its wisdom, even if you do not.” Then he went back to his card game. Errol left the tent slightly perplexed, shaking his head at the odd conversation.
   
*****
   
A few hours later, Errol found himself on guard duty, marveling at the foolhardiness – or the boldness – of people. Despite the warnings they’d been given, the largest crowd yet had shown up to see the performances. Apparently word had gotten around that the troupe would be moving on, so everyone wanted one last chance to see the entertainers.
But worse than the massive turnout for the troupe was the number of lovebirds traipsing through the area at night. No less than six couples tried to come to the Wishing Well, despite what had happened the night before. (In truth, Errol suspected that the tragedy of Tern’s death might be acting as a draw, since people have a tendency to be curious about such things.)
In each instance, the boy and girl involved were close to Errol’s own age. Cloaked in what they believed was the invincibility of youth, they weren’t particularly worried about getting savaged by some predator from the Badlands. Errol could only shake his head in disbelief each time he and the others standing guard with him sent the couples on their way.
Aside from such lovebirds, the only other people they occasionally saw were the small groups on patrol. Errol wasn’t sure how effective such patrols actually were, but he had no real argument against them. In fact, Mayor Sterillo, along with his son Chad, happened to be part of the latest one that happened by. Spying Errol, the mayor came over to speak.
“Seen anything?” the mayor asked.
“Nothing besides idiotic couples who apparently think their love will transcend death.”
The mayor chuckled at that. “No surprise there. People will always–”
Errol raised a hand, cutting the mayor off abruptly. Something was coming through the underbrush. He pulled out his dagger, and the rest of those present followed suit with their own weapons. Errol motioned with his hands, instructing everyone to spread out as the sounds of movement got closer.
Seconds seemed like hours as they waited, apprehension suddenly falling on them like a swarm of locusts. It was all Errol could do to keep everyone from going on the offensive when the source of their anxiety stepped into the open: another giggling, lovestruck couple. This time it was Jason Deaver and Jenny Stills – both teenage children of Stanchion farmers.
“Whoa,” said Jason, suddenly noting the armed group that he and Jenny had stepped into the midst of. Jenny, momentarily startled, began snickering again. They both seemed slightly addled, and from the smell about them, they had clearly been drinking something they shouldn’t have.
“What are you doing here?” Mayor Sterillo asked. “This place is off-limits.”
Jason lifted his hands palm-up, shrugging. “It’s the Kissing Well.” Jenny turned her face into his shoulder, giggling some more.
“Well, it’s not tonight,” the mayor said. “Go on. Get out of here.” The mayor turned to one of the men in his patrol group, saying, “Go with them. See that they get back okay.”
As their newly-appointed guard began ushering them away, Jenny laughingly said, “I guess all that’s left is Lover’s Leap.”
At her words, Errol felt something in his brain catch fire.
“Wait!” he shouted, stepping towards the departing couple, who turned back to face him. “What did you just say?” he asked Jenny.
“What she said, Mr. Warden,” replied Jason, answering for her and poking Errol in the chest with one hand while keeping his other arm around Jenny, “is that you guys really know how to ruin a party. With guards squatting on the Heart Tree and the Kissing Well, all that’s left is Lover’s Leap.”
Errol felt like he’d been hit with a thunderbolt. The clouds parted in his mind and the clear truth dawned on him with a fierce and undeniable light.
Oh, geez…
Errol took off running, as fast as he could, not sparing a word for anyone. The mayor only hesitated a second, then gave the order to follow and everyone in their little posse (for lack of a better term) took off after him.
Suddenly left alone, Jenny and Jason resumed their plans to spend time at the Kissing Well.
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Errol ran at breakneck speed, holding his wand up for light.
Stupid! Stupid! Stupid! he thought as he crashed through the underbrush, headed for Lover’s Leap.
Jenny and Jason’s comments had suddenly brought to mind his odd conversation with Berry and the words the little man had spoken: squeeze life…leap at love…
Berry had been giving him clues. But even if the homunculus hadn’t, Errol should have made the connection. The first two killings had indeed taken place near water, but they had also occurred at romantic rendezvous points.
The creature wasn’t killing based on proximity to water. Its actions had something to do with love.
Lover’s Leap was approximately a mile from where he’d been stationed at the well. It was a grassy plateau from which – generations earlier – a young woman had allegedly flung herself after discovering the man she loved was going to marry another. It wasn’t exceptionally high, but still gave a panoramic view of Stanchion – especially the main part of town.
As he got closer to his destination, Errol’s training started to reassert itself. At the speed he was running, he would announce his presence well before he arrived. Even worse, he was depriving himself of the ability to observe his surroundings; the thing might be lying in wait…
He now moved slowly, more deliberately, listening closely. He was at the edge of the tree line, at the point where the ground began sloping steeply up towards the plateau – towards Lover’s Leap.
Errol checked the ground for tracks. Despite its name, Lover’s Leap was not a particularly popular spot – mostly because of the climb up to the plateau. Still, with the Heart Tree and the well closed to them, the area had clearly seen use tonight, as evidenced by at least a dozen footprints.
Then he saw it: the same winding, serpentine trail that he’d seen at the river and the well, going up towards the plateau. Heedless of the danger now, Errol started running.
His legs were burning when he reached the top, but he didn’t stop. The thing’s trail led directly across the plateau towards the edge. Errol looked in that direction, sensing movement. He raised his wand and it lit up like a beacon shining light all across the plateau. And that’s when he saw it.
The creature’s torso and upper body resembled that of a young human female, despite being covered in livid, green scales up to the neck. From the waist down, however, it had the lithe and twisting body of a serpent – at least twelve feet in length and coiled like a spring.
A wickedly clawed hand, held up to shield its eyes from the wand’s light, kept Errol from getting a good look at its face. He did, however, see a shock of wild black hair, a forked tongue gliding in and out of its mouth, and glowing blood-red orbs that served as its eyes.
All in all, it was a frightening image, but one that Errol could finally put a name to after two dead bodies: the killer was a lamia.
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Eyes still shielded, the lamia hissed evilly and a hood flared out behind its head and neck like a cobra. The serpent portion of its body nimbly uncoiled, and Errol was less than surprised to see a body fall bonelessly to the ground from the thing’s embrace. He had been so fascinated by the lamia’s appearance that he hadn’t even noticed that it had found another victim. However, before he could even fully register that the thing had killed again, the lamia – with a speed born of fury or desperation – tore across the plateau towards him with a speed he could barely believe.
He pointed his wand and fired a spark at the monster – and missed! Although headed for him, the monster moved in a winding, serpentine pattern that, when combined with its speed, made it almost impossible to target (as Errol found out when his next two sparks tore up chunks of ground as opposed to the lamia). He gave up on the wand and went for his dagger, but by that time the thing was within striking distance.
Oddly enough, it didn’t attack. Instead, coming in low, it zipped by him. As it went past, however, it did use the end of its tail to slash at Errol’s legs. His feet went flying out from under him, and he hit the ground with a solid thump that knocked the breath out of him as the lamia slithered on down the hill towards the woods.
Errol struggled to his feet, and at the same time he heard shouts and cries of fear from the direction the creature had taken. He struggled to his feet and went charging down the slope after it.
At the base of the plateau he found, as he expected, the mayor and the rest of the posse, who had finally caught up to him. The lamia had sliced through their group with mind-boggling speed, claws slashing at anyone who got in her way. The mayor was bleeding from a cut on the arm, and one of the other men had suffered a vicious swipe across the chest. Errol took only a second to explain the situation, and then – minus a few men to check on the monster’s latest victim – he and the posse were in hot pursuit.
Thankfully, the lamia’s trail – delineated by bent shrubbery and the occasional smear of blood (presumably from its victim) – wasn’t difficult to follow. As expected, it soon led to a nearby tree, which the monster had apparently climbed.
“I guess we’ve lost it again,” Mayor Sterillo said, holding up a torch and looking into the branches of the tree above them.
“Maybe not,” Errol said. “I think I know where it’s headed.”
Before the mayor could say anything else, Errol took off again, obviously expecting the others to follow. He was proven right when, a few minutes thereafter, he picked up the lamia’s trail again. Moreover, he was correct in his assumption of where it was headed: the troupe’s campground.
When they burst from the woods a short time later, Errol – practically out of breath – abruptly came to a halt. So quickly did he dig in his heels that the mayor actually ran into him.
Directly ahead of them was the performance area for the troupe – and scores of people milling about. Errol flopped down to the ground, and sat there, hands on his knees, breathing heavily. Several others in their posse did the same, but Mayor Sterillo – clearly winded, chest heaving – stayed on his feet. It was still a few minutes before he could speak, though, during which time no one said anything.
“Why…why…?” asked the mayor between deep, gasping breaths. “Why…are we…stopping?”
“The tracks,” Errol said, his breathing somewhat back to normal, “lead to the troupe’s camp.”
“Then…then we…need to get…over there.” The mayor took a deep breath. “Before it kills…one of those…people.”
“It won’t kill one of those people,” Errol said. “It is one of those people.”
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“A lamia?” asked Miabi incredulously. “Are you sure?”
“Half woman, half snake,” Errol said. “I’m pretty sure.”
There were four of them in Miabi and Anru’s tent: the two leaders of the troupe, Errol, and Mayor Sterillo. After resting for a few minutes, Errol and the mayor had immediately sought out the couple to apprise them of what was going on.
“Still, it’s rather hard to believe,” Anru said.
“What do you know about these things?” the mayor asked.
“We run a sideshow,” Miabi answered, “so we have a working knowledge of such creatures. Lamias are reputed to have a fondness for children, purportedly drinking their blood.”
“They are also known for seducing young men,” Errol added. “And in this case, killing them.”
“And you think it’s somewhere in our camp?” Anru asked. “Right now?”
“A lamia can shift its form, becoming a beautiful woman,” Errol explained. “That’s how it seduces young men, gets them alone.”
Anru and Miabi exchanged a skeptical glance as Errol went on. “We thought it was some kind of serpentine monster with an affinity for water, since the first two killings took place at the river and the well. But being near water was just a coincidence. I should have figured it out on my own, but it took Berry giving me clues to make me realize what was happening. The victims were killed in those places because of their romantic reputations. They’re places were couples often meet.”
“So, if I understand you,” Miabi said, “this creature takes the form of a human girl, tricks a boy into meeting her for a romantic rendezvous, then kills him before making its escape up a tree?”
“Almost,” Errol said, “except I think it runs up trees for a different reason. After the second body, we found a scrap of cloth up a tree that it climbed. And tonight, I found similar traces of material on branches and shrubs as we were tracking it.
“It’s not climbing up trees to escape. It’s climbing up trees because that’s where it leaves its clothes when it changes form.”
There was silence for a moment as the others absorbed this.
“You mean, it takes off its clothes,” said the mayor, “hangs them in a tree, changes form, then retrieves them after it kills?”
“Yes,” Errol said. “And all the while we were out there in the woods standing guard, it was right here masquerading as human.”
“Well,” said Miabi, “all I can say is that I’m happy this is our last night here. Stanchion is far too dangerous for a gentle troupe like ours.”
Errol raised an eyebrow. “Leaving? I’m sorry, but your troupe isn’t going anywhere. For all we know, the lamia is one of you. In fact, that’s probably the most likely scenario, since the killings didn’t start until you got here.”
“Our reputation as performers is well-known,” Anru said. “If we left behind a string of bodies everywhere we went, word would get out, and nothing of the kind has happened.”
Errol had to admit the truth of the man’s words, but he still wasn’t ready to let the troupe move on. There was something–
A chorus of shrieks cut through the air, coming from outside. Everyone dashed for the tent’s exit.
The grounds were in complete chaos, to put it mildly. People were running and screaming in absolute terror. The source of the mayhem seemed to be coming from the area of Baro’s knife-throwing booth. All four of them took off in that direction. At the same time, an inhuman roar sounded, making the leaves on nearby trees tremble. It seemed to come from the area they were headed towards.
Getting to the booth was difficult to say the least. The troupe’s patrons were all stampeding like maddened cattle in the opposite direction, and it wasn’t until Errol pulled out his wand, shining bright enough to make the crowd wince, that a path began to clear for them.
Another roar sounded, and even before they got close, Errol saw the problem.
A monstrous, humanoid form stood by Baro’s booth. It was at least nine feet tall, hairless, and appeared to be covered in mud (as well as grass, twigs and rocks). Its huge arms were like tree trunks, and stretched nearly down to the ground. The monster’s short, powerful-looking legs seemed to melt right into the earth. Most frightening was the creature’s face, for instead of eyes it seemed to have two blackened holes.
Errol didn’t have a clue what it was.
In front of the thing stood Baro, a knife in each hand. Behind him, his sister Tilbi cowered on the ground, looking absolutely terrified.
The thing roared again and swung a massive fist at Baro. The knife-thrower ducked the blow and used the opening to slice at his opponent. The monster’s fist struck the knife-throwing booth, turning it into kindling. As to the knife wound Baro inflicted, it stayed open but a moment and then sealed itself shut. The monster never even reacted to the injury.
All of a sudden, the creature lifted a leg. Shockingly, a huge plot of earth in front of it rose correspondingly – including the portion of which Baro was standing. The knife-thrower lost his footing and fell to the ground, landing next to Tilbi. The monster raised its fists, preparing to smash them both.
Still running towards the fight, Errol pointed his wand and fired a spark. It struck the monster on the side of the face, blowing away half its head. Angrily, the creature turned what was left of its face towards him. At the same time, an arrow – lit aflame at the tip – sank into the monster’s chest. Then a second. And a third. The thing barely reacted. A second later, however, flame erupted all over its body.
Enraged, the monster screamed. Like a candle, its body began losing shape, diminishing in size – essentially melting into the ground. It swiftly turned again towards Baro and Tilbi, but they had scrambled back out of the monster’s reach. It screamed again and banged its fists menacingly into the earth, causing the ground around it to tremble as its torso seemed to dissolve into the ground. By the time Errol got close, there was nothing but a flaming puddle of mud that soon burned out.
With the mayor standing next to him, Errol tapped the ground with his foot to make sure the fire was out. Nearby, Miabi – with an arm around a trembling Tilbi – was whispering urgently to Baro, who nodded and then took off.
Errol let out an exasperated sigh. Things were spinning wildly out of control. Not only did he have the lamia to deal with but this second, unexpected monster as well. The night couldn’t have turned out worse if he’d planned it.
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For the next hour, the performance grounds were the site of a heated battle of words between Mayor Sterillo and Anru. The latter insisted that his people were leaving the next day; the former claimed no one was going anywhere until the lamia was revealed. Although all of the patrons had fled long before, the mayor’s supporters stood sullenly behind their leader, as did members of the troupe behind Anru. All in all, with a bunch of armed men on both sides, the scene had the potential to turn very ugly.
Personally, Errol wanted nothing more than to go home and go to sleep. He was mentally and physically drained. However, something told him that time was of the essence. He needed answers, and he needed them fast, and it quietly occurred to him where he might be able to get them.
Stealthily, he slipped away from the ongoing argument between the mayor and Anru, making a beeline for Berry’s tent. The homunculus had actually tried to help him earlier, dropping clues, although it would have been far simpler just to tell Errol directly where the danger was going to be. But some of the weirdling creatures were like that; it was simply in their nature to obfuscate or speak in riddles.
For once, there was no guard on duty outside the little man’s tent. It didn’t mean much to Errol until he entered and realized the reason for the absence of a man outside. There was nothing in the tent to guard. Berry was gone. Frowning in frustration, Errol turned to leave to find Sharn standing behind him.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, looking eerily like her mother.
“Looking for Berry,” Errol answered. “Where is he?”
“Some people didn’t like the answers he gave them tonight. We were worried that they might try to come back later and harass him, so we moved him.”
“Where?”
Sharn crossed her arms defiantly. “I’m not sure. You’ll have to ask my mother and father.”
Errol suddenly felt himself growing angry. He had two monsters filled with bloodlust on the loose, scores of potential victims, and these people were stonewalling him. He stepped close to Sharn, so quickly and menacingly that she drew back involuntarily, but then he went around her and out the exit.
Errol walked a few feet away from the tent, and then stopped. He looked up at the moon and let out a frustrated sigh. At times like this, he hated the concept of Wardens with all his being. Not just the danger, although initially – before Tom vanished – that had been a big part of it, but mostly the concept of failure. The fact that people were relying on him, and he was unlikely to come through. That was worse than having to face any monster. If only he could speak to Berry! He had really been counting on the little man’s help – especially after figuring out the clue about Lover’s Leap.
Hmmm…
Errol rubbed his chin in thought. That hadn’t been all Berry had talked about, though. Maybe the homunculus had already given him everything he needed. What else had he said? He’d mentioned something about Errol one day having kids – his son. Errol closed his eyes, trying to recall the little man’s words exactly.
May your son know…
May your son…
Mayor’s son!
Errol broke into a run, headed towards the area where the mayor and Anru were still arguing. The mayor was shouting and wagging his finger in Anru’s face when Errol suddenly grabbed him, cutting off whatever speech he was giving.
“Your son – Chad,” Errol practically screamed. “Where is he?”
The mayor, startled and slightly confused, was silent for a moment before answering. “He’s…” The mayor looked around. Chad had been part of their posse pursuing the lamia, and by all expectations should have been present. Apparently, at some point following the battle with the mud-monster, he had disappeared.
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Errol spent several minutes obsessively studying the ground where Chad was last believed to be standing before giving up. The area was simply too well-trodden, with too many prints, for him to figure out which way the mayor’s son had gone – assuming this was indeed where he’d even been standing.
The mayor himself stood nearby (along with everyone else), trying to appear calm but clearly anxious. Errol looked at him and shook his head sadly. And saw the mayor’s face twist up in anguish. He wished there was something more he could do, some other way he could track…
The wind whipped through a stand of nearby trees, making the branches of a young sapling bob up and down, almost as if it were waving at Errol like a long-lost friend. It reminded him of something.
“Give me a minute,” Errol said to the mayor. “I want to try something.” With that, he sat down on the grass and closed his eyes.
Errol hadn’t tried to communicate with the Greenlife since he’d parted ways with Samara. He’d been so angry with her and the “gift” he’d received that he’d never even thought about it having any practical application outside of dealing with the basilisk. Now he needed it to save a life.
He concentrated, trying to remember what the nymph had taught him, focusing on feeling the plant life around him. Slowly, gradually, he shut out the world based on the senses he knew and tried to observe everything around him as the Greenlife did.
Subtly, almost imperceptibly, the droning of plant life began forming in his head. He smiled to himself as it built up with unexpected swiftness, opening the channels of communication with the forest greenery.
Errol quickly (but carefully, since he had to get this right), formulated his questions for the Greenlife. This was made somewhat difficult by the fact that he still had to formulate his queries in the form of yes-no questions:
Have you seen this person?
Did he go this way?
Was he a young man?
The answers Errol received were less than satisfying. The problem had nothing to do with interpretation, as he understood what was being relayed to him. The problem was that – between patrols, some fleeing in panic, and others – there were actually quite a number of people in the surrounding woods, and he couldn’t provide enough information for the plants to distinguish Chad from anyone else.
Errol decided on another tack, this time focusing instead on the lamia: size, shape, movements. This time, the answer was more definitive; the greenery was able to pinpoint his quarry and the direction in which it was headed.
Errol’s eyes snapped open. “Moonbloom Meadow!” he shouted, coming to his feet.
   
*****
   
Torches lit up the forest like giant fireflies as Errol and a huge mob – including members of the troupe – dashed through the trees. Ordinarily, Errol would have been far in the lead thanks to his daily training regimen. On this occasion, however, the mayor matched him almost stride for stride. And following just a step or two behind was Baro.
Moonbloom Meadow wasn’t a romantic spot per se. It was a small patch of land covered with Moonbloom rosebushes. As the named implied, the roses themselves only blossomed when the moon was shining, and if you plucked one at that time it would always open and close under moonlight. If plucked during the day, however, the flower would never open. Giving someone a Moonbloom rose was a sign of affection.
As their band got close to the meadow, a frightening roar split the air. Errol recognized it immediately as the same sound the mud-monster had made. He tried to run even faster.
When they exited the trees and stepped onto the meadow, Errol saw a sight he would have paid to witness at any other time. The mud-monster and the lamia were in a pitched battle. Lying on the ground nearby was Chad. At the current distance, Errol couldn’t tell if he was injured, but Chad wasn’t moving and his right arm hung at an odd angle.
The mud-monster had its hands around the lamia’s throat, apparently trying to throttle the life out of her. The lamia squirmed almost spasmodically, its tail whipping viciously back and forth as it tried to pry its opponent’s fingers from its neck.
The mayor barely broke stride as he took in the scene, and then made a beeline for his injured son. Errol was right on his heels, as was Baro.
When they reached Chad, the mayor bent down, intending to lift his son up over his shoulder. The motion attracted the mud-monster’s attention, and it flung away the lamia like a child tossing a toy it had tired of. Faster than seemed possible, the monster strode over and reached for the mayor just as he got Chad onto his shoulder and was turning to run. With barely a thought, Errol stepped in between the Sterillos and the monster, wand and dagger in hand. He was about to fire a spark at the monster when he saw something that froze him in his tracks.
There, on the monster’s wrist – attached to the hand that was currently reaching for Errol – was the bracelet he had given Gale.
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Errol was so in shock that he didn’t even try to dodge when the mud-monster’s massive paw closed around him, pinning his arms – and his weapons – to his side. He only had eyes (and thoughts) for the bracelet.
In truth, the wristlet wasn’t really there. This fact dawned on Errol when, caught in the thing’s grip, he realized that he could actually see through the ornament to the monster’s wrist. In other words, what he was seeing was actually a spectral representation of the bangle; the true bracelet was elsewhere. It also dawned on him what type of creature he was facing: the mud-monster was a golem.
On its part, the golem pulled Errol close and then let out another deadly roar, its maw inches from his faces. Then it looked at him – or at least it appeared to, although it was hard to tell since it didn’t have eyes. Oddly enough, it actually seemed to recognize him, which was entirely possible.
Golems were creatures made out of inanimate material, like mud or rocks, and brought to life via powerful magic. A golem was usually created for a specific purpose, which could be anything from fighting in battles to doing farm work. However, it would only serve the will of its creator. Moreover, the golem and its creator were said to be linked, such that the master could observe all that the golem did. It was this last aspect of the golem’s nature that flitted through Errol’s mind as the creature appeared to look him over in a familiar fashion.
Before Errol could decide whether the golem was friend or foe, the air was filled with a maddened screech that set his teeth on edge. Without warning, the lamia appeared, hissing in fury as she clawed her way up the golem’s body in a circular fashion, like a snake winding its way up a tree. In less than a second, it was on the golem’s shoulder, where it quickly wrapped its lower body around the golem’s neck.
The golem’s grip loosened, and it let Errol drop unceremoniously to the ground as it reached for the lamia, but it was too late. The lamia squeezed, and the golem’s head popped off with a sound like a boot being pulled up out of the mud. As its body began to topple over backwards, the lamia leaped clear.
Errol, having plopped onto his rear after being dropped, was on his feet again. The golem’s body was dissolving, much as it had before. The lamia, hood flared out, appeared on the verge of charging him but suddenly seemed to change its mind. Instead, it hissed at him evilly, then took off in the opposite direction.
Knowing he couldn’t catch it, Errol pulled back the hand holding the dagger, preparing to throw. There was almost no chance that he would hit the lamia, which zigged and zagged almost hypnotically through the rosebushes, but he had to try something. However, as his hand came forward and he released, he was jostled by Baro (who, while apparently trying to come to Errol’s aid, had stumbled).
The impact spoiled Errol’s aim, and the dagger went flying wide of the mark. However, in mid-flight, the blade self-corrected, as it had in the Widow’s cabin, changing direction and zipping towards an area of the meadow Errol could barely see. There was an inhuman scream as the blade apparently made contact, and Errol ran towards the source of the sound.
There were quite a number of people with torches accompanying him, but Errol preferred to use the light from his wand. It only took him a few seconds to find the blood trail – reddish-green ichor dotting the ground or brushing against a plant every few feet. A few moments later he found his dagger; the lamia had obviously pulled it out and continued fleeing.
Errol now faced a difficult choice. The lamia was wounded, although he didn’t know how badly, but it might be their best opportunity to deal with it once and for all. At the same time, he desperately needed to resolve the mystery of the golem – especially since it looked like it might relate to Gale. He stood there debating silently, while the makeshift posse of farmers and troupe performers stood around him, waiting for some signal of what to do.
“Warden?” said Baro, laying a hand on his shoulder.
Errol immediately came back to himself and made a command decision. “All of you, follow the blood trail. Find this thing and kill it.”
The group moved to comply as Errol began walking in the other direction. A hand on his arm suddenly checked his movement. It was Baro.
“What is it you will be doing while we hunt this thing?” the knife-thrower asked.
Errol nodded in the direction where the golem had melted into the ground. “Tracking down the other monster.”







 
Chapter 20
   
The door to the Messen household rattled fiercely in its frame as Errol pounded on it like he was trying to turn it into toothpicks. He had gotten here as fast as he could, hoping to find at least some of the answers that he needed. Finally, the matriarch of the household, Kate Messen, opened the door.
“Errol Magnus!” she exclaimed. “What do you think you’re doing?! It’s the middle of the night!”
Much to Kate’s chagrin, Errol pushed past her without a word and into the house. Behind Kate stood a horde of girls in their nightgowns – the group that was spending the night with the Messens after visiting the troupe – including the one Errol had come to see.
“Gale,” he said, dispensing with any pleasantries, “where’s that bracelet?” He eyed her so intently that everyone cleared the way between the two of them.
“I-I-I told you,” she said, voice quivering nervously. “I left it–”
Errol closed the distance between them so quickly that Gale almost jumped. He gripped her by the shoulders, solidly but not painfully, and gave her a cold stare.
“Where. Is. The. Bracelet?” he repeated, emphasizing each word in a voice that hinted at barely-controlled fury.
Gale’s lip trembled. She looked into his eyes and didn’t see anything that she recognized. This was an Errol she was unfamiliar with – one who would only be pacified by the truth. Gale blinked her eyes and tears rolled down her cheeks.
“I-I-I don’t know,” she said, sobbing. “I lost it.” Errol, tension suddenly flowing out of him, let her go and took a step back.
“I’m sorry,” she went on. “I took it off when we spent the night here two days ago, and put it in my bag. The next morning I left, and was halfway home before I thought about it. But when I looked in my bag, it wasn’t there. I came back here, thinking I’d misplaced it, but Margo and her mother said they hadn’t seen it. It’s just gone. I’m so sorry.”
She looked at Errol pleadingly, but he said nothing. In fact, it didn’t even appear that he was even listening to her anymore, so lost was he in his own thoughts.
All the way to the Messens’ home, he’d been under the impression that Gale was controlling the golem, and that he’d somehow have to deal with her. It wouldn’t have been the first time that a seemingly trustworthy person had turned out to have sinister motives, but it had infuriated him that he’d become personally involved with her.
Now, however, he was convinced that she wasn’t the golem’s creator. It was someone else.
“Did you show the bracelet to anyone?” he asked.
She lowered her eyes, somewhat ashamed. “I showed it to everyone,” she said.
“Everyone?” Errol repeated, frowning.
“All the girls,” she said, gesturing. Errol looked around; he had practically forgotten that they were in the midst of what was essentially a slumber party, and that everyone was looking at them. “I was just so happy that you had given it to me…”
Errol barely heard what she was saying. He was looking at the faces around them, counting heads – trying to remember who had been with Gale two nights ago when she’d initially come to see the performers. There was only one face present then that he didn’t see now.
“Where’s Talia?” he asked.
For a moment, no one said anything, and then Mrs. Messen spoke up. “She’s resting in Margo’s room. She’s been sick.”
“Sick? In what way?” Errol asked.
“She had a slight fever when she came in tonight, but before long she was burning up. I put her in my boys’ room, since they’re out patrolling with their father tonight.”
“How has she been?”
“Not good. She alternates between burning up and being cold and clammy. She’s been asleep almost since she arrived, but she cries out every now and then. Nightmares, I suppose.”
“Take me to her.”
   
*****
   
Talia lay on a bed under a thin blanket. The sheet on top of her, as well as the one underneath, was soaked. Her brow was dotted with sweat, and she shook with a slight spasm as Errol walked into the room.
He would have preferred to close the door to keep the conversation private, but wasn’t sure it would have been proper. Thus, he had Kate Messen stand at the threshold while he stepped over to Talia’s bedside.
Next to the bed was a nightstand on which sat a low-burning candle, a pitcher of cool water, and a towel. Kate had been using the towel and water to occasionally to try to help with Talia’s fever, but it hadn’t seemed to do much good.
By the light of the candle, the girl’s skin looked ashen and gray. Her lips were dry and blistered, and there appeared to be bruising around her neck. Errol assumed that she probably had other injuries as well, but if so they were hidden by her nightgown, which stretched down to her feet, and covered her arms all the way to her wrists.
Errol wet the towel with water from the pitcher, and then sat on the edge of the bed – in an area that had remarkably remained dry – and soothingly wiped the sweat from Talia’s forehead. She moaned softly, then turned her head towards him. Her eyelids fluttered for a second, and then opened as she stared at him with obscenely bloodshot eyes.
“Hello, handsome,” she said, smilingly through painfully cracked lips.
“Hello yourself,” he said, returning her smile.
“I had a dream about you, you know. We were out in Moonbloom Meadow, and I was holding you.” She closed her eyes for a second, reminiscing, then looked at him boldly. “It wasn’t a dream, was it?”
“No.”
She turned away from him, staring at the ceiling. He waited patiently, knowing she had to tell it her way.
“It’s his fault,” she said. “That little man. It all started with him.”
“Berry? The homunculus?”
“Yes! I just wanted an answer to my question – my one true love!” She paused to take a breath. “I was assuming that it was either you or Chad Sterillo.”
“So what happened?” Errol asked, ignoring the implication in her statement.
“I asked my great-granny about it the next day, like I said I would. She’s half-senile, but occasionally she knows what she’s talking about. She told me to forget about the one with the troupe and make my own.”
“She taught you how to do it?”
Talia nodded. “Um-hmm. She told me what to do. She told me the type of earth to use, the runes to draw, the words to say.”
“So what happened?”
“I don’t know. Something didn’t go right. Honestly, I didn’t really expect anything to happen, but I didn’t think it would hurt to try. But when I was finished, that bracelet started to glow and–”
“Wait. You mean Gale’s bracelet?”
Talia glanced at him, then quickly looked away again, clearly ashamed. Theft of any sort was rare in a community like theirs, where everyone pulled together – had to – in order to survive.
“I didn’t mean to take it,” she finally said. “I was a little jealous when she showed it to everyone, saying you’d given it to her. We were all staying in Margo’s room, and after everyone went to sleep, I went into Gale’s bag and took it out. I only wanted a closer look at it, but then it sounded like someone was waking up and before I knew it, I had tucked it into the sleeve of my nightgown.
“When we got up the next morning, I had planned to put it back before everyone left. For some reason, though, I never got around to it. Whenever I touched that bracelet, it just felt like it belonged to me. With me.”
“So you kept it,” Errol added.
“Yes, and I had it on when I tried to make my own homunculus. But it didn’t make one. It made something else instead.”
“A golem.”
“Is that what it’s called? Interesting… Anyway, when I was finished making it, the bracelet started to glow, and so did the thing I’d tried to make. I got scared and ran away. That night, though, after I went to sleep, I had a dream that I was walking through the forest. The world looked peculiar to me – things were different colors and shapes than what they should have been. Also I felt different, like I was living in someone else’s body almost.
“I spent a good part of that first night – last night – just exploring. Looking around, going through the forest, watching people, animals, the forest.”
“Sounds like a lot of walking.”
“Not really,” she said, shaking her head. “It never actually felt like I was walking. It felt like I would just glide along the ground, through it, like I was a part of the earth.” Then she frowned. “That’s what I was doing when I saw it kill Tern.”
Errol raised an eyebrow, but kept silent.
“It looked like a woman,” Talia said, continuing, “but also some kind of snake. It chased him into the water, wrapped itself around him, and crushed him.”
“You didn’t…you didn’t try to stop it?”
“I didn’t know any of it was real!” she said, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I thought I was dreaming!”
Errol took the towel and wiped her tears, and then sat silently as Talia took a few moments to compose herself.
“I hadn’t seen anything like it before,” she said, “so after it finished with Tern, I just followed it.”
“And it eventually climbed a tree, where some clothes were hanging, changed into a person, and got dressed.”
Talia looked at him in astonishment. “How did you know?”
“I’m the Warden,” he said with a smile. “It’s my job to know.”
She smiled back at him, and then went on. “I woke up the next morning – yesterday, although it seems a lot longer – dead tired, and feeling sick and feverish, although I got better as the day went on. I didn’t find out until later that Tern was actually dead. Even then, I still thought it was all a dream. Until we came back to see the performers again tonight and I saw her – saw her talking to Chad – and I knew. I knew it was all real. And I started feeling sick all over again.”
“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”
“Tell anyone what? That while I was sick and feverish the night before, I had a dream that a snake-woman had killed somebody and then turned into a girl? They’d just think I was delusional. So I left the rest of the girls and came back here; I probably should have gone home – let my mother take care of me instead of making Mrs. Messen do it – but it was already dark, I was by myself, and this was closer. I think I heard the girls come in later, but I was pretty much out of it by then.”
The rest of the story Errol essentially knew. In the grips of her fever, Talia had brought the golem back a second night. This time, however, she had tried to prevent the lamia from killing again – once when the golem showed up at the campsite, and again in Moonbloom Meadow. Unfortunately, Talia’s unity with her construct meant that the injuries that the golem had suffered had, to some extent, been transferred to her.
“Am I going to die?” Talia asked softly, after finishing her story. Her voice was slowly fading.
“I don’t know,” Errol answered honestly, “but I’ll do whatever I can to prevent it.”
With great effort, she reached over and patted his hand. “Thanks,” she whispered, so gently that he barely heard it.
“One more thing,” he said. “The snake-woman. Do you know who she was?”
Talia nodded, and Errol leaned in closely as she whispered in his ear.
   
*****
   
When he left the bedroom, Talia was sleeping. In his hand he held the bracelet, which he now viewed as a thing of malice.
After Talia had whispered in his ear, he had gently lifted the sleeve of her nightgown, where the ornament was on her wrist. It had glowed with an intense red light when he started to pull it off, and though it merely felt warm to him, it had scorched Talia’s flesh, making her scream. The thing obviously hadn’t wanted to come off. Still, the minute it had been removed, Talia had fallen into a deep sleep, breathing calmly and evenly. Errol didn’t know if it was his imagination or not, but her pallor even seemed to have improved.
Mrs. Messen – and the rest of the girls – followed him as he carried the bracelet into the great room of the home, where an intense fire crackled and burned in the fireplace.
Errol dropped to his knees and laid the bracelet on the stone hearth of the fireplace. Around it he traced an intricate ward with his wand, one meant to dispel harmful magic. When he had finished, he spoke a word of power and the ward flared up in a brilliant hue of purple. From the bedroom where she was sleeping, he heard Talia moaning loudly in pain. Around him, Mrs. Messen and the girls watched in fear and fascination – a few of them making gestures to ward off evil.
When the purple light seemed at its brightest, Errol pulled out his dagger and brought it down on the bracelet, bifurcating it, and then tossed the pieces into the fireplace. Immediately, the flames blazed up and out into the room, almost singeing Errol’s eyebrows and making the girls yelp in terror as a noise like a gigantic gong suddenly reverberated throughout the house, rattling the entire place like a pair of dice. At the same time, Talia screamed – a high, oscillating surge of sound that seemed to go on for far longer than she should have had air in her lungs.
Errol stepped towards the door, now focused on the last thing he had to do.
“Wait,” said a voice behind him – Gale’s – as he pulled the door open. “Talia. Will she be all right?”
“I don’t know,” he answered. And then he was gone.







 
Chapter 21
   
Errol furtively approached the troupe encampment, intent on remaining unseen – not an easy task when the entire band seemed to be packing up at whirlwind speed. Regardless of the outcome of Anru’s argument with the mayor, they were clearly planning to bolt. And with good reason.
There was a killer amongst them. A literal monster.
However, for reasons unknown, they were choosing to harbor the thing. Errol, on the other hand, meant to see that the lamia was stopped once and for all.
It was still well before dawn, but there was manic activity all over the camp, like an anthill that had been stepped on. There was only one place where things appeared relatively calm, one spot: Anru and Miabi’s tent.
Errol circled around until he could approach the tent from the rear. Then he slipped up next to it, unseen, and listened. He could hear a voice inside, and after a few moments of concentration could make out who the speaker was.
“What did you say to him?!” Miabi was saying. “Tell me!” Errol didn’t hear a response, but Miabi went on, saying, “You are a mean, spiteful little creature! We feed you, care for you, protect you, and what do we get in re–”
Miabi stopped in mid-sentence and turned as Errol entered the tent, a menacing look on her face. In her hand she held Berry in a white-knuckled grip. Based on what he’d heard, Errol assumed she was trying to get information from the little man.
“I can tell you what he said,” Errol announced. “He said that a girl is never just a girl, regardless of her appearance. I didn’t quite understand what he was talking about then, but I do now.”
Without taking her eyes off Errol, Miabi reached towards the ground, where Berry’s cage happened to be located. She opened it, thrust the homunculus inside, then closed the door – all the while maintaining eye contact with Errol.
“Warden,” she finally said, as if Errol had not spoken. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”
“I think you know,” answered Errol, wand and dagger in hand. “The lamia. You’ve been harboring it. I don’t know if you occasionally use it in your sideshow or you think it’s some kind of pet, but I know it’s here and I know it’s Tilbi.”
Miabi took a step towards Errol. He pointed his wand directly at her and she froze.
“Tilbi’s my daughter, Warden,” Miabi said, “so even if what you say is true, you can’t have her. In our family, we take care of our own.”
“She’s a murderer. She’s killed at least three people – maybe four if Chad’s dead. I have to stop her.”
“Tilbi is a youngling, my baby girl. What you claim is monstrous, and beyond what the child I raised is capable of. If you don’t believe me, ask her yourself.”
She gestured to an area behind Errol. Alarmed, he anxiously turned, weapons at the ready. There was no one there. Too late, he realized his mistake. There was a sound like fabric being torn, the distinctive rip of rent clothing material. He tried to turn back towards her, but wasn’t fast enough. His hands were gripped and jerked above his head so fiercely that his feet were lifted off the ground. He found himself face to face with Miabi, but now the lower half of her body was that of a snake, and the upper portion was scaled. Off to the side lay the shredded remains of her clothes, which had apparently burst at the seams when she changed form.
“You came in search of a lamia, and now you’ve found one,” she said, forked tongue sliding sibilantly in and out of her mouth. Errol wasn’t entirely sure, but looking at her now, the lamia seemed bigger than he remembered, longer. A new, more frightening thought about the monster suddenly occurred to him.
Before he could focus any more on the notion that had just entered his brain, powerful hands squeezed his own, making Errol drop his weapons. He muttered a word under his breath, and all the torches in the tent went out. He swung his legs up and kicked out at the place where Miabi’s face had been. He was rewarded with the feeling of his feet connecting solidly with something pliant. There was a hiss of pain, and then the hands holding him let go and he dropped to the ground.
The lamia’s tail whipped madly back and forth, knocking over various items in the tent. Errol went to his hands and knees, feeling around in desperation as he tried to locate his dagger or wand. He still had his throwing knife, but he couldn’t see a thing at the moment. Moreover, he was worried that the lamia – like some serpents – might have excellent night vision.
Suddenly, the tent came down on them. It only took a second for Errol to realize what had happened: Miabi’s tail had knocked down the tent poles.
Abandoning the search for the rest of his arsenal, Errol stood up, pulled out his throwing knife, and began slicing open the canvas covering him. He’d only made a hole big enough to stick his head through when someone tackled him and bore him down to the ground. Moreover, powerful hands under the collapsed tent suddenly gripped his arms, making him practically immobile. And all around him came an unmistakable hissing.
Over the next few minutes, he was forcefully held on the ground, face essentially in the dirt, while the tent was raised again in total darkness. His one attempt at rebellion was when he was able to form a spark in his hand and tried to shoot it at whoever was holding him. He missed. The next second, however, his hand was caught in a grip of steel that squeezed unmercifully, grinding the bones together.
“Do that again,” said a voice so close that the forked tongue touched his ear, “and I’ll break every bone in your hand.” Errol didn’t doubt the truth of the words; he stayed quiet and docile.
When the tent was finally raised, Errol was hauled to his feet. That’s when he realized that there was not one but two people holding him – one on each side. And as the torches were slowly lit, he had another revelation. They weren’t people at all. They were lamias.
There were four of them – five if you counted Miabi, who had shifted back to human form. Two of them were holding Errol. Directly in front of him stood Miabi, adjusting a fresh set of clothing she had obviously just put on. To her right stood two other lamias – one in front of the other. The one in the rear he looked at and, after a moment, recognized as Sharn. She met his gaze for only a moment, and then looked away. In front of Sharn stood Tilbi – the murderer. Now that he understood what she was, he could see traces of the young girl in the lamia’s visage, although the similarities were slight.
There was a wicked wound on the left side of Tilbi’s chest, just a little above where her heart should be. It was obviously the wound caused by his dagger. Noting his attention, Tilbi hissed at Errol, fought to get at him. Thankfully, Sharn kept her hands firmly gripped on her little sister’s shoulders, keeping her from going anywhere, and used her own tail to pin Tilbi’s back out of the way.
All in all, Errol realized that the thought he’d had earlier, when Miabi had held him aloft, was correct. He’d noticed that her serpentine form seemed too big to be the lamia he’d actually been trying to catch – which meant that there was more than one. Too late, he now understood that they were an entire family of monsters. (Presumably the two holding him were Miabi’s other two daughters.)
The men, too, it seemed. Thinking back, Errol now grasped the fact that Baro bumping into him earlier as he threw his dagger had been no accident. The knife-thrower had intentionally tried to hinder Errol in order to protect his sister. So much made sense now…
“As I told you, Warden, you can’t have Tilbi,” Miabi said, bringing Errol’s mind back to the present. “We–”
“Let’s just get this over with,” Errol stated resignedly, cutting her off. “No need to drag it out. I don’t need the speech or your gloating.”
Errol felt disgusted with himself. He hadn’t ever really wanted to be a Warden, but he’d taken the responsibilities seriously since his brother had vanished. Now he’d allowed himself to become a victim of one of the things he was supposed to protect the people in his ward from. Thus, he found it odd that he suddenly wasn’t afraid to die (or die horribly at the hands of monsters, which had always been his fear), but rather that he would die a failure. That in death he was letting Stanchion Ward down. That he was letting Tom down.
Miabi looked at him oddly. “Very well, then,” she said. She turned and nodded towards Sharn, whose hands moved up swiftly from Tilbi’s shoulders to her head, and then twisted violently. Tilbi fell to the ground lifeless, head turned almost completely around on her body.
“As I said,” Miabi stated, with tears in her eyes, “we take care of our own.”
   
*****
   
Afterwards, Errol found himself alone with Miabi. (Apparently Anru was aware of what had happened, and was in mourning of some sort.) Sharn had returned his weapons to him while her sisters had taken away Tilbi’s body.
“It wasn’t her fault,” Miabi said after a few moments of silence, looking down at her hands. “Not really. I should have seen that she was having trouble with the transition.”
“Transition?” Errol asked.
Miabi finally looked him in the eye. “You know what I am. I make no excuses for it. It’s as nature made me.”
“It’s in your nature to kill innocents?”
“You misunderstand. I am a lamia. I can’t change that. But if I could, I would choose to be fully human. But even if I’m not fully human by your definition, it doesn’t mean that I can’t act that way.”
“Are you trying to say that you don’t kill?”
“Neither I, nor my family, wantonly shed blood.”
“And Tilbi?”
Miabi sighed. “You have to understand. A lamia has two great passions in life: children and its mate. When I met my husband, he was widowed, with four children. For a lamia – especially one like myself, who only wanted to love and be loved – it was perfect. In time, I came to have children myself. Fortunately, my sons are all human, but my daughters…well, they’re like me.”
“That still doesn’t explain Tilbi.”
“Like me, each of my daughters has the ability to assume either of two forms – lamia or human. However, the talent for shifting between the two usually occurs around the age of maturity. For Tilbi, the ability to transition came a lot earlier, and with it came some of the natural instincts of a lamia.”
“The desire to find a mate,” Errol guessed.
“Yes.”
“So that’s what happened to the guys here that she killed.”
“Yes and no. Tilbi had just turned twelve – not even in the stage of puberty in her human form. Boys would have been more interested in Sharn than in her.”
Miabi’s comment brought something to mind, illuminating a fact that Errol had paid little mind to.
“Everyone who was attacked. They had all spent time with Sharn.”
Miabi nodded. “Flirting is part of what our girls do. They try to get the local boys to buy our wares, come see our shows, participate in our games of chance. Sharn is very good at it.”
“And Tilbi was jealous.”
“Yes. So she told each of those boys that Sharn wanted to meet them. But then she went to them herself, revealed her true nature.”
“Let me guess, the boys were less than impressed.”
“Terrified would be a better word. And as for Tilbi’s reaction…let’s just say that lamias don’t take rejection very well.”
“But you knew. You knew the night we found that first body. You could have stopped it then.”
Miabi looked at him furiously. “I thought my daughter could still be saved! I thought there was still a chance she could learn to control her impulses!”
“Well, you were wrong, and because of that people are dead.”
“Don’t you think I know that? Don’t you think I feel terrible? But at the same time, Tilbi was a child – my child – and she couldn’t control herself!”
There was a level of anguish in her voice that Errol couldn’t ignore, even though he now knew what she was. It reminded him of his recent run-in with the White Widow, and an elemental truth he had learned from that encounter: even monsters love their children.
“So why all this?” he asked. “You were initially planning to leave and take her with you, with nobody the wiser. What changed?”
“Because after she came back tonight, I knew there was no saving her, no getting her to stop. She’d gone feral.”
“Feral?”
“She would never have stopped killing, even if someone did fall in love with her. So we did what we had to do.”
“But why do it in front of me?”
“So that you’d know it had been done. That the problem had been resolved. So that you’d know something about us. That – just like normal people – we try to do the right thing. That we’re honest, kind, and decent. Surely that has some value.”
Errol crossed his arms, suddenly comprehending why Miabi was being so open and forthright. “You want something. What is it?”
“Perceptive, as always, Warden. What we want is no more than what we’ve always wanted – to be able to travel and conduct our performances in peace.”
Errol pondered this for a moment before he realized what she was asking. “You want me to keep silent. Not tell anyone what you are.”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t do that,” he said.
She nodded, lowering her eyes in sad contemplation. “I understand.”







 
Chapter 22
   
Errol didn’t stick around to see the troupe off. There was an air of melancholy about the place as he left, and he couldn’t wait to get away. He went home and – once again – slept in, not waking up until roused by the mayor pounding on his door that afternoon.
It appeared that Chad had only suffered a broken arm and a few broken ribs; he would recover. When asked, the mayor had no news about Talia, but presumably this boded well, since word would have spread quickly had things turned for the worse. Hopefully she would recover with no ill effects from her episode with the golem.
As to the troupe, they had been gone by daybreak. Errol brought the mayor up to speed on what he’d learned about them.
“So they were literally a carnival of monsters?” Mayor Sterillo asked when Errol had finished his tale.
“They probably prefer the term ‘family’,” Errol said.
“As long as the lamia is dead, I don’t really care much.” Then the mayor added, in a conspiratorial voice, “Incidentally, where do you think they went?”
Errol shrugged. “I couldn’t even hazard a guess at this point.” Something in the mayor’s voice made him feel slightly uneasy. Still, the man’s son had almost been killed; wanting to know the location of those who had harbored the attempted murderer did not seem particularly unreasonable.
He and the mayor made small talk for a little while thereafter, and then the latter said his goodbyes and left. Errol debated going back to sleep, but – deciding against it – launched into his regular routine.
*****
   
There was only one place Errol intended to visit on his rounds that day: the Beverly farm. He wasn’t wild about the way he’d left things with Gale at the Messens’ home (but in his defense, he had been trying to track down a couple of monsters).
She was picking apples in their orchard when he arrived. Her mother had barely spoken a word to him when he showed up asking about Gale, merely pointed him in the proper direction. Once there, he went directly to Gale and told her everything that had happened. On her part, she didn’t say anything; she just listened until he finished speaking.
“So the lamia’s dead?” she asked when he was done.
“Yes,” he replied.
“And the bracelet you gave me was cursed?”
“No, not cursed. It was magical, and somehow that magic got activated and misused by Talia’s own desires.”
“So, cursed,” she reiterated. This time, Errol chose not to argue. “Anyway, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth about the bracelet being missing right away. I just didn’t want you thinking I was so careless with something that you gave me – that it reflected how I felt about you.”
“It’s okay. I don’t think that knowing about it would have changed anything that happened.”
“Still, I should have said something.”
He stepped close and took her hand. “If it’s really bothering you, I know a way you can make it up to me.”
“Oh really?” she asked as he leaned in and kissed her.
A few moments later she pulled away, breathless, but smiling.
“I really need to finish picking these apples,” she said. “But if you’d like, you can stay for dinner, where you can start courting me properly.”
“Court you? What does that entail?”
“For starters, the next bauble you give me better be something you properly paid for or made with your own two hands!”
*****
   
It was later, after he had returned from dinner with the Beverly family, that he noticed something odd. Just in front of the porch and leading underneath it was a minute set of footprints, tracks one might expect to be made by a very tiny person. Oddly enough, they didn’t really seem to have a point of origin, appearing instead to have simply come out of nowhere – as if the person making them had materialized out of the ether or perhaps dropped from the sky.
Before he could scrutinize them in detail, the neigh of a horse pulled his attention away from what he was seeing, and he noticed two riders heading his way. After observing them for a few moments, he recognized them as Baro and Anru. At the same time, a weird compulsion made him step on the tiny footprints and surreptitiously wipe them out.
“Hello, Warden,” said Anru when he and his son were close enough to be heard. He looked haggard and withdrawn.
“Anru,” Errol said, acknowledging the man with a nod. “Baro.”
Frankly speaking, Errol was more than a little surprised by this visit. With their secret out, he’d actually never expected to see any of the troupe in his neck of the woods again (which was also the impression he’d gotten from Miabi). Presumably, whatever they wanted had to be important for them to still be hanging around in Stanchion.
Bearing that in mind, along with the notion that they might be feeling vengeful about the death of Tilbi, Errol kept his hands on his wand and dagger. He needn’t have worried, however. They were there for an entirely different purpose, although it was, indeed, important.
“You haven’t seen Berry, have you?” asked Baro.
“Berry?” Errol asked. “I don’t think so. Why? Is there a problem?”
“It appears that Berry’s cage was in the tent where you and my wife had your ‘discussion’ last night,” Anru said. “It’s my understanding that the tent collapsed at some point and lots of items were knocked over. Berry’s cage appears to have been one of them, and when someone finally thought to check on him, he was gone.”
“So, what makes you think I might know?”
“Berry rarely ever speaks to anyone, but he was downright chatty when it came to you,” Anru said. “We thought he may have sought you out.”
“I’m sorry,” Errol answered. “I haven’t set eyes on him since I saw him in your tent.”
Errol’s two visitors accepted this without comment. They spoke for a few more minutes, chatting idly about the troupe and its performances. Errol found it odd how they all – himself included – casually sidestepped any mention of Tilbi’s death.
After a while, Anru thanked Errol for his assistance and then left with his son. Watching them ride away, Errol couldn’t help feeling a certain amount of sympathy for them. It was bad enough that they had lost a sister and daughter, but they had also lost Berry, whom Errol now had no doubt was an invaluable treasure. Errol idly wondered if the homunculus planned to stay under the porch, or if he’d eventually ask to move into the house. (And if he did ask to move in, whether he’d be a good housemate.) No matter what else happened, the life of a Warden was certainly never boring.
   
THE END
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