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            A note on maps

 

Aside from the high level world map at the beginning, maps are revealed as they are revealed to our hero.  They may have been made years before and don't have every detail.  They are all Arty has to work with in this harsh world into which she was born, so they are all we will work with.

      

    


Prologue:

––––––––
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Eight years since The Darkness began

––––––––
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“Why do you still wear that plucking sash?”

“Shut it.”

“There are NO other imperials, what was left of the network collapsed two years past, you know they’re not coming back.”

The Man in the Scarlet Sash held good posture, he was alert, one knew he still had oil for his sword and leather boots, mended his shield straps, and recalled his training to the point where he was predictable.  The second man didn’t like him because of all these reasons.  Of the first two he was envious, of the third he had pity.  No, the strong survive and those who were predictable, well trained or not, would not survive, only those who could adapt to this new, fragmented society, and more so to the ever present risk of attack by the ever more aggressive monsters crawling out of holes and migrating to Pallacium, or what was left of it.

“I know.”  The Man in the Scarlet Sash finally said, stirring the dying fire, a final flick of flame fluttering forth followed by naught but soft red and grey coals.  They’d found a well sheltered overhang for the night, another couple days and they’d make Chateau Chauncey.  They’d bring needed news of Bremerburg’s hard fought but successful harvest, they’d share that Bremerburg had lost contact with Buchtelhald in the higher hills and feared the worst but would send a better equipped patrol in Spring, they’d share their learnings on battle strategies against the goblins that were occasionally attacking in bands now, and commonly at day as well as night, let alone when they and their brethren monsters went reeeaaally berserk during....

“Yes, you know.  And you know it’s impractical to wear your shiny plucking broach with the fire flashing off of it, begging for attention, but you still plucking wear it.  Pride.  You’ve got to be the last still wearing that costume.  Get some sleep, I’ll wake you for midnight watch, the boy’s already asleep, let him be until morning if you can.”

––––––––

[image: ]


The sun was up when The Man in the Scarlet Sash kicked the other man, hard enough for the other man to know it was an alarm and he was a not just sore from the exchange the night before, or the fight they’d had saving the boy from the goblins in a tree two days prior.  He didn’t make a noise as he popped up to his feet and held his sword, still in it’s scabbard.  

But The Man in the Scarlet Sash just turned away from him to the rising sun, he didn’t even have his weapon.

A gruff whisper only.  “Where’s the boy?”

“Off foraging I imagine.  Doesn’t matter.”  The Man in the Scarlet Sash spoke at normal volume to the rising sun, he was very solemn for some reason.  Why?  “I can’t hear him so he’s too far away anyhow.”

“Too far fr.....”  That’s when The Man in the Scarlet Sash turned back to look at a the other man, shifting a step to his left, revealing the red sun, from behind his head, still with the solemn look.  There were many hazy mornings, but this wasn’t one of them.  That meant the sun was red because....

“Eclipse.”

Both men were silent as the sun slowly got redder, purple, then it was a grey like so many dusks.  A last dusk.  The ever hopeful...but now hopeless...Man with the Scarlet Sash looked at the other man’s now panicking eyes and wondered if it was worth reaching for his sword.

The other man had heard the shuffling as well.  He knew that noise, and he knew about how many.  He was looking beyond The Man in the Scarlet Sash, he could see a dozen sets of demented eyes glowing in the darkening edge of the clearing already.

––––––––
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Melaan Master Map from Palladium Library[image: ]
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Moonville Area Map from Moonville Town Hall
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Chapter 1
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100 years since The Darkness began

––––––––
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Arty held her father’s hand.  He’d been home from the disastrous foraging sweep for two full days and hadn’t woken up for more than an instant at a time.  He was still hot, his skin seemed....scaly.  Like a lizard.  But surely that was just her imagination.  Ironic, since he was stung by a winged lizard.  He still seemed clammy despite his heat and despite being too dehydrated to sweat.  His sweat, or dried sweat, smelled of garlic, and arugula.  Her mother seemed calm but paced the dirt floor in the single room house.  Someone outside dropped a bucket or a crate.  Her mother jumped a bit.  Arty instinctively let go of her father’s hand, immediately ashamed because of her ingrained aversion to someone in her coterie discovering her showing affection.  This would have had disastrous ramifications with her social status in the ten girl group she’d schooled, played, and trained with since she could walk.  Maintaining status was everything.

Her father stirred.  His eyes opened.  He seemed immediately alert but not panicked.

“Duanna.”  It was his voice, not scratchy like Arty imagined, but hot like his skin.  She smiled.

Her mother was already to the table, grabbing a big ceramic cup, already waiting and full of water, and diving to his side.  She pressed it in his hand but his eyes were only on his wife’s eyes, not the cup, as if he was blind.  Her insight was spot on with the water though, as if sensing the humidity in the cup, he rushed the cup to his mouth, gulping the water that could save his life.  By the time he’d finished she was back with the pitcher, supporting his grip on the cup with her other hand and filling it quickly.  In her haste, her insight was correct again, he faded quickly, but he didn’t finish falling back until he’d finished the second cup of water, his wife’s hands keeping the cup to his lips even as his head settled to the old, yellow pillow.  He was out again.  He’d never even looked at Arty.  She was ashamed all over again for letting go of his hand.

But her mother seemed collected and confident of her diagnosis, and of his prognosis, despite the single tear that rushed down her cheek.  She straightened and took a deep breath as she returned the pitcher and cup to the table.  

“It could have been a dry drop of venom on its claw, maybe it was preening it’s tail spike days before.  He’s lucky Arty, he’s lucky he had you there.”  

Arty studied her mother, Arty was level, calm.  Not morose, mature.  “He’s dying.”

“He’s not dying.  He’s ill.  I’ve seen this before, the kiss of a nasty wyvern, just a peck.  It was in the form of tainted and undercooked meat when I saw this before, on a foraging sweep of my own, a decade ago.  Or more.  And now that Kumarbi’s woken and had water he’ll sweat this out soon.  Any paralysis in his shoulder will not last long.  If we can keep the wound clean he will be...fine.  And I’ve got the herbs and the plucking stubbornness to hold him down in bed for a fortnight to do it.  And I’ve even the time now that I’m not The Shamash anymore.”

Arty didn’t buy her mother’s weak smile, or the act about how there was a blessing in her downfall as The Shamash.  Mother had patched together a few good years managing the town.  She’d pushed her luck in preaching the benefits of empowering men as almost-but-not-quite equals and that had been her downfall.  It didn’t matter that the town lost population every year to monsters and disease, but it was just not going to be tolerable to the real power in town to let men fight, govern, or even eat meals, as equals, next to women.  It was a gasping hold onto power for the cabal of women in charge of the declining town.  A pointless machisma, a stubbornness to the point of extinction.

“He’s dying.”

Her mother looked down at Arty, again holding her father’s hand.  Again absently rubbing the scar on her forehead with her other hand.  She sighed, no fooling this one, she’s always had the intuition.

“He will lose constitution slowly, yes.  He will be able to help around home, he’ll be able to cook, sweep the square, he’ll serve food at the hall or help the shepherdess with her sheep maybe.  He’ll be cold even in summer so I’ll have to get more blankets and keep the fire higher, which reminds me I need you to start hoarding wood for winter.  Keep it quiet, just a bit every day, or twice a day, we got a late start with both of you on that foraging sweep the few days.”

“How long?”

Her mother paused and stared at her now easy breathing, not yet sweating again husband.  She loved him.  It seemed to Arty more so than any wife loved her husband in the whole town.  There were quite a few couples that practiced patrimony, meaning they treated each other as equals in the household, but less still that did so in public, or admitted it in public.

Downfall and regime change had been quick when The Shamash, the new one, and her cabal, had denounced mother and pushed her out of her town leadership role in disgrace.  They’d said she had lost people every year, which was true for long before Arty’s mother had become The Shamash.  They’d lost people just as much since ousting her.  But it was that her mother’s rule was about collaboration, not so much with men in positions of power, but with the input of anyone and everyone to be considered.  The new Shamash and her cronies ruled with an iron fist.  And despite setbacks like this disaster they’d just retuned from (they’d dropped all the food in their exhausting, fighting retreat to town and surely the wyverns had eaten the bear meat and other monsters, or surely Nephilim, the ferrel humans, had gotten to the paw paw fruit by now as well), The Shamasah would not hear a word of criticism about this, a complaint from the families of those dead, a sideways glance even, lest there be reprisals.

“To be honest it could be a year, it could be several, assuming the wound is not infected...further.”

“Mother, we’re not going to survive are we?”

“What do you mean?

Silence.  Longer.  The fire cracking, Kumarbi’s strained breathing, a conversation outside too far away to hear.  Arty did not answer, she didn’t need to and they both knew it.

Her mother relented.  “Moonville.  No Artemis.  It’s not.  We’re not going to last long.  Not at this rate.  It’s unsustainable.”

Arty hated that name.  In another situation she’d walk out on her in a guise to get wood but more just to calm down.  That name, being different than the others in her coterie, different than any in town, had gotten her picked on and beaten by older girls a dozen times.  And worse, it had not let her just keep a low profile in her coterie.  Social status was everything.  Attention was historically a bad omen for her coterie.

No, she didn’t like her given name, who cares the background story that it came from her great-grandmother she’d never met, but it wasn’t her name that she was thinking about.  

“Un...sus...tainable?”

“Yes Arty, it means we lose more folk than we gain every year.  There aren’t enough babies, healthy ones, not that we could feed more.  And we haven’t brought in Nephilim in two dozen years, there just aren’t any wandering clans left it seems, and those that we interviewed when I was The Shamash were not genuine in heart and desire.”

“Ferrels,” Arty spat.  “I can’t believe we ever brought them in.”

Her mother frowned firmly.  “The town would have been gone decades ago had we not.  But with the...blackening of the world out there...the fermentation of darkness...there can’t be many...maybe any Nephilim, left out there.

“There’s Nephilim blood in half the town Arty.  My mother was one.  Thanks that the new cabal doesn’t discriminate against them or the town would split and war and fall by winter.”

“Hmmmph.”

“Artemis.” Her mother fidgeted.  “When I got water I heard The Shamash was forming a party to find a town to the east to band with, as desperate as it is.  She wants to distract townsfolk from the...” She looked at Arty’s father, “...failure of the foraging sweep.”

Arty’s eyes had rounded, her head jerked toward her mother, and gave her full attention, with a glint in her eye.

“Yes, it’s what you and I talked about Arty.  The time is upon us.  The decision is yours, I will support you with all my heart no matter what you choose, but choose you now must.  You know The Shamash, when she makes a decision...they will surely leave today.”

Arty had made her decision two days ago.  It had only been her third sweep.  She’d been on hunting patrols, she’d done guard duty, she’d impressed with her patience in ambush and in battle.  She’d killed two goblins.  She didn’t get cocky, she didn’t rush, she knew her skills needed honed, but she knew she had a knack, a sense for combat.  

She looked back to her father.  She made her decision when her father was wounded.  Or was it when her legs were about to give out holding her father up within sight of the town walls when half the warriors in the party were screaming for her to leave him and run?  Or maybe it was earlier, when the leaders in the foraging party hadn’t listened to his assessment of the danger in the first place, the blind fools not trusting one with his experience to know the difference between wyvern and peryton tracks.

“I’ll volunteer, and they’ll take me, they already said they would.”

She didn’t need to turn her head, she could feel another tear roll down her mother’s cheek.  How did she know though?  It almost seemed to Arty she could taste it.  Gross.  These hypersensitive intuitions were stronger when she was focused, when her head should have been cloudy but was clear.  She’d first noticed it during combat.

“There’s something else now.  I....I hate to burden you Artemis, but there’s just no time.”

Arty turned sharply, again sensing something shift, something not expected from her mother.

Her mother was looking at her father.  “This will be a lot for you to take, so I will give it all to you and let you do with it what you will.  As you know you’re named after your great-grandmother.”

“I know that.”

“She and your great-grandfather lived in a tall keep in the mountains called Chloris Ripa after the darkness came a hundred years ago.  He was a....a wizard of sorts.  My mother almost never spoke of him, I believe I overheard her once say his name was “Sionist”.  I never met him, I barely met her, she died when I was ten, but she said he was legendary.  Even those of the last Nephilim we accepted talked of Chloris Ripa, and in a very strange way, as if it lived, as if he were eternal, a legend in the mountains.

“So what.”

“He was a healer of sorts as well, they say, and my mother said.  Arty, I have a list of herbs and medicines that may very well cure your father.  Any good healer would have an inventory on hand, and sealed well.  I know The Shamash won’t direct the party there but it’s east and the other town is supposedly northeast so it’s possible some of the herbs at least grow in the area.”

“Medicines?”

“Salves, oils, dried herbs, pre-dark age things we’ve mostly forgotten.  Here is the list.  I’ve drawn and described them like when we study herbs that grow around here.”  She smiled, remembering their walks on warm days near the walls together.  When they were closer.  

Arty smiled as well, a sad smile, folding the ancient, fine cloth with the list into a pocket sewn into her waist.  “I would have liked to have been a healer.  I’ve always enjoyed how some herbs help different ailments and such.  I suppose now I won’t be able to learn more.  I don’t think I have the heart for anything else in the town mother.  That’s why I’m going, this is my chance to prove myself as a warrior.  I want to be The Shamash and the only way to be a leader in town is to lead a successful warrior party as the Party Shamash.  And there’s no time better than this to volunteer, I know most of the girls in my coterie will have an excuse not to and, I seem to...focus better when I’m not around my coterie.”

Tears now poured out of her mother as she looked into her daughter’s eyes. She knew her Arty was thinking about equal rights for men, and she knew it was because that’s the only way the town would survive, and she hoped also because it was moral.

That’s when the town bell began to ring.
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Chapter 2
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“Shepherdess, is there something I can help you with?”

That low gravel voice she knew so well.  “Artem...Arty, no, um, do ya have a moment?”

“Well, I’m kind of leaving to try to save the town in a few moments but sure.”  Arty adjusted her small knife in the lining of her right boot, then hitched her unstrung bow up where it was secured between her quiver and backpack her mother had pushed on her, saying her father wouldn’t need it.

The Shepherdess looked around the town square, just an open area near the gate, as run down and ugly as the rest of the town.  Seeing Arty’s friend Nergal and her older sister Nereus with their matching black shields with the Moonville symbol, a white skeleton reaching up with one hand to cradle a quarter moon, she absently nodded her approval to herself that they were also in the party, but moreso she’d looked to confirm no-one was listening to them.

“I...I see yer’ve yer long bow.  Never enough arrows, eh?  Herher.”  The Shepherdess laughed absently.  “Yer longsword, dagger, good, good,” she eyed Arty up and down nervously, “they’ve packed yer food and yer got blankets for the colder nights a coming?”

“Shepherdess, I’m fine, mother’s just finished fretting over me, what’re you about?”

The Shepherdess fidgeted with her massive robe, looked over her shoulder to her even more massive husband lurking at the edge of the square.

“Well, if yer...well...if yer don’t come back I couldn’t live with me-self if I didn’t come clean.”

Arty stood dumbfounded.  The Shepherdess was as confident as any woman in the town, she was as well regarded, better regarded by most than The Shamash was herself.  And here and now the bobcat’s got her tongue.  How about that.

Arty politely waited.

“Arty.  Y-yer know yer grandma died before ya was born.”  Arty nodded.  “And, well, our group, her group, they was...refugees, Nephilim as it were.

“Well, yer grandma, she were a rough warrior type, like Nereus there.  Yer grandma could see yer ma was takin’ her own path, her own...values...not that there’s anything wrong with them, I’m with her, heck, my husband, the shepherd, we treat each other as equals in our patrimony inside the home and even when we’re workin’ the animals and round the hands.  Truth be told he runs things, I’m just there for show, herherher!”

Arty continued to marvel at a how such a powerful, confident, large, woman was stammering and nervous.  What was she getting at?

“What are you getting at?”

“Ah, sorry, so, well, yer grandma, Melantha, she worried about yer ma not givin’ it to ya and, well, it skips generations an she wanted me to keep this for ya.”  The Shepherdess quickly brought a rag forth from inside her robe and shielded it and unwrapped it for Arty to see.  It was a knife, a long knife, almost a dirk, the hilt of black wood and metal...no it was stone, with a dark matte grey blade.  The Shepherdess thumbed words on the hilt proudly.  “Made me promise to give it to ya.”

“Oh my.  It’s beautiful.  What does it say?”

“She told me it says ‘Melantha’ in an old language, and here,” she turned it over, “it says ‘Black Iron Death’, the blade turns to a nice polished silver shine if a goblin’s ‘round.”  The Shepherdess’s eyes lit up.  “And it’s true!  The time six years ago when the goblin snuck over the wall and was eatin’ on one o’ my sheep?  Well he were dead by the time I got to the pen, thanks ta that Nereus who was walkin’ by.  But I went back in and grabbed this to see if it were a shimmerin’ and it were!  Well, not bright, but different enough to know yer grandma were true.  Ain’t she a beaut?”

The Shepherdess looked around and pushed it into Arty’s hands and Arty quickly covered it back up and slipped it into her backpack.  Time enough to strap it on her belt later.

“Thank you Shepherdess, it will keep me, hopefully it keeps the party safe out there.”

The Shepherdess nodded quickly so her chins jiggled.  She seemed relieved to be rid of her charge.  She turned but turned back.  “Do ya know yer path?  Find another town and then what?  We move there?  We fight our way through every season to trade with ‘em?”

“I really don’t know Shepherdess.”  Arty trusted the Shepherdess, even more now, but she wasn’t going to say anything about finding herbs in the higher hills for her father, let alone getting to the keep.  Pluck!  What was it called again?  Chloris Ripa.  She kept thinking “Clothus Ripa” like “clothes ripped” for some reason.

Arty hugged the Shepherdess awkwardly but strongly.  Something made her hold the Shepherdess when she turned to go though.

“You said it skips generations.”

The Shepherdess farted.

“Oh, err, yes, I did, didn’t I.”

“Yes.  You did.”

“Err, well, Melantha, oh pluck, where do I start?”

“Start somewhere and start quickly, The Shamash is walking around ushering the party to the gate.”

“Oh pluck.  Well, when she gave me the knife, yer grandma that is, well, yer eyes and yer hair, you know why you don’t get looked at stranger than you do?”

Arty stared at the Shepherdess for a moment.  “Errr, well, eyes are eyes, everyone’s are different, some are really dark brown or dark violet or dark blue, and honestly I think my coterie, the town, they all just forgot about my hair.  When I got this (she lifted her hairband to point to the nasty scar running from high on her forehead well into her hairline) and a patch of hair around the scar turned from blond to black, I started wearing the hair band and dying my hair white to fit in.  Easy, once every few days.  Even the bullies in my coterie (Arty nodded to Amat, walking with her mother, The Shamash) don’t really say anything anymore.”

“Well honey maybe yer hide yer hair, or they got other things to drama about, but yer eyes are not like anyone else in the town, they’re like two polished bits of coal.  JUST like yer grandma.”

“I’d heard that a few times about her, but what does it....”

The Shepherdess leaned in hard.  “It means yer a melanist.  Yer grandma, Melantha, she were a melanist.  But not me or yer ma...”. She leaned in even more.  “That knife.  It’s magical that it shows when goblins are near, but it’s also magical that it...how did she put it...it fights fer a melanist but it’s just a knife fer another.”

Just then Arty jumped into the Shepherdess and yelped.  The Shepherdess caught her, or moreso Arty physically bounced off of the Shepherdess and pivoted around to her rear at a the ready, to see Amat replacing her dagger in her belt, she must have hit her in her now stinging lower back with the hilt.  Behind her was her mother, both laughing.

“Get moving Artemis Goblin Bait.”

Arty mustered her patience, nodded to The Shamash, and re-shouldered her backpack as they moved off.

She turned again though.  “Shepherdess, what does it mean?  Am I going to die from it?”

“No, no, no, it’s a blessin’, a special ability.  O’course it’s a curse to look different as well.  I were a girl once in me own coterie o drama and barbed tongues.”  The Shepherdess smiled and nodded in the direction of The Shamash and Amat, then shook her head then remembered something.  “Oh, yer grandma did tell me one more thing to tell ya too, at the right time.”  She leaned in.  Arty leaned in.  “Well, she wanted yer ma to name ya Melantha but yer ma, always the fire stoker, she had to name ya after yer great-grandma.”

Arty’s patience was long gone.  “Wait!  What’s the blessing?!?!”

“Oh, well she said it’s kind of like a sixth sense, an intuition when ya least expect it, develops when yer of age she said.  Oh, and she said that like with the monsters it...”  

Just then the town’s young male healer bumped into Arty, she barely noticed but he loudly said “Oh, pardon me warrior”.  Arty turned, very annoyed and realized three things.  First, he’d bumped into both her and Amat at the same time.  Second, her time was up, The Shamash was right behind Amat with a look that said she might be pulled off the party if she didn’t keep her eyes low and mouth shut and make a beeline for the gate.  Third, the healer, he had headed Amat off from bludgeoning her lower back a second time and damn that still hurt.  Bless him, and his playing dumb got him no more than a slap in the face from Amat.

She headed for the gate with purpose.  She did not look back at the Shepherdess or the healer.  Oh pluck what else was the Shepherdess about to say about melanists and monsters? Pluck!
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Chapter 3
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Arty was on rear guard as the party trudged, single file, through the rain.  She munched handfuls of late raspberries and tiny strawberries she’d picked along the path.  She watched the pack boy in front of her loping along like the fool he was.  He was somehow happy in the cold rain, he didn’t even have his hood up, smiling, looking left and right, more so when there was a clearing.  Trees had claimed most old farmland but any still inhabited settlements had kept them hacked back away from walls and where they still had farmland.  Still, now most places trees returned to nature but ranged from full woods to tufts to fields remaining in places.  Some places it was much harder to traverse because there were no tall trees to stunt the thick jack pines and thorn ridden bush beneath.  Yet some hills gave nice views of grasslands, they’d try to cross those when roads weren’t existent.  

Roads.  Arty’s father said roads between towns had been wide enough for two carts to pass.  Ha!  What were roads before the darkness were now single file walking paths at best.  Some places were good enough for carts but not many, and they didn’t take carts even this far from the town.  Some folks in Moonville, like her parents, still called them roads though.  

Arty thought of her father, he’d preached care for footwear, only wear the best even if expensive, fit them perfectly to the foot and accept nothing else, mend and patch thoroughly, dry thoroughly when wet.  Care for the feet.  She was grateful for his advice, her feet remained dry somehow despite it raining since the moment they left. They’d only been underway since mid afternoon and they’d set camp soon.

She looked ahead, behind, ahead again, smelled (nothing beyond the reek of under washed humans ahead and the beautiful musk of the first leaves fallen, now wet.  And rain, but she didn’t know if that was a smell or just how the air felt in her nose.  Felt?  There was a lack of noise, or some noises, and that raised the hair on her neck.  She flipped aside the light cloak she’d donned for the rain and unshouldered her backpack and reached in while she walked, glancing up ahead again, and removed the folded leather containing the knife.  She replaced her backpack and cloak, adjusted the bow which peaked out a hole in the right shoulder of the cloak, looked about once again, and opened the leather flaps.  There was no glow.  She snickered to herself.  No glow, but the weapon was ominous.  Beautifully ominous.  She couldn’t pinpoint why, beyond the unbelievable craftsmanship and artistry in the single structure of cross guard, grip, and pommel, how the wood and metal...stone, yes, stone it was, with almost imperceptible veins running through it, how could they be woven together?  How could it not be heavier?

Magic, of course.  Same way the blade turned when goblins were near.  She handled it a bit.  It was lighter than her dagger and the blade slightly thinner but the same length.  The cross guard was very thin in protection of the hand, most of the hilt was handle.  It felt good, she didn’t know what “balanced” meant really, nodding like everyone else too embarrassed to ask (she’d ask Nergal, this was no time to be proud), but it felt right.  The handle bulged in the middle and felt secure in her palm, it felt made for just her hand.

She flipped it again in her hand then pulled out her dagger, seated the dirk, yes, it shall be a dirk, in the dagger sheath on her belt and began to wrap the dagger in the leather case, thinking if she should hoard it or see if one of the pack boys might need it, when she stopped and looked in it again.  A coin.  A single, gold, coin.

The Shepherdess didn’t accidentally drop that in there, it was a gift.  Arty smiled to the Shepherdess and her husband and wished them well.  The Shepherdess remembered how enthralled Arty had been as a girl when her mother had brought her to visit (she was only ten houses away but the town seemed much bigger then) and the Shepherdess had gotten out her box of coins.  To this day Arty still didn’t really understand currency, Moonville had ceased using the coins, gold, silver, copper, decades before Arty was born, but they were pretty and fun to play with.

The last time she played with the coins was the beginning of Arty’s mother’s downfall as The Shamash.  Amat’s mother and her cabal had insisted on being included when Arty’s mother visited the Shepherdess to discuss the relocation of the sheep pen after the bad weather shelter had finally rotted through.  Arty’s mother had already aligned on the best solution with the Shepherdess prior, so when both of them declined most of the cabal’s input, the cabal had felt slighted.  Then, when Arty’s mother had asked the Shepherdess’ husband, and the two hands (also men) for input, the cabal lashed out.  No matter the men had helpful ideas, one even sacrificed his home to store feed and tools and moved to the extra room behind the Shepherdess’ home.  No matter, the cabal was on full attack from then to oust Arty’s mother.  They would tolerate no more of her progressive inclusion of men’s ideas or equal rights.

She looked at the simple pack boy again, still smiling in the rain.  How did she know he was a fool?  Simple?  He may be smarter than her, despite his being banned from any education because he was a boy.  A big boy, as big as Nergal and much younger.  She’d talk to him this evening, give him her dagger if he didn’t have anything for protection.  She pocketed the coin, wrapped the dagger, lugged off her backpack, slid it in, lugged it back on, adjusted her bow, reseated the.....she lifted the dirk out again and sure enough the blade was almost a pearl matte.  Her eyes widened.  Danger!

She instinctively put her hand on her bow as she turned to look behind, feeling all her senses on high alert.  She was so confident the dirk was correct in it’s warning she yelled a warning of “Goblins!” ahead even though she didn’t see, smell, or hear them yet.  She didn’t watch to see how the pack boy reacted, she looked behind again, head on a swivel.  She heard and saw them at the same time, one immediately on her right stepping through branches and one entering the trail from the same side behind her.

She had the dirk in her hand and somehow had time to admonish herself for not drawing her longsword, but instantaneously dismissed her self-admonishment because the trail was narrow here, maybe even more effective to use the smaller dirk.

And black iron death it was!  Arty stepped right into the closest, apparently unarmed goblin, moving her left hand as a distraction while she sliced with the dirk from right to left, measuring the distance perfectly, the goblin’s throat opening up and the goblin collapsed to the ground immediately.  She only had time to turn to her right to engage the other goblin.  This one had it’s balance and readied a short sword.  Artie looked left and right, she held her ground in this narrow stretch of path, even kicking the dead, stringy goblin under her toward the second goblin, one more thing to contend with if it wanted to get at her.

And it did want to get at her.  It advanced.  It calculated, as much as a goblin could.  But it did have to contend with the other goblin’s body.  And with the branches stooping over the trail.  It held it’s sword ahead and Arty took one step back then lunged forward and sliced the goblin’s forearm.  The goblin screamed out and dropped it’s sword and retracted it’s arm, but it looked down at it’s wound and Arty didn’t hesitate to press her advantage.  The goblin went to pivot and lost a step when it stumbled on the other goblin’s body and Arty stabbed mid torso, twisted, then kicked the goblin in the ass to make sure the dirk came free of the falling corpse.

A good thing she was so confident it was dead because she turned fully around to see another goblin stepping into the trail with eyes for the pack boy.  Or maybe just the pack boy’s pack.?.?  It was quick, darting away from Arty, it would get to the pack boy before she could intercept.  He was hustling along toward the rest of the party and not aware of the danger.  She could see Nereus, the party leader, with an arrow knocked in her great bow, but Nereus didn’t have a shot at the goblin because the big pack boy was lumbering along in the path.  Arty flipped the dirk up, caught it by the blade between thumb and forefingers, and threw it at the goblin’s back.

But she didn’t see it hit the goblin, her eyes, no her ears, were focused on the “THWICK” of Nereus loosing her arrow and the arrow coming in fast.  Arty was sure Nereus still hadn’t a shot, so why did she shoot?  Was she anticipating some movement by the pack boy or the goblin that would expose the goblin by the time the arrow got where it was going?  No.  The arrow flew too high.  It flew at Arty!  But before Arty could drop, the arrow whined past her ear.

And into something meaty.  Arty turned, or started to, because something stung her shoulder and she fell forward.  She caught herself with her hands but her right gave out and a she could only roll to her right side heavily and see the goblin, the fourth goblin, the one with an arrow feather sticking out of its right eye, the one with an arrow point sticking out the back of it’s head, fall on her.  Dead.  Its remaining eye stared wide open.

She groaned as she rolled on her stomach to her left side, to see the goblin with her dirk sticking out of it’s back struggling and twitching with pain on the ground ahead.  The pack boy had stopped running and was turning back to Arty because Nereus was calmly walking by him.  Arty reached her left hand to her right shoulder, grabbed something, and pulled, it was a bloody ball with spikes.  The spikes were sticky with her blood.  The ball had a thin handle the length of a forearm.  It was a morning star.  She’d talked to the armorer of these but this was the first one she’d seen.

Nereus walked by the goblin, grabbed the dirk, gave it a violent twist, pulled it out, and kept walking toward Arty.

That’s when her shoulder started to hurt.  At least the wound seemed to be mostly in the meat of her shoulder.  Her backpack strap had saved her from more damage.

But now Nereus was standing over her smiling, or was Arty hallucinating.  No, she was not poisoned, just in a lot of pain, both sharp and dull, she winced and took several hot breaths.  Nereus looked up at the two goblin corpses behind them on the trail.  Then down at Arty.  She placed the blood covered blade of Arty’s dirk next to her wound and guided Arty’s shoulder forward for a better look at the damage.  Not overly concerned, she stepped over Arty, walked to the goblins, inspected the wounds on the corpses, turned back, stepped over Arty again, stabbed the dirk into the earth, and a carefully, very carefully, eased Arty’s backpack and bow off her shoulders.

“I’ll take this, can you walk?”

“Yes.”

“There’s a good overnight spot another two small hills ahead of us, then we’ll have Amun-Ra take a look at that.  It’ll bleed a bit more but don’t sweat it.”

Arty groaned.  Nereus offered her hand.  Arty took it, and a drop of rain hit her square in the eyeball as she rose to her feet, making her balance yet more nervous.  Nereus laughed “Harf!” And stepped off.  Arty groaned and followed.
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Chapter 4
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“Don’t get any ideas healer.”

Nergal and Amat laughed sat Arty’s quip.  Even in the dim ring of light of the magical ring of light Amat held, the healer reddened as he spread salve on Arty’s naked shoulder.  As far as Arty knew this magical ring, and her dirk nobody knew the powers of, were the only two magic items the party carried.  There were legends in the town of a ring of finding here, an amulet of illusions there, a few weapons that were sharper or hit heavier but this might have just been bravada or they were just not understood.  Oh, and who could forget the sixteen scrolls of eternal water that were useless as a man’s tit in Moonville because the town was near two streams and a river that never ran dry.

The healer, Amun-Ra, was of a line of devout ancestors with the skills to heal.  Mostly birthing, disease, setting broken bones, and salves and the like, they also would say words at funerals and such.  He lay a clean cloth over the wound and cinched her tunic gently back up on her shoulder to cover it, laying his warm hand on and saying words in a dead language while his eyes were closed.  Was it magic?  Arty wasn’t sure.

Amat was the most cleaver of the coterie.  Amat, Nergal, and Arty were the only three of their pan-teenage coterie on this adventure.  Nereus and four of her own coterie, in their early 20s, represented the senior majority of the party.

To be fair the men rounded out the party, but they were an afterthought.  Amun-Ra was a healer, and the other seven were pack boys, most teenagers.  Amun-Ra was seventeen but Arty thought he seemed much older and wiser than his age when he was concentrating on a wound or illness.

Currently he was helping a pack boy who had had a sneezing fit and was clearly in the agony of a cold.  He was taking advantage of the remaining light from the ring of light while Amat absently continued to hold it up.  It was her mother’s and it was old and weary.  It grew imperceptibly less brilliant with each use.  Arty felt bad because when they were girls Amat had sneaked it out to their hideouts and they had endlessly used the incantation to get it to light up.  Now they were in a life and death situation and it barely worked.  Maybe for the better, they didn’t need to  announce their presence to the monsters.

The pack boy that was in front of Arty that day hovered at the edge of the light not wanting to approach without permission.  Still he was hard to miss, tall and growing, robust but he might yet lose some baby fat at fourteen.  Arty saw him and smiled and motioned him over.  Her backpack was where Nereus had dropped it.  She reached in with her left hand (her right was still numb with pain and with whatever iciness Amun-Ra had traversing through her arm) and retrieved her dagger in the leather sheath.

“Do you have a weapon to defend yourself boy?  You can have this if you like.”

“Oh, thank you Artemis!”  Amat shrieked with laughter and Arty fumed.  The boy recognized her anger and backed a step.

“It’s Arty.”  She still held it out and he took it with eyes diverted to the ground.

He gathered himself, took a deep breath, let it out, and said “Arty, thank you for saving my life today.”  Then took another huge breath, happy he didn’t fumble his prepared words.  “I’m Kniv.  Oh, and this is Arimnestos.”  He motioned to an older pack boy hovering behind him who waved once with a tentative smile.  He was twenty but they were all just pack boys no matter their age.  They began to back away.  Arimnestos didn’t get far.  Nergal had stood and clandestinely took two steps to her left.  He backed full into her, gasped, begged her forgiveness, but she had her arms around him in a bear hug.  Kniv melted into the shadows like a giant mouse.

Nergal showed off her captive to her coterie.  “He’s got his courage up, I’m thinking he wants to get something else up, eh pack boy?”  Amat and Arty laughed as Nergal shoved the pack boy away to a darker area to have her way with him.  He would enjoy it, even if she were rough he would enjoy some of it.  Arty hoped he would be able to carry his load tomorrow.  Nergal had boasted stories to the coterie of her first foraging sweep last year when she’d taken a pack boy, and she’d shared a tale of one in her sister Nereus’s coterie taking a man in town at planting festival, sitting on his face until he passed out, reviving him, then sitting on his face again until he passed out again, then reviving him again.

Arty was basking in the camaraderie with both Amat and Nergal.  She might climb into the elite of their coterie when they returned.  Social status was everything.  She leaned back, took a drink from her water skin, and looked up, there was “Black Eye” as well as the smallest moon of the four that crossed the sky of Melaan.  Black Eye was a moon with a black spot that took up the middle, it almost looked like a constant, centered shadow, a little lunar eclipse that never moved.  She couldn’t remember the proper name of the small moon that had been taught to her coterie so long ago, but it had the slowest orbit, everyone just called it “Small Moon”.

Amat had realized her ring of light was still illuminating and whispered and waived her hand and it flicked out.  Someone in the distance immediately stumbled or kicked something and cursed.  Must have been in the moon shade, it was plenty bright in the moon light.  Amat was studying Arty.

“What?”

“Nergal said that Nereus said you put down three goblins like they were nothing.  We would have, of course, but we were just behind Teuta and Antonia on point.”  Clearly a bit of envy, or jealousy.  Arty waited for the accusation of luck, or, worse, if Amat noticed the different hilt of her new dirk.  She had to be wondering why Arty had a dagger to give to a pack boy.  They could hear Nergal moaning, likely so loud not from pleasure but just for her friends to hear.  They both grinned and wondered if each other had been with a man yet.

Amat was serious, choosing her words carefully.  Arty sensed fear or nerves.  “I can’t believe Nereus would put you on rear guard alone, she should have spread the quadruplets out and put one or two on rear guard.  I don’t trust her.”  Arty thought about this, she had considered herself fortunate to be trusted with rear guard considering her experience, Nereus barely knew her.

Her lack of an answer seemed to make Amat on edge.  Her eyes jittered from Arty toward where Nergal would be, to Amun-Ra in the distance, back to Arty.  “I’m just saying I think.....”  She leaned closer to Arty.  “The Shamash asked me to keep a close eye on her, she might have alternate goals to the orders of The Shamash.”  Amat sat back now.

Arty sat back again and looked up at the two moons, Black Eye ever so slowly passing the smaller, seemingly stationary Small Moon.  She sensed deviousness but Amat was proud of how devious she was.  Arty smiled.  She’d appease Amat though she couldn’t have been more grateful for the trust Nereus had placed in her, and that she’d protected the party.

“I’ll keep my eyes open my friend.  We have to look out for our own coterie, right?”

Amat smiled her usual confident smile now.  “Exactly.  You, me, Nergal.  I know her sister is Party Shamash but Nereus rubs me the wrong way.  I mean she’s been on more foraging sweeps than anyone the last few years, most as Party Shamash, but who knows what she’s been up to, does she have a lover out in the woods?  Does she make deals with monsters?  She came home separated from her party twice last year, remember that?”

Arty did.  She heard once Nereus was wounded, the party all said they thought she was dead and left her to make an organized retreat, when Nereus limped to the town gate she’d not accused the party of abandoning her, she’d actually complimented them for making the right decision and not losing anyone else.  The Shamash had seemed disappointed that Nereus wouldn’t say a critical word of any males in the party, she probably wanted to make an example of someone.  

Nereus had said she must have looked dead because the hobgoblins and bugbears that had attacked them during the eclipse had even left her for dead.  She’d woken up and her five weapon wounds were really not that bad and she’d made good time without any encounters back to the town.  And her wounds were real, everyone was grateful for her luck and amazed at her courage at the time.

The other time Nereus had sent the party off and gone off after goblins that had taken a pack boy at night, somehow with the stealth to not wake anyone.  Arty had assumed that meant it was not during an eclipse because all ration went to shite with goblinkind at that point.  The older woman and man on watch said they both fell asleep.  Arty always thought they were so ashamed they took the punishment for that rather than admit they were having sex.  They were an exclusive couple before and after that foraging sweep.

Nereus had said she found the corpse of the pack boy abandoned by the goblins for some reason. They normally would eat a human but only if cooked.  Their cousins the hobgoblins would’t eat human flesh at all, being too aloof.  Their other cousins the bugbears wouldn’t hesitate to eat raw human flesh, maybe raw goblin flesh as well, always hungry the bugbears were.  

It was raining that night so maybe those goblins thought it wasn’t worth the trouble, or something, maybe Nereus’s approach, frightened them.  Nereus had brought the boy’s, really man’s, he was in his thirties, only unstolen belongings back to Moonville to his family.

Arty hadn’t thought anything of the events, only glad Nereus, the best fighter and Party Shamash in the town, had made it back.  Every life in town was important in these times.  But maybe there was something to Amat’s concern.

Arty nodded, noticed Nereus approaching almost behind Amat, and purposefully looked direct at Nereus so Amat would know not to say anything.  Amat would appreciate the head’s up as well.

Arty stood.  Amat did not.

“Relax Arty.  Rest that shoulder.  We have to make miles tomorrow.  I hope you can, errrr, shoulder your own pack, we are still heavy on supplies, but I could divide your things between a couple pack boys.”

“I’m sure I’ll be good to go in the morning Party Shamash, Amun-Ra said it will be in interesting scar but was not a complicated wound.  I gave him that morning star for his efforts, I think he likes it.”

Arty was still standing.  She looked down behind Nereus and Amat was frowning and slowly shaking her head.  She looked back up at Nereus (she was so tall!) and her eyes widened.  Nereus followed Arty’s gaze up to the eclipsing Black Eye moon.

Amat did as well and quickly dismissed “good thing it’s only a lunar eclipse, no big concern.”

Nereus looked at it silently only for a moment.  “It’s only a lunar eclipse but we can’t be too safe.  I’m doubling the first watch.  Arty you get sleep, Amat I’m adding you over there.” Nereus pointed east.  “Wake me for midnight watch.  I’ll add three pack boys to the other directions.  We meet ready to march at sunrise.”

Nereus walked away.  Amat pouted, she liked her sleep.  She got some privileges as daughter of The Shamash of the town and sleeping in was one.  This may be a waking up adventure for her.

As Arty lay back, closing her eyes before Amat could engage again, she thought about that arrow shot from Nereus and how close to her head it flew.  Did Nereus even see the goblin behind her before she shot?
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Chapter 5
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Nereus held court in the center of the clearing eating a strip of dried venison as Arty, the last female of the party, approached.

“Arty, how is your shoulder?”

“So far, so good, much thanks to Amun-Ra.  I’d like to learn a few of his skills, it’s an interest of mine.”

The quadruplets looked at each other and laughed. They were not as tall as Nereus, or Nergal, or Arty, but were bigger and stronger.  Two had  double bladed battle axes, two had long handled, heavy war hammers.  All had spears.  They laughed in a low gruff rumble and Arty heard the odd guttural jib about Arty and Amun-Ra having sex.  Nereus scowled at them, then just ignored them.  “Walk and talk with him all you like.  It would be good to have a backup healer in case he is....injured.  Now....”

A shuffling in the brush near where a pack boy was tightening the straps over bedrolls on his pack.  He hadn’t noticed but the women, fifteen strides away, were all alert and pointed like bobcats to the noise.  Arty reached for her bow slowly, alert to the other directions as well.

Near the now stumping retreat of the pack boy, an oblivious albino gargo-boar wandered out of the brush, rooting it’s way into the clearing.  Arty could hear there were more behind it.  She began to string her bow to no avail.  Two spears immediately banged under the massive gargo-boar, an arrow from Nereus hit it in the neck, and two more spears hit it center mass, yet another spear clanged low but the wave of damage was imminently killing the massive, passive beast.

Aside from the terrified, fumbling, stuttering pack boy, the rest of the party stood ready, hoping another gargo-boar would come out of the brush.  Bows and spears ready, pack boys drawing what they had, as if that would help.  Arty finally had her bow strung and knocked and noticed without breaking concentration that Amun-Ra had drawn his morning star.

The white-pink gargo-boar hadn’t squealed at first but it’d grunted and coughed, taken a couple awkward steps, then gave a wheezy squeal before falling on it’s side like a shed, breathing roughly, crushing a bush.  It’s fall took Arty’s breath away, she even felt like the ground shook.  Had it landed on any one of them it could have crushed them, its torso that dense.  It weighted as much as all the quadruplets put together and was as tall at the head as Arty.  A wave of shuffling in the brush told the party that the remaining mostly harmless and tasty gargo-boars were alerted and scampering away.

One of the quadruplets stomped toward the gargo-boar mad as a thunderstorm.  She looked at the two spears in it’s side, grabbed the left one, stepped on the still breathing and wheezing gargo-boar’s side with both feet, ripped the spear out and plunged it back in, then placing the small plate covering her sternum against the blunt end and dropping her weight on the spear to press it through.  The gargo-boar, blood flowing from four deep wounds and it’s mouth now, gave a grunt-sigh and died.

The quadruplet, nimble as she was big, jimmied and ripped her spear out again, rested it on the gargo-boar’s rump, then jumped upon the gargo-boar’s side and ripped out the other spear with both hands, hopped down, and walked it a couple paces to where the rest of the party was and handed it to Nergal with what was as close to a compliment as one would get from one of the quadruplets, a hard nod with eye contact.  Nergal took it and walked back to the gargo-boar to wipe it off on what little clean fur it had, the quadruplet retrieved her spear and did the same, stepping on one of the three spears that had missed.

The other three quadruplets, not missing this, hung their heads and retrieved their spears, one kicking the gargo-boar’s head violently on her way past into the brush.  In the time it took for a long piss all had their weapons clean and put away and were back in the center of the clearing completely over the incident.

Arty always wondered why they killed albino animals, and why, even if they were starving, would not eat the meat.  The goblins didn’t seem to care, based on findings in abandoned camps they’d found.  And why humans, or her town at least, would never kill a melanic animal, or even monster, unless it was directly attacking them.  It was always that way was all that her father had told her.  What would her mother say?  The Shepherdess?  Her grandmother with the black, melanist eyes?  Suddenly, thinking of home, waves of regret crashed into her, she missed her parents, even the members of her coterie, but mostly she regretted being on this strange adventure because of her selfish, devious, side goal.  She turned away.  Who cares, this won’t be enough to save the town, they all knew it.

Then the regret left, a closeness shoved it aside suddenly, a closeness of Nergal, Nereus, even Amat, even Amun-Ra, even the pack boy she’d given the dagger to.  She felt a camaraderie in the defense of the party, even if it was just a gargo-boar, and it was warm like a pool in the sun in lazy Sandy Run on a summer day.  She felt this all around but in another part of her thoughts she also felt a sharp divide, cunning, devious, calculated.  This wasn’t a thought it was a feeling.  She felt an aura, a wave, a sense of cunning, calculated deviousness.  She didn’t know what this meant and she was going to shake herself out of the thought when she was shouldered aside by a quadruplet on her left.  Nereus was again trying to get the party moving and Arty hadn’t been paying attention.
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