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Dark Moon Shadows

Chapter One




Sunrise brought the renewal of life and plant
as the morning dew covered the spacious ground between Lockwood and
the Harrington Forest. Deer and doe danced across a flowing fog
that moved quietly and ever so slowly. Parts of the field sparkled
where the misty fog did not cover. Blades of grass mixed with
little white and yellow flowers clothed the empty space where few
would walk. This land was nestled between the River of Prosperity
and the River Respect that flowed down from the Lake of Diamonds.
The River of Prosperity watered the land and brought a steady drink
of which the town’s farms and crops greatly prospered, thus the
name. The River Respect forged a canyon with many wild rapids and
falls that would test the brave and brawn of a man to cross. Even
though Lockwood rested in these parts, it was in the realm of
Elberoth and ruled by King Elberoth, but because it was on the
other side of the Respect, it often felt as if the town ruled
itself and had no answer to anyone. As it was the custom of the
town’s men, every sunrise they would gather together after a
morning meal and work the forest. Many would hunt and trap, others
would chop and gather wood, and few, such as the Degenhiard, would
farm sap. The New, in these parts, was the proper time of year to
punch holes in maple trees and drain its sap for a nice price. Sap
farming was only done in these parts of the Harrington Forest and
the Degenhiard family were the only ones who had mastered the art
and did the job well. Many tried but eventually fell to other
skills as the skill and talent of sap farming did not bestow them.
Some said it was a hint of wizard magic that flowed through their
veins. An abundance of maple trees hugged the rim of the forest of
pine like a skirt strapped tight around a heavy woman. Once past
the layer of maples the forest grew thick and dense. Most of the
logging and wood gathering would commence in the forest’s outer
edge. The deeper the forest, the greater the myth and legend from
hence it got its name. Many mysteries came from the Harrington;
about three or four hundred years before, Gerhard Harrington was
the first to venture furthest west of the Respect. Gerhard, with a
crew of ten brave men, set off from Elberoth by the order of the
King to explore the unknown between the Prosperity and Respect.
Very few were brave enough to follow the orders of the King.
Although it would seem that those who traveled down the Prosperity
would easily cross into what was then the unknown giving way to the
high mountainous forest and the fearsome winged creatures thought
to have lived within. Tales of talons the size of men, scales
harder than a turtle’s shell, and fire to melt the hardest of stone
roused fear that struck the heart of the hardest of men. None other
than the earliest of explorers could verify these ominous winged
creatures, but the legend grew to the annoyance of the King.
Gerhard was the first to venture into the forest, but never came
out. The forest was named after him. Seldom are those who go deep
into the higher forest for fear of Gerhard Harrington’s fate, but
the outer rim has proved over time to be quite safe. For the town
of Lockwood, sap farming supplied the whole area east of the
Respect and north of the Prosperity. Cities such as Geaz, Joulz,
Harkton, Unyar, and even as far as Talbon and Quazer sent merchants
to purchase this fine treasure of multi-use. The Harrington forest
was the only forest known to men in the kingdom of Elberoth to
produce what many called liquid gold. Although the mighty maples
sapped most of the yearly cycle it was only within the New and the
Warm that the abundance of sap flowed. When the Cold and Downs
appear, the sap turns off like a shut valve only with a small gap
left open. The New and Warm would then come and miraculously the
trees would renew their supply. The town of Lockwood served as a
gateway to the source of this liquid gold. Sap served as a
medicinal for arthritis, a chewing gum for teeth protection, and a
topical to fight bacterial infections. The sticky substance formed
a glue and waterproofing agent for all kinds of uses, and the most
common was its sugary flavor used in butter and syrup for meals and
drink. The Degenhiard name was famous throughout the region and
profited only of an inflated ego because of their family skill and
knowledge. Bernhold Degenhiard held his knowledge as a closely
guarded secret for obvious reasons; only teaching it to his sons,
Timson and Haydn, or those he trusted with his life. Much of the
sales profit was distributed among the town folks. The community of
Lockwood was that of a large family where each member took care of
one another. Unlike the cities and towns of the realm, Lockwood
shared this unique bond because of its isolation from the rest of
the kingdom. The bridge of StoneWater connected the Lockwood basin
area to the rest of the known world. The bridge is wide enough to
drive over a team of horses and large wheeled carts, but narrow
enough to allow only one pass at a time. The bridge, made of strong
old oak, rests just above the raging waters and is anchored by the
large granite stones on each bank its opposite. The unusual rock
formations made the most logical place upon which to build the
crossing. Not too far down the river the wild rapids begin. Every
now and again, after a heavy rain season, the river would rise
above and cover StoneWater Bridge and separate Lockwood from all
others, hence the unity of the town’s people was more than a
formality; it was a necessity. But today, no rain, and in a few
weeks merchants from all over will start to appear willing to
trade, buy, and sometimes swindle for sap and all its wonders.

The rising sun melted the
fog away and the dew evaporated back into the sky leaving a dry
crunch of grass under Timson’s feet as he ran across the open
field. With every step, his wavy brown hair bobbed up and down
slapping against the base of his neck. It would not take him long
to reach the others, considering his speed was legendary amongst
the town folk. Even Mr. Jansen of one hundred and two years could
not recall anyone faster. The faster he ran the sooner the yelling
his ears would endure for waking up late. Up ahead his father
carried a large wooden bucket full of sap and began to pour it into
a huge wooden barrel set at an upright angle in the back of the
cart. Mr. Selmer followed behind struggling with a bucket of his
own. “Boy, am I in trouble,”
he thought as he watched Mr. Selmer struggle. He
quickly slowed his pace to a slow jog as he approached.

“Nice of you to join us Timson,” Mr.
Degenhiard sarcastically growled.

“Look who decided to wake up Bernnie,” Mr.
Selmer chimed with a look that could stare down a wild boar. “This
is my seventh bucket so far,” he huffed and grunted while lifting
the heavy wooden pail full of sap, starting to pour. “You have a
lot of work to catch up with this old geezer.”

Timson raised his arm to help lift the bucket
higher, but Mr. Selmer growled a stern keep away. He dropped his
arm to his side and watched as he took a step backward.

“For someone who is going through the
ceremony next week I sometimes forget who I am looking at; a twelve
year young’n or a man who is about to cross into his twentieth.”
Timson’s father started in.

“I, em...”

“I’m getting a little tired of your excuses
Timson. It seems as if every year, no, every week I have this
speech. You know it’s just the five of us. Lanz over here is ten
years my elder, Ronin, and Haydn are slightly younger than you. The
merchants will be expecting a product. When can I rely on you to
act like a man, a leader? I’m not sure you are worthy of the
ceremony. No more alibies; Ronin is working in the fifth row.” He
pointed in that general direction grabbing the small of his back.
Timson did not feel it was necessary to explain his side. He knew
he needed to act like he was crossing his twentieth, and he really
wanted to please his father, but he hated sap farming and would no
more desire to empty sap buckets than clean the dung from a pig
stall. He walked over and swiped a pair of gloves from the driver’s
seat of the large wheeled hauling cart. With his head hung low he
kicked at the grass as he made his way to Ronin.

“There you are sunshine,” Ronin jested. “One
of these days I think I’m going to see your father whack you
one.”

“Very funny Ronin; One of these days I’m not
going to be around for him to do that. I mean, aren’t you a little
tired of getting sticky all over that never quite comes off? Tired
of hauling heavy wooden buckets on uneven ground?” He put one glove
on and then the next.

“I don’t know Timz, it’s just what we do.
It’s always been what we do.”

Timson looked up toward the top of the giant
maples and gave a sigh, “There’s got to be somewhere to live life
more meaningful than Lockwood and farming.”

“Yeah, well keep dreaming dreamer boy; I
don’t want to be on the tail end when it comes time to do a bucket
count. My old man is two ahead of me already.”

“Your old man has you beat any day of the
week.” He smiled as he picked up a bucket full.

 


After three hours of labor, a skin of cool
water, and some cheese with bread and food never tasted so good.
Ronin and Timson sat together and shared their noon-time meal while
gazing down at the town of Lockwood a few miles below. The rim of
the forest nested in higher ground giving them a clear look of the
Lockwood basin and beyond the Prosperity and Respect. On a crisp,
clear day they could even see Harkton and Joulz. The two boys sat
in quiet as each dreamed of the future. Timson closed his eyes and
imagined he was in Elberoth serving the King in one of his armies,
or in Unyar making a fortune as a well sought after merchant. No
matter how hard he tried to respect his father and learn the family
business he just couldn’t keep his mind off of travel and
adventure. Ronin, on the other hand, had plenty of dreams, but they
weren’t of travel and adventures. They were of...

“Quick Timz, check my teeth,’ as he shoved
his half-eaten cheese and bread back into its pouch.
‘Anything?”

Looking at a wide grin exposing all his
chops, Timson gave Ronin the “all clear.” Ronin patted his shoulder
length black hair into place and then brushed the dry blades of
grass off his trousers. He sat up nice and tall. Timson turned his
head from Ronin and spotted the young and pretty Imke Radulf. Imke
was nearing her eighteenth and flaunted every moment. She knew that
her parents would try to marry her off soon after. It was in her
particular interest to find a suitor of her choosing before her
parents gave a go at it. Her long brown hair blew gently in the
breeze and her brown eyes glistened in the sunlight. She slowly
stepped one foot in front of the other as she purposefully weaved
her path close enough to where they were sitting. She looked at
Timson and smiled briefly and then turned away bringing something
in a leather pouch for her father who was working in the pines.

Ronin let out a gasp as he suddenly slouched.
“Whew, did you see how she smiled at me Timz?”

“And you said I was the dreamer. She clearly
smiled at me buddy and maybe one day she will be Mrs.
Degenhiard.”

Ronin frowned, “Yeah, well maybe, but if she
rejects your sorry butt she’s all mine,” The frown turning quickly
into a smile. A dirt clod broke apart on his chest awaking him from
another day vision.

“Let’s get back to work before your dreams
get away from you.”

“Hey, that was my best clean shirt.’ Brushing
the dirt off and smiling at his joke. “Bet she would look great
cooking my dinner.”

The two drank from the skin and wrapped up
their meal, or at least what was left and started off back into the
maples.

 


He opened his eyes and stared at the vaulted
thatch above him. Timson sat up and rubbed his eyes while
scratching his messed up hair. He stretched and yawned. The aroma
coming from below the loft from where he slept aroused his senses.
He could almost taste the breaded pudding that baked in the brick
oven outside. Fire roasting pig for pickled ham and other kinds of
wild game filled the air with such a good smell that his stomach
rumbled uncontrollably. The chopping from the kitchen below of
cabbage, onions, and carrots brought a smile to his face. The
preparations for the crossing were well underway. Tomorrow night he
would participate in the ceremony with a few other boys of the
village; he would cross over officially into manhood. Another smile
grew across his face as he combed his fingers through his hair. No
more could his father make him sap farm; he could do what he
desired, be who he wanted to be. He climbed down the loft’s ladder
and washed his face from a basin of water and brushed his teeth.
Today was his last day as a young’n, tomorrow: responsibility. He
had to make the most of it.

After dressing, he rushed over and gave his
mother a kiss on the cheek, grabbed a piece of bread and ran out
the door. His mother looked at her son as he rushed out the door
and shook her head with a smile, “Boys will be boys.”

The village streets were barely alive as only
a few folks could be seen walking about. The shops and vendors had
the day off as most, if not all, of the town been home making
preparations for the big day. The crossing celebration only
happened as there were boys becoming men on their twentieth
birthday. This has not happened in several years. The Lockwood
folks loved tradition and this most certainly was one of the
oldest. What made this one more special than ones of recent past
was the fact that there were three boys born on the same day.
Usually the crossing had only one celebrant. Timson zig zagged
through the streets on his way to fetch his best friend Ronin. If
there was going to be one last day of mischief as a young’n today
was the day and no better person to do it with than his life long
buddy Ronin.

Timson knocked on the door loudly as if to
wake Ronin out of a deep sleep. The door opened and Mr. Lanz
Selmer’s old wrinkled face growled, “Shouldn’t you be sap farming
or cleaning out stalls or something Timson?”

“Em...no Sir, today is off day; is Ronin up
yet?”

“You boys have it too easy these days, when I
was young I didn’t know the meaning of an off day. Anyhow, Ronin’s
fetching water. You can meet him at the run-off.”

“Thank you Sir,” as he quickly turned and ran
off to meet his good friend, he gave him a wave.

“Don’t you keep him Timson; I want that water
you hear!”

“You got it Mr. Selmer!” he yelled back.

Ronin struggled with a large bucket of water,
some spilling over the sides with each step.

“Looks like you could use some help. I didn’t
think you were strong enough to complete your chores so I decided
to give you a hand.”

“Very funny Timz,’ he set down the bucket.
“Your last day as a young’n; are you ready?”

“Ready? I don’t want to think about that
today. Let’s do something crazy, you know, get into trouble or
something.”

“I don’t know Timz, I don’t think today would
be a good idea to jeopardize your chances of crossing over by doing
something stupid.”

“You think they can stop me from turning
twenty? Come on, it’s only a tradition.”

“Maybe so, but tradition or not it’s the
family blessing that matters, the mark. Think about it. Who will
choose to do business with a man who didn’t do the crossing, who
doesn’t bare the mark of the crossing? Certainly no one from
Lockwood; your future depends on this my friend.”

“What’s gotten into you Ronin? Now you sound
like all the others. Crotchety and old like your dad and mine, like
all the merchants trapped in service they hate, like one who
intends on living here the rest of your life.”

Ronin gave a look at Timson while continuing
to struggle with the water bucket as if to agree with everything
Timson just said. Suddenly, a gush of realism washed over Timson’s
face. The reality of the crossing was starting to weigh heavy on
his thoughts. He stopped walking step for step with Ronin. Ronin
realized that Timson’s pace slowed and he put down the bucket and
turned around.

“Let me finish my chores and then we can meet
over by the big oak tree in a half-hour,” Timson’s sour look turned
into excitement. “Just promise me one thing?”

“Anything.”

“Don’t ruin it for yourself.”

“Promise, and thanks Ronin.”

 


The big oak tree was a staple of Lockwood for
hundreds of years. Young love blossomed here, men and women were
married here, and sentences of justice were carried out here. The
big oak marked the gateway for progress, as some would say, because
it leaned as if it pointed the way to the Harrington forest.

“Quick, hide behind the tree.”

Ronin, an hour late, was seen making his way
toward the big oak.

“It’s about time you decided to show up! I
was beginning to think I had to find something to do without you!’
Timson shouted.

“Cut me some slack Timz, the old man had me
in a bind that I could not get out of. At least I was able to get
away for a while.”

“I got a surprise for you,’ Timson said with
a grin. “But first you have to guess.”

“Guess? Ah this ought to be good. What could
you possibly have that I would want?”

“I’ll make it even easier for you. Stand
there, just like that, close your eyes and guess.”

“Man, you sure are acting weird. I hope I
don’t get this loony while crossing my twentieth.”

“Stop jabbing and close your eyes.”

“Alright, but I know you’re up to
something.”

While Ronin stood there with his eyes closed
Timson motioned for Imke to come out from behind the big oak. Imke,
dressed in a brown wool handmade dress, tiptoed to Ronin’s
backside. Her long dark hair was braided behind her. She leaned
over ever so quietly and kissed Ronin on his neck. Ronin opened his
eyes with a startle and tingles all over.

“What the...”

Imke and Timson broke out in laughter loud
enough to alert the entire town. Timson bent over with laughter and
fell over rolling on the ground while Imke smiled with a grin that
could hardly fit her beautiful face.

“Did you see the look on your face?”

“Ha, ha, very funny Timz, and you too Imke!’
he joined in their laughter as he pointed at each of them. “I’m
going to get you back one of these days.”

The three sat there for a while by the big
oak as the laughter started to wane. After the laughter ceased they
sat in silence for a time.

“So, Imke, how come you’re not helping out
for the big day? How did you manage to get away from your
chores?”

“The opportunity to kiss your neck was too
much to pass up Ronin.”

“Come on, seriously Imke.”

She paused for a moment and opened her mouth
as if to begin and then fell silent. Timson caught her gaze and
then spoke on her behalf.

“We’re going to elope,’ his tone as serious
as Ronin had ever heard him. “Imke came to me with the idea and I
agreed. We both have had it with all these traditional rules. I
think we will be quite happy.”

The look on Ronin’s face was that of somber
solace. A heavy sinking feeling grew in the deep pit of his
stomach. He felt a gush of adrenaline turning his face into a
pinkish red. Timson could see that Ronin was visibly upset at the
news.

“Come on Ronin, it’s not like I’m not going
through with the ceremony. I will get the mark and then we will
slip out sometime near the end of the Warm after sapping is
completed.”

Ronin turned to face Imke, “Do you really
want to do that, leave Lockwood with Timson? Do you think you’re
ready for that?”

Imke blushed with uncertainty then stared at
the ground a bit. “You know how it is Ronin. If I don’t do
something, Father is going to sell me off to the highest bidder.
There is no way I am going to let that happen; I’ve always felt
something for Timson and I know he really likes me.”

“Is that true Timz? Do you love Imke? Are you
ready for the fire storm that is going to ignite over this?”

Timson fidgeted for a moment, a little
annoyed by Ronin’s questioning. “I am ready for whatever the town
will put before me, and yes I love Imke.”

“It will be alright Ronin,’ Imke reached out
and held his hand. ‘Times are changing for us. We simply don’t want
to submit to a planned out future that is not our own. Timson and I
want to explore the world. It’s a big world out there Ronin, don’t
you want to see it?”

Ronin squeezed her hand and then stood up to
face the both of them. “I may not agree with your decisions, but
one thing is true. You two are my best friends and if that is what
you really want, you have my support.”

Timson smiled and jumped up, “You are sure a
stickler for the rules but I am so grateful for your support in
this,” giving him a strong hug. Imke joined in with a hug of her
own.

“You’re a dear Ronin,’ as she released from
her hug. “Whatever you do, please keep this our secret. My father
must never know what we plan to do.”

“I won’t say a word Imke, you can trust me.’
Timson and Imke gravitated to each other and embraced with a long
kiss. “Come on you two love birds, last one to the Harrington is a
loser!”

Ronin gave them a cockeyed look and then took
off running toward Harrington forest as fast as his legs would take
him. Timson let go of Imke and said, “You heard the man,” and
started off chasing after him. Imke, not nearly as fast, lifted up
her dress to her knees and followed briskly.

Smoke from firebrick ovens rose gently over
Lockwood about a dozen counted. The three friends sat on a grassy
hilltop near the Harrington reminiscing about old times. Tomorrow
would be the last time that Timson would be allowed to be so
carefree with his friends. The village elders would assign him a
skill to perfect, a skill that the town would benefit from, a skill
that would help to ensure the prosperity of Lockwood. There would
be no concern or thought as to if he wanted to do that skill, the
town’s needs come first. If he were lucky he would be chosen to
carry on the Degenhiard tradition in sap farming, but most, if not
all, the elders are aware that his natural skill did not involve
farming sap. Most knew that he hated it. Timson felt that his
father would pull some weight, keeping him in the family line of
sap farmers, but even still there was no guarantee. Ronin laid flat
on his back and felt the world spin as he watched small patches of
white fluffy clouds float on by. The gentle breeze that the New
time of year brought rushed over his face. Blades of grass made
tickly sounds as the wind whipped them against each other. He
closed his eyes and started to nap. Timson and Imke sat close to
each other, his arms around her.

“What made you choose me? I’m not good with
authority and I certainly don’t have stability.”

Imke looked him in the eyes, “It’s neither of
those things I want in a man. It’s the sense of adventure, the
longing to be free that I see in your eyes. I also know that you
are a good man. You honor your father, even though you give him a
hard time, and you love your mother, so I know you will treat me
right.”

“Really, is that it? I thought you fell for
my handsome looks and dashing eyes.”

Imke gave a frown and slapped his shoulder
playfully pushing him away. They both laughed.

“So, what do you want to see first? Unyar?
Joulz? How about Balbon? I heard that the Forests of Gold beyond
Elberoth were something to see. Oh Imke, the future, the adventure,
I can almost taste it.”

“Father spoke about Talbon. He said the
trading there was nice.”

“Yeah, trading; as much as I hate to work I
need to figure out what I’m going to do to provide us food and
cover.”

“You’d better; this girl doesn’t want to
starve.”

“I’ve saved up a nice stash of coins that
will provide us for more than a time.”

“This will be a dream come true Timson. I can
hardly wait.”

“Me too,” They joined together in another
kiss as the breeze picked up and blew against them. As they kissed
in a tight embrace, the sun appeared to hide behind a cloud,
casting a light shadow over where the three rested. The shadow was
soft at first, but then grew darker and darker. Timson and Imke
broke from their embrace and looked up towards the heavens. Timson
reached behind him and shook Ronin’s leg. Ronin awoke in a tremor
as if startled out of a dream.

“What the...” He sat up quickly. “That seems
odd.”

“You think?” Timson responded in a quiet
tone. The sky grew dark as the deepest of night with the only light
coming from a full moon hanging high above. Imke leaned over and
hugged Timson tight frightened of what she was witnessing. Ronin
slowly stood up, the wind blowing harder against his face and hair.
Timson and Imke joined him.

“What do you suppose it is? There aren’t that
many clouds in the sky.”

“I don’t know Ronin, but whatever it is, it
doesn’t seem natural.”

As they stood and watched the darkness grow
darker, the celestial beings, other than the moon, grew plentiful
and bright. It was as if the mid of night came upon them in an
instant. The moon shone full and cast the only light.

“I don’t like this. I think we need to get
back to town and see what’s going on,” Timson spoke softly. As they
started to walk back to town, an even darker shadow slowly moved
across the heavens blackening out the map of stars one by one. The
three stopped in amazement, fear, and wonder as they noticed the
bright full moon beginning to go black.

“We’re not going to make it Timson, we need
to wait this one out,” Ronin reasoned.

Darkness engulfed the known world to pitch
black while the darkened moon still, magically, provided light;
pure night in the middle of the day. The three shivered in fear,
all three holding each other close. Only a thin outline of the sun
could still be seen amidst the suffocating darkness.

After a few minutes, which seemed much
longer, bright yellow streaks appeared in view far off in the
distance. One after the other, they grew in number, illuminating
the ground as they appeared to rise and fall with each step, in
unison. The lights, that seemed like thousands spread out and
separated somewhere before Stone Water with smaller groups of
lights heading for Lockwood. Rooftops burned in a highlight of
yellow exposing the army running across Stone Water Bridge.

“That must be some form of magic,’ Timson
whispered.

“Magic, that looks like an army running
across Stone Water!” Ronin shouted.

“Are you sure Ronin?”

“Father, Mother...” Imke voiced. “We need to
go.” Imke let go of Timson and began to run towards the yellow
glow. The light of the darkened moon allowed her to run across the
open field.

“Imke!” Timson shouted, “Stop!”

She turned around, “Come on, we need to
help!” and then kept on running as fast as her legs would take
her.

Timson took a few steps to run after her, but
somehow he knew there was nothing he could do that would change her
mind. She was too much of a free thinker, a free spirit that had to
follow her heart no matter the circumstance, so he stopped.

Ronin made haste to join Imke but Timson
grabbed a hold of his arm.

“Wait! Ronin, it’s not safe. I don’t feel
right about what is going on down there,” he hesitated.

“What do you want me to do Timson!? There is
an army marching on Lockwood. Imke’s gone to give aide. We need to
go!”

Fear continued to flood Timson’s mind.
Trembling and shaking, he tried to gather courage.

“Just give me a minute to think Ronin.”

Ronin stopped, as the yellow flames rose
against the darkness. Timson noticed fear and a stream of tears
running down his face. A flood of thoughts swarmed in his head. He
knew that running into town was a sure capture, enslavement, or
worse...death.

“Stay calm Ronin. I know Imke has gone ahead,
but there is nothing we can do about that now. We need to keep a
cool head about this. Let’s get a closer look and see if it is safe
by heading to the west side, just outside of town. If it’s safe, we
go in; if it’s not, we think it through. If it’s bad, there’s not
much we can do and it will do no good to get ourselves killed. You
understand Ronin?”

Ronin gave a fearful nod. The two ran through
the open field toward the bank of cornfields just west of town.

 


 


 


 


 


 


Dark Moon Shadows

Chapter Two




Sneaking through the corn fields just west of
Lockwood Timson and Ronin tried to move as quietly as possible, but
with the brushing against corn stalks six feet tall it was hard to
do so. Timson led the way to the edge of the row they were
crouching through, just on the other side of Mr. Eldings barn. A
quick survey across the way from the corn field’s edge and the side
of the barn revealed no immediate danger. Timson decided it was
safe to cross the open road that spanned at least fifty paces. They
ran as fast and as quietly as they could, like they were a field
mouse sneaking past a yard cat. The breeze picked up a little and
the smell of burning crossed their noses. Timson began to think the
worst, but oddly enough it was the lack of noise, the lack of
fighting sounds and screams of pain and death. Yellow glow still
illuminated the area as Timson inched his head around the barns
edge to get a look of the main road that divided the center of
Lockwood. Just beyond the far side of the main road were their
homes. The general market trading center stood still with no
movement as far as he could tell. Billows of smoke rose high
against the yellow glow creating columns of orange beyond the
farthest part of town. Because of the glow mixed with darkness he
could barely make out figures moving near and just beyond the far
end of the main road. His heart raced so fast and loud he could
hardly hear his own thoughts. Take a deep breath and slow down, he
told himself, he convinced himself. He exhaled softly and slowly;
now he could hear voices riding on the wind. He tried to focus his
hearing, but the voices he could not make out nor understand. One
thing he did know, those voices were not from anyone who lived in
Lockwood. Growls and shouts must have been commands or orders, but
the good thing was no screams. Either the town’s people were
already dead or heeding orders by their captures. Dead, he thought.
There was no time for all of them to die. Only a half hours time
must have past between Imke’s departure and their decision to make
it for the corn fields.

“Well, the good thing is I don’t hear any
screams or sounds of war.” He tried to reassure Ronin. Ronin still
wore the look of fear on his face, but Timson could tell that he
was handling it as best he could.

“Let me take a look,” Ronin finally spoke.
Timson exchanged places with Ronin. Ronin gasped as he made out
silhouettes that looked like town’s people gathering at the end of
the main road.

“Timson, you need to see this. I don’t
understand, but it looks as if everyone is alright.”

In pure amazement and disbelief Timson edged
his head back around the barn’s edge to verify Ronin’s observation.
The silhouettes grew in size and number by the second. It did look
as if the whole town gathered in the middle of the main road. Ronin
started to rush around the barn, but Timson grabbed the back of his
shirt and held him in place.

“Not so fast Ronin, we still don’t know what
is really going on. Remember the sun? No sun in the middle of the
day, soldiers marching across Stone Water Bridge.”

“No matter the strange sky Timz it looks as
if the village is safe, we need to join them,” he said with a smile
of relief.

Timson knew that Ronin made a great point but
he could not get the bad feeling out of his stomach and the small
hairs on his arms and neck were still raised and prickly. Timson
let go of Ronin, “Alright, go see what the word is while I’ll take
a quick look at Stone Water just to make sure there are no more
soldiers hanging around.”

Ronin smiled again and said, “Don’t worry
Timz it’ll be just fine.” Then he took off toward the main
road.

Timson backtracked to the other side of the
barn and then paused to look for an all clear around the corner.
With the town’s center behind him he had a clear open look at Stone
Water Bridge. The yellow glow from the flames outlined two
extremely large wheeled wagons that looked as if they could carry
much supply. The wagons outer edges were walls that stood at least
eight feet in height and the length at least twenty feet. A team of
large beasts pulled the wagons slowly. With the poor lighting he
could not make out the type of beast, but from the size of them he
could not guess. He had never seen a beast that big before.
Trailing behind the wagons were soldiers in armor wielding weapons
that glistened in the fire’s glow. He counted at least thirty or
forty soldiers but he could not tell from his viewing angle how
many took the lead. As he watched from his, somewhat safe, position
he noticed the lead wagon disappear into darkness as it reached the
other side of the bridge. The yellow glow of flames enveloped the
town, the rest darkness. It was not long before the second wagon
slowly vanished into the black. His heart pounded with anxious
desire to chase after the wagon train as his thoughts told him to
see if his family was safe back in town, to see if Imke was safe.
With a sudden reaction he leaped forward towards the bridge, but
then stopped and changed directions back towards the middle of
town, towards home.

Up ahead he could see the town’s people
gathered in the middle of the main road and behind them three or
more burning structures. The fire raged on and no one appeared to
be lifting a hand in aid to put out the fires. One of the smoke
billows came from where his home resided or at least in that
general direction. The bad feeling he had before grew worse with
every footstep. Once he reached the end of the main road he had to
dodge and weave around town’s people who stood still as if they had
no soul. He stopped and recognized Mr. Selmer.

“Mr. Selmer what happened?”

A soft glow of yellow escaped Mr. Selmer’s
eye’s as he looked at Timson. Mr. Selmer’s eye’s had a deep black
center as if someone dropped a blotch of ink on his pupil.

“The Black Wizard seeks all, wants all,” he
growled.

“The Black Wizard? Who is The Black
Wizard?”

Mr. Selmer repeated the same phrase about the
Black Wizard over and over. The other’s that gathered in the middle
of the main road suffered from the same thing Mr. Selmer had, or
what ever was making him act so strangely. It was almost as if no
one was home, but the candle still burned, barely. Timson wondered
what happened to these people; what this strange darkness and
soldiers had to do with making people into mind numbing souls with
no control over their thoughts, or actions. Who was this Black
Wizard and what kind of hideous magic did he cast over Lockwood?
What tugged at him even more was the questions “Why did he not
change like the others and what about Imke and Ronin?” He would
have to worry more about that later, he needed to find his family
Haydn, Erika, his Father and Mother. He bumped into a few more
mindless souls as he gently pushed his way through the crowd and
finally breaking through to the open pathways leading to
residential areas. As he neared his home his heart sunk to see it
in full flame. No use in calling for help or running to the river
for water, the house was past saving. Through the flames he could
see the framing or at least some of the frame that still stood
clothed in fire. The heat took his breath as he breathed it in
tasting the cinder, ash, and smoke. He instantly dropped to his
knees weeping great sobs of sorrow. He had no way of knowing if his
family survived or did they perish in the flames? He rubbed the
tears from his eyes and swallowed his sobs. He needed to be strong.
They had to be alright. They had to be alive. Maybe they were like
the others, maybe they were still alive...just changed. As he stood
to his feet to search the town something caught his attention just
to the left of the burning house.

“Please no...” he thought. He cautiously
walked over to what at first looked like a sack of potatoes, but
then changed to a recognizable form of a human. Then the worst:

“Mother!” he ran to her side and turned her
over onto her back. He lifted her head to the crease of his arm and
lowered his to see if breath was still in her. He felt a faint
exhale on his ear and then she groaned. He changed positions and
dragged her injured body from the heat of the flames to a distance
that felt more manageable for them. Blood soaked the midsection of
her body where a soldier’s sword had pierced, ripping apart her
dress and splitting her skin. Timson stroked her gray hair gently
as he once again held her head in his arms.

“It’s going to be alright mother,’ he
whispered. “No one can hurt you anymore.”

As she struggled for every breath she fought
hard to raise her right arm and grab a hold of his. “You’re
father...they have your father.”

“The soldiers who did this, they have father?
What about Haydn and Erika?”

She took a deep breath and then upon her
dying exhale she said, “All changed...” Her stomach rested still
and her fingers lost their grip and her arm fell to her side.
Timson gave her the strongest hug he could ever remember giving her
and held her close not wanting to let her go. The fire raged on.
There was no time for mourning the dead, he needed to find anyone
who was not changed under this evil spell and mount a rescue of the
town’s people that were in those wagons.

“Ronin! Imke!” he shouted at the top of his
voice. No response. He laid his mother’s head softly and stood up
saying a prayer in silence before leaving. He knew, if anything,
that Ronin would be found at his house, so he set off to find
him.

Ronin sat in front of his home with his head
buried between his knees. He looked up just in time to see Timson
running his way.

“They’re all changed Timson, all of them;
mother, father, everyone.”

“I know, my mother is dead; they have father
and Haydn and Erika are changed by the magic.”

“What are we going to do?’ Ronin lifted his
head higher looking Timson eye to eye. Ronin’s eyes put off a soft
yellow, flickering some, and then normal; his pupils were not
blotted black against a solid yellow like the others.

“Ronin, your eye’s glow yellow; I need to get
you out of this place before you become like the rest of them. Did
you happen to see Imke?”

Ronin did not seem concerned about the glow
in his eyes. He stared blankly, “I looked everywhere for her, I
could not find her.”

“She must be on one of those wagons then. We
need to go after them.”

With a continued blank stare Ronin slowly
dropped his head back to his knees, “There all gone.”

Timson grabbed Ronins shoulder’s and shook
him sternly, “Snap out of this Ronin! I need your head clear! I
don’t know what is happening here any more than you do, and we’ve
both lost love ones to this evil, but there are those on those
wagons that need our help. I can’t do it alone brother, I need your
help! Can you do that? Help me?”

Ronin’s blank star vanished and Timson could
see the candle burning once again.

“What about my eye’s Timson? Will I change
like the others?”

“I don’t know Ronin, but one thing I do know
is for some reason you aren’t and until you are you can make a
difference.”

Ronin cracked a half hearted smile and stood
up with the aid of Timson’s firm grip.

“I noticed two large people wagons cross
Stone Water Bridge and then into darkness. The light of the fire
ends at the far side of the bridge. They were moving very slow, so
I think if we hurry we might be able to catch them on foot.”

“Maybe we can get some horses from Mr.
Standing’s stable?”

“I think we might be much safer on foot; I
don’t think I can navigate a horse in this type of darkness.”

“Alright Timz let’s get that wagon.”

“We will need some supplies, a weapon or two
do you have any?”

“I’ll put some things together,” he said
while running inside.

Timson gazed at the dark moon above while
noticing a blackened sun right behind it. He could hardly make out
the sun, but he could see it. He could see hope as long as he saw
the sun.

 


The two stood at the edge of Stone Water
Bridge hesitant to cross into the darkness as the water raged
underneath them. Armed with a flail threshing tool and a brush axe
known as a bill hook, they each donned a sack filled with light
food supplies such as bread, cheese, and water skins. Ronin held
out a lantern and lit the wax candle inside and handed it to Timson
while lighting one for himself. As they crossed cautiously into the
black the glow of the lanterns brought enough light for them to see
the ground in front of them. Wagon tracks appeared visible exposing
their direction of travel across a grassy plain. Moving in a North
Easterly direction toward the city of Unyar they moved as fast as
they could. It was hard to move any faster than a brisk walk as the
candle light only cleared a path of site for a speed such as that.
It wasn’t long, maybe a half mile or so that their eyes began to
adjust to the darkness. Somehow there was enough sunlight in the
air that images started to form around them. Not that they could
see so clearly, but enough that they could pick up their pace a
bit. The trail left by the heavy wagons was accompanied by the many
footsteps of soldiers that left a fresh path of trampled and matted
grassland. With the darkness in front of them, Timson thought that
he might come upon the group at any moment in time. As he looked in
the sky of pitch black he could still make out the darkened moon
and an outline of the sun, but this time the sun separated itself
from the alignment of the moon and its silhouette fell closer to
the ground. They traveled for much of the afternoon and evening
approached bringing about an evening time chill. Ronin lost pace
with Timson and slowed down considerably.

“We need to rest Timson,” Ronin pleaded with
exhaustion. “Just for a few minutes, please.”

Timson agreed and the two sat down on the
matted grass and shared some water from a skin and ate some cheese
and bread to give them strength and renewal. Ronin carried a few
more candle sticks to keep them going, but he knew at the rate they
were traveling the candles would be gone by morning. After that
they would be in darkness unable to move safely at a faster
pace.

“How much longer to you reckon?” Ronin
asked.

“I don’t know Ronin,’ said a deflated Timson.
“I was sure we would catch up to them by now, but for some reason
they seem to have quickened their pace more than I
anticipated.”

“What are we going to do when we catch them?
Have you thought of that?”

Timson looked at Ronin’s shadow covered face,
“If we are lucky we will catch up to them while they are at rest.
Only a few should be on guard while they sleep. If that is the case
then I think we stand a chance at a rescue, but if we arrive upon
them while they are alert and awake all we can do is fall back and
hope they cannot track us in the darkness.”

“One problem with your plan Timz, they are
traveling in the darkness now so I would think they can see
us.”

“Yeah, well let’s hope for our sake that they
can’t.” Standing up and grabbing his lantern, “Break is over Ronin,
let’s get moving.”

Ronin packed the cheese and bread and
followed Timson closely. With their strength renewed they followed
the wagon trail with earnest and speed, a little faster than their
previous pace. The sun descended closer to the horizon. The
darkened moon seemed to appear a little brighter behind the
covering of magic as it reflected the sun. This dimmed brightness
broadened their vision and the land about them started to come into
view. Their sight was as if they were viewing true nighttime
vision. The moon’s glow reflected upon the dark shadow that held it
captive, and the land around them bathed in the moon’s natural
light. Full and beautiful the moon casted its glory upon the world
below giving Timson and Ronin the break they were looking for.
Because of the timely gift of the moon they no longer needed to
waste anymore of their candle wax. They promptly extinguished their
lantern light with a breath. The pursuit of the wagon train and the
constant walking left the young men much time for thought. Ronin
longed for home the way it was before the day’s dreadful events. He
could not erase the thoughts of his father and mother wandering
around Lockwood in a state that resembled the undead. He often
thought about the yellow haze coming from his own eyes and what
that meant for him and his future. Would he end up like the rest?
Would he succumb to this Black Wizard and whatever he was trying to
accomplish? Darkness and silence had a way of stirring fear, and
the more he thought the greater his fear. Timson, on the other
hand, didn’t think about anything other than the rescuing of his
father and finding Imke. Thoughts of how he would take out the
guards and killing whomever tried to prevent him from accomplishing
his goal. Anger raged inside him as memories of his dying mother
flashed before his mind. No mercy and God help those who were to
stand in his way. As time went on through the night the anger and
rage took hold deeper in his heart. He did notice how angry his
thoughts betrayed him, and knew that even though it was natural for
him to want revenge for the death of his beloved mother, that was
not him or his nature. Something evil was in the air feeding on his
thoughts and mind. Something sinister was at work in the living,
breathing land around him. Aided by the light of the moon he could
see the rise in the plains and the outlines of groves ahead that
could serve as a resting place for the wagon train. Timson motioned
for Ronin to stay alert. They stopped and listened for voices on
the wind, for the smell of fire, or anything that might give them a
clue of warning. They crouched in silence waiting,
watching...nothing. Timson started to get up when Ronin grabbed the
back of his shirt bringing him back into a crouch.

“See that?” he whispered.

“No, see what?”

“Just up ahead,’ he pointed. ‘Through the
groves, just below the horizon, I see flame.”

Timson squeezed his eyes tight trying to make
out any sort of glow or flame in the direction Ronin pointed, but
for life’s sake could not find any kind of light.

“I don’t see anything, are you sure?”

“It’s plain as day Timz. I can assure you
they are there.” Ronin pulled his pack from his back and set it
down in front removing the threshing flail. The solid oak handle
felt nice in his hands while the loose part separated by five iron
links dangled. Timson motioned for Ronin to take it easy.

“Put that away Ronin, we aren’t even sure
that’s them. It could be travelers. Anyhow I don’t see the flames
you see. I say we get a closer look before we pull out any
weapons.”

Ronin’s look could almost burn a hole in
Timson, his eyes glowing softly.

“I’m not sure why you can’t see it Timz, but
in or behind that grove is your father and Imke. I suggest you get
your hook out and let’s be ready for anything. We may not get a
second chance at this.”

Timson was taken back by the animal instinct
that possessed his dear friend. A few moments ago he thought he
would be the one to portray that kind of emotion because of his
mother’s death, but now it was Ronin. The evil in the air flowed
like the current of wind that moved throughout the world; one
second it was on him the next it was in Ronin. He could feel the
evil in every breath. He opened his pack and pulled out his brush
axe. The rusty blade was about one foot long and parts of it
remained sharp enough for axing brush, but much of it was less than
adequate. He did feel that if he struck a blow just right the blade
would do enough damage to serve its purpose. He gently motioned a
few strikes getting a feel for the weight and movement of the
blade. Memories of his combat training flashed in his mind. He
remembered a couple of years ago when a few of the King’s former
soldiers provided training to all the men in Lockwood. The training
was intense enough to prepare anyone for defense of their village
town. Although he never used a weapon in battle, at least there was
some familiarity with it. Ronin swung the flail while watching the
hard wooden end rotate and delay with every swing. The iron links
clanked and squeaked with every motion. Timson looked over at Ronin
and the reality of a quick slaughter suddenly set in; their
slaughter.

“This is going to be over real quick if we
play this wrong Ronin. Put on your best hunting skill and approach
this as quietly as humanly possible. You know where the fires are
so you lead the way. I say we take it slow to a position where we
can at least see what we’re up against.”

“Sounds good Timz,’ he said with a low voice.
“As we get closer you will see the flames and get a head count.”
Ronin held out his hand, and Timson took it in a firm grip. They
locked on each others gaze taking in the fear and the bravery that
men going into dangerous situations often feel. They were
bonded.


Dark Moon Shadows

Chapter Three




Grunts and growl noises came from two of the
guards as they tore into pieces of meat, tearing it apart as if
they hadn’t eaten in weeks. Dark feathers still clung to the skin
attached to the meat and bone. Two enormous creatures grazed on the
grass, one each, hitched to its own wagon to pull. A low fire cast
dim light on the two guard’s faces as they ravenously tore into the
meat. They had two arms and legs just like any other human kind,
but their faces wore a look of death. It was hard to tell the exact
color in the lighting provided, but from the distance their skin
looked like wrinkled leather. Rotted noses left nothing to bring a
facial feature other than the skeletal holes used for breathing.
Dressed in full armor, mostly made of leather, they ate; ready for
action should the opportunity find the need. On the other side of
the wagons slept twenty to thirty others dressed like the ones
eating. The orange groves, old as the world, were strong and thick
and scented the air with a pleasant aroma of sweet oranges. Thick
and plentiful were the old trees that served as a perfect cover for
the two young men from Lockwood. There, not too far away from the
grove, was a main road well travelled that led to the city of
Unyar. It puzzled Ronin and Timson as to why the army did not
travel the main, but used grassy hills and orange groves to hide
their progress. At first Timson thought that this small army had to
be from Elberoth since no other city in the known region of this
side of the world could afford an army with the type of armor they
wore. But after seeing the faces of the two that ate, he had to
believe they originated from some other place. At least that was
his hope. Could Elberoth be behind something this evil as turning
its own people into mindless slaves? Why would a Black Wizard have
any business with the King? Timson had to clear his mind of
questions and clues. This was not the time for that. They were
about to go into battle; two against twenty or more. The odds did
not line in their favor, but he was sure of himself that when the
time came for action he would be ready. He had to convince himself
of that, but if he knew himself like he thought he did, he would
be. His very life depended upon that thought. Ronin was another
story. Timson was not sure if he would be up to the task, but
something changed in him over the last couple of hours. Seeing his
eyes put off that soft glow might have something to do with it. No
matter; each would have to rely on their training that they
received from the former soldiers of the King. If anyone knew how
to train and fight, it was those men.

The two subhuman creatures tore into the bird
meat and drank wine from old skins that dangled from the sides of
their battle dress. Distracted by the need to fuel and drink, the
subhuman death guards put themselves in a vulnerable position for
attack. Timson and Ronin knew that this moment was a golden
opportunity for them to make their move. The question was would
they be ready for it? Would they be able to capitalize on the
moment? If they failed, they would most certainly die.

Timson gripped his brush axe tightly feeling
the sweat drip from his palms. Ronin also held on to his flail.
Timson quietly moved out from behind an orange tree as Ronin
followed. They walked gently and quietly avoiding any foot noise.
If there was anything they were good at, it was sneaking upon prey
for the kill. They were trained well in the art of hunting, and now
they were putting their skills to use in a very different way.
Suddenly they were upon the deathly looking guards and with a
subtle glance at Ronin they both raised their weapons. Timson swung
the sharp end of his battle axe at a sweeping angle with all the
force he could manage, while Ronin did the same. With a crunching
sound of leather, skin, and bone severing and breaking the first
guard hardly made a sound as the life breath left him quickly as he
slumped to the ground. With a thud that created a loud dull sound,
the second guard absorbed a blow to the side of his head that
instantly knocked him unconscious as he too fell to the ground. Not
wasting any time Timson dislodged his blade from the one guard and
then thrust it into the unconscious one killing him instantly.
After a survey of the immediate area, not a stir moved throughout
the camp. Timson could hardly believe they did what they had just
done. He looked at Ronin. Ronin’s eyes glowed a little sharper and
his face hardened with a thirst for more killing. Timson’s relief
turned to urgency. He quickly dropped his bush axe and grabbed the
deathly looking soldier’s sword and scabbard. Ronin, just as quick,
did the same.

“We need to do this fast. You search the lead
wagon, I’ll take the other. Make sure they stay quiet. The last
thing we need is for the army on the other side to waken.”

Ronin understood completely and ran to the
lead wagon. Timson, without any delay, made his way to the second
wagon. The wagon had tall wooden sides, but the rear door was made
of iron bars with an iron lock keeping it securely shut. He
silently grabbed a hold of the bars and lifted himself upon a
wooden step, looking inside. Darkness concealed the bodies of men,
women, and children that practically slept on top of each
other.

“Bernhold!” he whispered loudly. “Imke!”

“Timson, is that you?” a voice of surprise
sounded from the darkness. The wagon moved from side to side gently
as people and voices stirred.

“Shhhh, you all need to stay quiet!” Timson
pleaded.

The darkness revealed a battered and bruised
face of his father as he appeared in the sliver of moonlight that
shined towards the back of the wagon. Timson’s eyes filled with
tears of joy.

“Thank God, I knew you were still alive.”

“I’m not that easy to rid of son,” he said
exhausted with little life in him. A small smile spread across his
face, his eyes flashed a brilliant yellow and then normal. “You
should have never come. There is something evil that is way beyond
us. Did you find Mamma?”

With a tear streaming down he just shook his
head in sorrow.

“Somehow I knew,” holding back his tears.
“Who else is with you?”

“Just Ronin, the rest of the village has
changed. There alive, but their souls are somehow gone.”

“I know, when the soldiers came, most of the
town was already changed when the moon shadowed. It seems they came
to collect those who did not fall under the transformation.”

“Have you seen Imke?”

“No, if she is here she must be in the other
wagon.”

“What about Haydn and Erika?”

“I don’t know son, everything happened so
fast. If they didn’t change they might be in the other wagon.”

“I’m going to find a way to get you out of
here.”

“No, son I don’t want you risking yourself
for us,’ he paused struggling to breathe. After a short pause he
regained his air. “Listen to me. You need to find the Green Wizard;
he will know what to do. Just tell him I sent you. He knows all
about you son. If you do this we all may have a chance.”

With a puzzled look on his face he winced,
“What do you mean find the Green Wizard? I thought the wizards were
just fables, fairytales.”
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