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  Rip Van Winkle

  
  




Planet : Earth 1839

Hemwood Valley 




Amanda Kessler was caught red-handed. Her foster father, John Kessler, spotted her just as she was stealing away from the house with a freshly dried sheet. She stood in the doorway, looking appropriately ashamed to have been caught as Edward’s voice called to her from outside.

“Did you get it? Are you coming?” 

A sliver of Edward appeared in the doorway before recoiling at the realization that John was there. John Kessler narrowed his eyes and clicked his tongue.

“What’s all this then? What do you think you’re doing with my sheets?” he demanded. 

Amanda didn’t know how to respond. 

“Edward Mullings!” he called sharply, his voice like the crack of a whip. 

Bashfully, the young man obeyed, keeping his eyes to the floor. 

“Tch! Thought you’d walk right out the front door, did you? Boldest thieves in Landow! And to what end? Soil my very own sheets, will you?!” John scolded.

“That’s not what we—” Edward tried to say. 

Though Amanda was not his flesh and blood, she was every bit John’s daughter. She narrowed her own eyes and pressed her lips thinly. Lifting her head slightly, she returned his biting accusations with a bite of her own.

“Sully your sheets? Why, yes! I thought to make them a funeral shroud!” Amanda told him. 

“Bury your dignity?” John accused.

“No, actually. To preserve another’s. There’s a dead man on the hill by the old Carver’s estate. He’s naked.” Amanda explained. 

Edward glanced at her meekly. So much for keeping it a secret. 




Amanda exaggerated slightly. The body sat up against a lone tree just at the edge of the estate. Standing under the tree, one could look down upon the uniform, pointed peaked houses of Landow where the well-off lived. Further to north, Landow surrendered to the forests at the foot of her surrounding mountains.

The forest was slowly but surely claiming what was left of the Carver Estate. The grand manor was left in blackened ruins, thus it was long believed that the place was haunted.

If word of mouth was true, they never did recover Crowell Carver’s remains; he went up in flames along side his earthly possessions. 

Rumors of hauntings inevitably drew Landow’s young and foolish. While John noted this with scorn, Amanda explained that if she and Edward had not wandered out this early morning, they would not have found the corpse. 

They initially assumed the man was sleeping. As harmless as a nap was, his nakedness was cause for concern. Once they drew near, however, they discovered the man to be all skin and bone. Fearing a curse or some other misfortune, Amanda made the choice to cover the poor man. 

Their story was ridiculous at best, but Amanda was all too happy to march her foster father to the tree in person to prove him wrong. John was old and stubborn, and did not stop his furious march until the tree was in sight. 

There was a man there. 

It was easy to mistake him for a bare skeleton from a distance. Drawing near, his flesh became more apparent, clinging like a thin veil to his ribs. 

“At first, we thought he must have been murdered,” Edward muttered. “But I guess he starved to death.” 

Once they were but a few feet away, Amanda threw out the sheet to cover the corpse. 

“Don’t you—! Those are mine!” John hissed. 

“I’m a young lady! It isn’t right for me to be exposed to naked men like this!” she retorted.

“Then you should have stayed home!” John scolded. 

The sheet fell short of covering the body anyway, nestling neatly in his lap as a convenient compromise. John crouched before the body with half a mind to snatch the sheet back up. He squinted his eyes and tried to identify the corpse instead.

“Who is it?” Edward muttered.

“Nobody I know,” John answered shortly.

The man was mostly bald, with sparse wisps of white hair still clinging to his skull. His eyes were sunken in and his cheek bones were high. Despite his pitiful state, his expression was tight-lipped, as if more annoyed by his untimely demise than distraught. 

His chest was remarkably flat; he really was nothing but skin and bones. John’s lips parted slightly. The more he eyed the corpse, the stranger and stranger it became. 

“You think it’s….” Edward began.

Amanda elbowed him harshly, “Oh, hush. He isn’t a ghost.”

Her foster father snorted. 

Amanda cocked her head, “What?”

He held out his hand and motioned over the man’s chest, “Notice anything?” 

“I notice he’s skinnier than a lamppost,” Amanda chided. 

“What about you, Mullings?”

Edward shifted his weight onto his other leg, “Well…I did notice those weird spots on him, but my grandmother has spots like that too. I thought it was just a thing with old people.” 

John tapped the man on his right breast, “Right. But no spots here. No navel either.” 

He lost the two younger folk. 

“What?” 

He snorted again, supposing he should have been more grateful that his foster daughter wasn’t better acquainted with naked folk. The chest was smooth and bare, just as the flesh that didn’t deserve to be called a stomach. The fellow had plenty of spots, though. 

John thumped the man’s chest, “There’s no such thing as ghosts, but this fellow here isn’t right. We should probably be getting the constable about now.”

Edward shot a look at Amanda, his superstition flaring. 

As John readied to heave himself up, the corpse scrunched up his face. He half-opened his heavy eyes, turned his head and glared at John Kessler. While his body was the very image of desolation, his eyes were of the most vibrant green. 

Edward Mullings screamed.

Pulling himself to his feet, the pale corpse stood three heads above John. He regarded the small crowd gawking at him with mild contempt before closing his eyes and scratching his throat with untrimmed nails. 

Amanda darted to John’s side and grabbed his arm. Though her eyes were wide with fear, she hadn’t abandoned her wits. She would not leave her foster father alone before this wight. 

A vein twitched in the corpse’s face, and for a moment, his annoyance was replaced with something else. He seemed lost. He stared down at Amanda as though he had forgotten something, his lips parted slightly as he tried to recall what it was. 

Failing to do so, he scowled and turned his attention to John. 

“Did you have a reason for waking me? Is there nothing more demanding of your attention?” he grumbled.

His voice came out thin and scratchy. The young man taking up the rear recoiled. He seemed ready to make a run for it. The young woman before him steeled herself and took a step forward, putting herself between him and the old man she held. Whatever skepticism she held was promptly dispelled.

“Edward and I were the ones who found you. We were trespassing,” she told him.

“Amanda, no!” the young man balked. 

The corpse snickered slightly. 

“But you should know, this isn’t your land anymore. You’ve no right to punish any of us for being here,” Amanda glared. 

John shot her a look but couldn’t voice his disagreement.

“My land?” the corpse questioned, glancing about idly as he scratched his chest. 

“Yes, you see? There’s nothing left,” Amanda told him.

John made an exasperated sound. 

“I see trees. I see grass. Nothing left? What else should there be?” the corpse asked.

What more would a dead man need? 

“If you are pleased with the woods, you may have them,” John suddenly said, pulling his arm and Amanda with it. “We’ll leave you be.” 

“You might have left me sleeping.” 

“Keep the shroud and we’ll call it even,” John mumbled.

Only now did the corpse regard the sheet in his left hand, “This?”

As he lifted the sheet, a distant rumbling sounded. The ground beneath them trembled. Clouds began rising from Landow below. The corpse turned and beheld a line of identical, pointed houses disappear behind enormous plumes of dust. 

The terror of the wight was forgotten entirely as Amanda broke away from John to get a better look. Edward joined her at her side, eyes wide with panic.

“Oh no! Is that…Is that Willow Street!?” he demanded.

Amanda stood on the tips of her toes and strained her eyes, “No!….No! It’s Timber!” 

“It’s too close! How can you tell?!” he exclaimed. 

Amanda shoved him, “Go! We have to get down there! Julie and Frank stay on Timber!”

The two young ones took off with John trailing behind. He stopped once and glanced back at the corpse. It didn’t seem to begrudge them their escape. There was no more time to spare for it, John decided, and turned away to followed the young ones back into Landow.




Amanda was wrong. Willow Street sank below the surface of the earth, as well as half the road before it. Myrtle Road was thrown into chaos. The residents of Timber Street vacated their homes in a panic, and passersby scrambled in a mad haste. Those who were outdoors when their homes were swallowed up were left crowing and shouting, darting mindlessly for a way to rescue their loved ones. 

Arriving on the scene, Edward nearly lost Amanda in the fray. He reached out and snatched her arm to prevent this.

“God—Amanda! It was Willow Street! I don’t see my house!” he cried. 

Edward’s house was gone and with it, his grandmother. Whether his mother was with her, he didn’t know. 

The pit that opened below his house was just big enough to drag the whole thing underground. Staring down at the splinters and shingles, Edward’s soul groaned within him. Amanda was rooted in place, eyes wide. Her spirit screamed for action, but she had no idea where to begin. She couldn’t move. 

Edward fell to his knees at the edge of the chasm and shouted, “Gran? GRAN?!”

John struggled to navigate the chaos to join them. Even the arrival of the police did little to quell the terrified and manic. Landow’s civilians witnessed their very neighbors vanish before their eyes, some only escaping by inches. 

Amanda was relieved when she felt someone at her back. Assuming it was her foster father, she turned and nearly cried out. 

The corpse had followed them into town. He was watching Edward.. 

“Why are you shouting, boy?” he asked. 

Edward forgot himself and glanced over his shoulder. Seeing the corpse there stunned him briefly. 

The corpse stepped closer and leaned over the edge. 

“Is someone down there?” he asked. 

“D-did you do this? Because we disturbed your rest?” Edward asked, dumbfounded.

“His Gran is down there,” Amanda answered. “She was inside of the house when it collapsed.”

She then grimaced as the corpse bent his knees. This drew some attention from the others standing nearby. Somehow the situation continued to escalate, when what appeared to be a naked old man to the residents of Landow, jumped into the ruins. 

He gingerly tugged at the shingles under foot. Although many shingles came loose, moving them revealed no clear passages into the house. Nothing but broken beams and jagged wood. 

Crowds formed and reformed along the edge of the great chasm, having to be dispelled again and again by the police and would-be rescuers. Amanda and Edward, then joined by John, were their own crowd, watching the strange apparition from above. 

“Amanda!” 

If the voice belonged to anyone other than Julie, Amanda would have never turned away. She was embraced tearfully by her old friend and was overcome with relief.

“You’re alive! You made it!” Amanda exhaled. 

Julie’s clothes were dirty and ripped, but this was her usual look. Julie was one of Amanda’s oldest friends, back when she was still an orphan living on the streets of Landow. 

She was three years younger than Amanda and like sister to her. The two had been estranged since Amanda was then saved from the streets while the other orphans were left to their own devices.

It was a one-sided feud. Amanda never forgot Julie or the others. 

“Have you seen Frank?” Julie breathed.

“No, we just got here! This is Edward’s house!” Amanda explained. 

Julie turned her eyes to the chasm and recoiled, “What is that?!” 

Just as Amanda turned her eyes, she caught a glimpse of something deathly pale disappearing between the wall of the house and the wall of earth.

“What’s it doing?” Edward demanded, fearfully. “Where is it going?!”

“What is it?” Julie repeated.

“The undead!” Edward exclaimed. “Come from underground! We found it at the Carver Estate!” 

“Be quiet, boy!” John scolded. “There’s no such thing!”

“How can you say that?!” Edward cried, rising to his feet. “Look what it’s done!” 

“That’s Crowell Carver then, is it?” Julie mused, intrigued. 

“I don’t know, I mean…I thought it might be—that’s not important right now. Go find Frank! I need flag down some help!” Amanda ordered.

“Stay here with Mullings. Make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid. I’ll go for help,” John grunted. 

“Go then,” Amanda agreed. 

He disappeared into the crowd, and a few minutes later, Edward’s mother came calling. Tearfully, she embraced her son, but relief was a distant notion. 

“I just stepped out to for a jar of honey! I was only gone for a moment!” she exclaimed, wild with tears. 

“It’s a good thing you were out,” Amanda commented tactlessly. “Else you would have been caught, too.” 

“But Gran!” his mother wailed. 

Julie squeezed Amanda’s hand. “I’m going to look for Frank. We’ll meet you back here.” 

She made to sprint away, but movement in the chasm below stopped her. Shingles in the center of the roof trembled and then jolted upwards. Long, thin worms breached the roof for a moment before disappearing.

“Look! Something’s down there!” Julie pointed. 

More roof tiles were dislodged. They popped up like frogs in a boiling pot and the thin worms could be seen briefly before disappearing again. In a matter of minutes, a hole was made in the roof. Nimbly, the corpse found in the woods crawled out.

“What are you still doing up there? Come down and help me!” he commanded. 

Julie’s mouth fell open in disbelief. Edward’s mother hugged her son tightly to her bosom in terror. Her cry alerted John, who was just returning with any spare police and some able-bodied volunteers. They hurried over, though grim faced. There was only so much they do. Then they spotted the naked specter. 

“Did you find his Gran?” Amanda called down to the ghost.

“There is somebody down here. She fights my every attempt to move her.” Spotting the men, the ghost then pointed a long, finger. “You! Assist me! The rafters have made a net over her, but they creak terribly. She will not be safe for long.” 

“Good grief! Who is that?!” Constable Rooney exclaimed.

“Rip van Winkle,” John grunted. “Now get down there! You heard him!” 

To their disgust, the pale man then scuttled back down the hole in a manner far more befitting a rat. The lunatic was good to his word, however, for he widened the hole from underneath and then hoisted an unconscious elderly woman upward. She was lifted up and out of the hole by the apprehensive volunteers, each wary that the house could sink further down while they were standing on it. 

Edward Mullings and his mother were astounded, but then a greater fear over took them when Gran was limp and unresponsive. 

“She’s only unconscious ma’am,” Bill Thompson informed Ms. Mullings. 

“She worked herself into a fright. Refused to listen to a word I said,” the corpse commented, crawling up and out of the pit. 

The police and volunteers turned to him with similar disgust.

“I bloody wonder why,” Constable Rooney remarked. “Are you aware, sir, that you are stark naked?” 

The old man’s pluck was a little offensive. He certainly barked his fair share of orders. He stood taller than the other men, with a straight, firm posture, and an unflinching gaze. He carried himself like a king with such a countenance.

“There’s hardly a convenient time for an earthquake, is there? Poor sap may have been bathing,” John cut in, “Let him be. I should think there are more pressing matters at hand!” 

“Right…Well, get yourself covered up, at least. And no more jumping into holes!” Constable Rooney grumbled.

“There is still work to be done,” the stranger noted, turning his eyes back to the fissure.

“Leave the police to their work. It’s their job, not yours. You’ve done enough,” John grumbled.

“If the old woman could survive, it stands to reason that there could be others,” the corpse argued.

“And the police can take care of it. They have the means and the clothes, to boot. If you keep scuttling down in the rift-raff, you’ll just hurt yourself,” John pointed out. 

The corpse paused and took a moment to examine his fingers. The flesh was blistered and cut into thin strips in places. He had not noticed this before. 

Satisfied that John had the situation under control, Constable Rooney then turned to question Ms. Mullings and Edward on the whereabouts of their neighbors. The others remained where they stood, wary of the stranger. 

Amanda excused herself when Constable Rooney demanded Edward’s attention and joined her foster father. “Can he hurt himself? He isn’t among the living,” she quipped carelessly once she was close enough.

“Look again. His hands and feet are scuffed,” John sniffed.

“You look again, there’s no blood,” Amanda countered.

And what hands and feet they were, toes and fingers all terribly long and clawed. 

John scowled and turned away. “Come with me. We’ll find you something to cover up with.” 

“Nothing you have will fit this one. I don’t think anyone in Landow has clothes for him,” Amanda commented.

“Then we’ll go to the tailor. We’ll take his measurements at the house,” John decided.

Amanda hesitated. “Shouldn’t he return to…where he came from?” she asked carefully.

“The forest?” the stranger sniffed. “I have no particular reason to return there. You said so yourself that nothing of interest remains.”

John and Amanda exchanged glances.

Mullings and his mother were still engaged with the police, it seemed. As soon as they could get away, one of the volunteers helped them carry Gran. The hospitals were going to be crowded today. 

The corpse observed this with mild discontent. Perhaps his help was not needed, after all. He was reluctant to leave, but everyone seemed eager to have him go. He decided to accept John’s wisdom for the sake of his blistering hands. 

As supernatural as his form appeared to be, the sting of his cuts did not go unnoticed. If he did return, it would have to be with gloves.








  
  
  A Bruised Heel

  
  










Byron couldn’t tell if his eyes were open or shut. The darkness was the same either way. His whole body was wracked in an immense, uniform pain that made noting any of his limbs near impossible. 

He once had another name, but when the T’Habaanu were reborn as the Antlem, many of them abandoned their birth names in favor of new ones. Only their royalty, who still bore the visage of their past, remained the same. 

It was by royal order that he and his kinsmen came to this town of humans. They were sent on behalf of Grand Antlem Neshuti, daughter of King Xohak. They were sent to meet with the ambassadors of the Kelzen. 

Byron was born a T’Habaanu and so, despite his rebirth, he still bore many serpentine features. When the ground beneath him suddenly gave way, and the roof overhead came crashing down, his instinct was to shift into his larger, sturdier form. A knee-jerk reaction that cost him dearly. 

He was crushed under heavy beams, under shingles and splinters. So grievous were his wounds that his species’ natural tendency to emit light was hampered as well. His remaining light was barely visible and did nothing to illuminate the world around him. His mouth was glued shut by the dried gore that had been forced through his lips. A half-man, half-snake creature was dying in the suffocating darkness underground. 

Unfortunately for Byron, death was in no hurry to claim him, as it did his kindred. He was between forms. That strength cost him a swift and painless end. He stared blindly, dumbly into an all-consuming darkness for nearly two hours. His mind was stalled, in shock, when he raised his right arm and his fingers bore into a broken beam before him. 

Limply, he tried to hoist himself up and out of the rubble by his right arm alone. He could only scratch the wood in vain. Then came the laborious chore of trying to lift his left arm, made all the more difficult by the fact he couldn’t feel it anymore. 

He half-expected never to see it, but eventually his left arm was thrown out in front of him. A rattling breath pushed his crusted lips apart. Exhaling, he dug his nails as deep as he could into the wooden beam and heaved. 

The weight of his own carcass was far too much to bear, and he was so very weak. 

But not weak enough. 

He struggled with the beam for an indiscernible amount of time, when suddenly his body jolted forward and half over the beam. Drooling dark blue from the effort, Byron reached out to claw the next step forward. 

They had, of course, chosen a vacant building for their meeting. The humans weren’t ready to see them just yet, and indeed, the crushed serpent man would have driven any human to hysterics upon beholding him. 

There was no threat of this underground. Even if there had been a shred of light, all eyes were blinded by the fall. The humans weren’t too strong to embrace death. The surrounding houses and their residents were far beyond the cramped, hot space underground, and far from the thinning air. They couldn’t taste their own blood in their broken jaws. 

Byron himself had no understanding of what happened to him. He believed he was making his way to the front door. Escaping the house was all he needed. All he needed was to get out of the door. 

In truth, it was naught but a fissure in the living room wall, and it was smaller than the average door frame. It was too low for anyone to walk through, but Byron couldn’t stand to his feet anyway. 

Painfully, patiently, he crawled across the broken floor. Reaching the edge of the hole, he gingerly eased his long neck down to feel for the bottom. The drop was no more than a step down. His bloody lips gently met not with cobblestone streets, but cold, lumpy flesh. 

The ruined house fell into a cavernous tunnel, whose diggers met the same fate as Byron. They were crushed under the houses, though much like Byron, they were unwilling or able to die cleanly. He could feel the flesh writhing under his stomach as he slid out of the hole and into the tunnel. 

The air was thin, warm and humming with frantic energy. He was not alone down there. He could hear but not make sense of the scurrying, the scrapping, the thumping and the snapping in the darkness. They could have been rats. Rats the size of dogs. 

No room for thought, Byron’s limbs dumbly moved him forward on the blind, hollow hope that moving forward was all that was needed. Moving forward to escape.

What was left of the spark that guided him began to dim. As he crawled, pale, blurry forms came out of the darkness, darting about him and over him. He imagined them as large, frantic doves, trapped just as he was. 

They may not have been real at all, merely the byproduct of brain damage. Real or not, Byron didn’t have a breath to spare for them. They returned his indifference and fluttered about him without any indication they noticed him at all. 

The hallucinations were not harmless, however. Paying him no mind, they trampled over him occasionally, and he gurgled a scream of pain each time. The further in he went, the more numerous his terrible doves became, and the more often he was trampled.

The taste of blood became fresh on his tongue. 

He was put out of his misery before he could reach a finish line. One of the passing doves hit his side, sending him rolling down an incline he didn’t even know he was crawling along the edge of. He rolled into a deeper, cooler darkness and hit the ground hard. 

It was enough. 

Byron’s dim glow was snuffed out. 

Death found him at last. 

He could even see it with his own eyes. Just a few feet away, something else was laid, curled up and dead. Its form was too long to be human, but Byron could almost make out of face. Two eyes and a massive gaping maw faced him, its features pulsed irregularly.
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