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Chapter 1:
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The Shepherdess farted.  

The party waited at the derelict main gate of Moonville, impatient to get on their way.  The Shepherdess had caught them on their way out and asked for a word with Arty.  Arty knew the Shepherdess, her aunt, and normally an extremely confident pillar of the matriarchal town, was nervous about something.

“You’re nervous about something.”

“Aye, herher, yer smoked me.”  The Shepherdess fiddled with something in a small pocket of her shed sized poncho.  A cold, steady rain pelted her coal black eyes.  They shifted back and forth then settled on Arty’s coal black eyes.  “Ya’ve found some of yer grandma’s talent?”

The Shepherdess had recently given Arty a dirk that had belonged to her famous grandmother.  A dirk of goblin killing.  Its blade glowed when goblinkind were near, and it seemed to have a desire, even a thirst, to help her to kill goblinkind, the ever-menace and cause of civilization’s degradation these last hundred years.  But moreso her aunt referred to Arty’s inheritance of enhanced senses and abilities from her grandmother, Melantha, a melanist.  Arty’s hair was blond like her aunt’s, like everybody’s, except it wasn’t.  She died it blond every week at least the last few years since it had started growing in black after a traumatic event.  “I have.  I wish I had time to learn more, to see great grandfather Hippias and his brood in Chloris Ripa to learn more, but I must be off to Barony Bremer right away, so I guess I’ll learn about these - melanic - gifts - err - talents - as I go.  And Shepherdess - I - must - go.”

“Er, o’course ya do.  I were just thinkin’, they might use coin fer trade in the barony still, so I brought ya this.”  She brought out a small, stout leather purse and handed it to Arty.  Arty accepted the familiar looking purse like a fond memory, the only coins she’d ever seen until this last week.  She’d loved to play with them as a child, and that just a few years ago.  She hugged the Shepherdess hard.  The Shepherdess farted again.  “Oop.  Sorry.  I jest thought last night how they ain’t no use here in our lil town.”

“Thank you Shepherdess, that is so kind.”  Arty locked eyes, she genuinely loved her aunt.  The Shepherdess looked back as rain ricocheted off her great sloped forehead.  Arty looked over the Shepherdess’s shoulder at her soaked, almost as husky, always faithful husband and exchanged a nod and smile with him.  She took a deep breath.  She could do this.  She could be a Party Shamash.  A leader.  To save Moonville.  She turned, pocketed the purse, walked past the party, her party, through the gate, and didn’t look back.
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Chapter 2:
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The party had stayed just one night in Moonville.  The electricity was strong upon their unexpected and frantic return from their quest to renew long lost contact with other towns.  When the remnants of the party showed up with Katherina, the first human visitor to the town in a decade, and Meilikki, first friendly non-human visitor in several decades, the camaraderie quickly built, especially after Arty’s coterie mate Amat, a redeemed traitor, had essentially deposed her own usurper mother as The Shamash of Moonville, or Town Shamash, town leader.  There was immediate urgency to equip the party on their new quest to find Barony Bremer for support and defense against an impending invasion by Chateau Chauncy.  Because of this, the party only dozed a short while but the town fed them well and equipped them for their new adventure.

Arty and Katherina slept on Arty’s old straw mat.  Both sixteen, both tall, Arty lean but toned, both more so after the adventure over the last two weeks.  Katherina not toned, soft, she had the soft look of someone from a privileged family, naive outside her much larger town Chateau Chauncey, but she had shown stones when she left her family and escaped the grip of the town matriarch like she did, not to mention when she gallantly fought the river monster upon their arrival just yesterday.

Arty felt blessed her father was awake at dawn when she arose.  He looked so weak and grey-faced but her eyes leaked freely with joy when he had smiled, dismissing any embarrassment from Katherina’s presence.  Arty knew he would recover from the Wyvren’s sting, he now in Amun-Ra’s care.  Her mother had of course doted over her last night and in the morning, and over Katherina, fed them, pushed on her a new oiled leather backpack Arty knew her father had somehow made her, a new heavy cloak, and provisions collected from several households in the small town, even from those who despised Arty’s mother  for her views on equal rights for men and who had deposed her as Town Shamash not so long ago.

Arty hated to leave Amun-Ra.  Meilikki had insisted he would recover from, well, his death, then subsequent resurrection.  He’d been dead for the time it took the ragged party to get him from the Hog King River to his parents’ house in Moonville, several hundred paces, and for Meilikki and Amun-Ra’s parents to cast a still unbelievably powerful spell to wake him from the dead.  But Meilikki had said his recovery would take several days.  Arty felt a warmth toward the clerical Amun-Ra, not to mention the occasional searing heat towards him.  She saw his face in her thoughts every few moments now that the bustle had died down and they were on the road, or path, as it were.

Amat, despite being a bully of a friend to Arty growing up, and betraying Arty and the party in their previous quest, stayed behind in Moonville and Arty trusted her to govern with her mother and her mother’s cabal, to lead the town in the direction of righteousness and as futile as it would be, to train the town to defend itself against attackers from Chateau Chauncey’s most powerful matron and essentially dictator, Melina Davout, of the Davout family.

Fiercely independent Meilikki, the powerful dwarf ranger-druid, an invaluable albeit reluctant ally, had agreed to accompany the party north.  She hadn’t committed to going to Bremerburg, the capital of Barony Bremer.  She had only said she was “headed north anyway” but Arty thought she felt a sense of protectiveness, a tiny hint of camaraderie to fix both long standing and recent wrongs in the world, and probably a chance to get back at the man dwarves called Marduk, who’d almost murdered Meilikki to get to Arty.  The Man in the Scarlet Sash.

Kniv’s family could not have prevented him from marching off with Arty if they were a thousand giants.  And giants his parents and sister were.  Arty had told Amat's mother, The Shamash, that there would be no more pack boys.  Men could fight as well as women if trained, and women could share in carrying packs.  Kniv was an equal, and much, much stronger, if less refined fighter to Arty.  He was taller, and much heavier, even at just fourteen years.  Arty tried but once, in vain, to convince him and his parents that he would be better off if he stayed and trained to fight.  His little sister, just twelve and in the next younger coterie to Arty’s, and as heavy as Arty already, snorted at this out of discriminatory matronistic habit, but did give Arty a look of admiration which made Arty feel she was taking care of Kniv pretty well and might someday be a better leader for it.

Katherina was not skilled in combat, had no outdoor senses, and likely was in no shape to walk all day or sleep on the ground, but she was a necessity in this desperate attempt to influence Barony Bremer to protect the town of Moonville from the imminent attack from Chateau Chauncey.  She was from a lesser oligarchical family at Chateau Chauncey, a family that had roots in Barony Bremer, and they were going to try to use those roots to garner protection.  Katherina had a ring of flying she didn’t know how to use and about which the party repeatedly warned her not to use until they could get her safe training.  And, Arty suspected, Kniv was keen to protect her, very keen indeed.

As they gathered that morning man called “The Onion” who had no family, had begged them to join as a pack boy.  Arty had to argue with him in the rain at the gait that there were no more pack boys.  He didn’t seem to conceive this, Moonville’s matriarchal society was all any of them or their parents or grandparents had ever known.  She said it was not necessary with their walk of just several days to the Barony - hopefully.  He tried one more time, he cried in front of her in the rain, but Arty knew this man was needed in town to harvest root vegetables and she knew he had an old leg injury she didn’t think would allow him to keep up for long.  

So the party of four walked in the streaming, slanting, cold, grey rain as it fell from the cold grey sky.  Arty hoped their heavy cloaks and various leathers would keep them dry.  Her boots her father had painstakingly crafted remained dry, always had, despite the downpour and puddles and impromptu streams they crossed every hundred paces on the path north.

She still had the map she got from the observatory far to the east.  It had proven accurate in the bends of the Hog King River upstream from Moonville and even Chateau Chauncey.  But to use it to navigate to Barony Bremer was only helpful in that she estimated it would take four to six days brisk pace to the north without getting lost or off track too far.  She and Kniv had each been on this path north before on a foraging sweep but only a day’s walk.  She worried Katherina would limit their distance, but damn how they needed her.

The rain kept their scent low but kept their ability to see or hear risks low as well.  Only Arty had lighter blond hair that might stick out a bit on a dark bark or dirt background, she did wear her trademark headband high on her forehead to hold her hair back.  Kniv’s hair was a bathwater blond, Katherina’s similar with lighter ends where it had been exposed to sun, and it was wavy, even in the constant rain.  And Meilikki’s hair was brown.  Just brown.  Like her nickname, The Brown Bear.  Another reason she made such a shocking impact when they walked into the town yesterday.

They didn’t talk.  Meilikki, knew the Barony Bremer area better so she’d already taken the lead, and Arty brought up the rear.  Katherina kept up, the silence lasted all day.  Thanks to one of her melanic abilities, Arty sensed an eclipse in the afternoon above the heavy, already dark clouds, but sensed no danger and said nothing.  They noticed nothing but small wet birds, rabbits, and deer this day.  They found a dry, sheltered overhang and built a fire and gave precedent to drying wet garments but to no good, by morning the only slightly dryer boots, cloaks, and gloves would only get wet again the moment they stepped away from the shelter, the rain wasn’t going to let up this night.

As the red hawk flies they hadn’t made much progress, the hills were shorter but valleys were steeper at times, they meandered more.  Nonetheless the party was motivated to progress.  To see Bremerburg, a town, nay, a small city, that almost no Moonvillan alive had seen in their lifetimes, that would be amazing.  Arty brought up the rear again this morning, her thoughts went again to Amun-Ra, he would have loved to see Barony Bremer and its city.  He would have been good company too.  He would have aided the party with his healing abilities and used his math to estimate when eclipses were.  Arty smiled sadly for the hundredth time.

The rain had slowed to a drizzle.  The clouds were still heavy thought, and the sky became yet a darker blanket.  Darker than Arty had ever seen it during an eclipse.  A full eclipse this time for sure.  A loud grunt in the distance, perhaps goblinkind, perhaps goblinkind being killed.  Perhaps even human.  Then a hawk’s cry.  A stick, a wet stick but not green wood, snapped, hard to tell how far away, but not very far.

Arty heard a low growl.  A bobcat.  But had it growled at a them or a monster.  Would it attract goblinkind?  Arty’s, the whole party’s senses, were on overload.  They were not on good defensive ground, they were on the crest of a very small hill but there was heavy brush nearby on all sides and several possible trails.  A tall tree’s canopy shook lightly from a breeze and thousands of heavy raindrops fell like big berries.  Sounds of movement on all four sides.  The party looked to Arty.  She froze.  But no, there was no other course.  She squatted and held her hand down low for the party to get down, and to stay quiet.  

She had her dirk of goblin killing in her hand and hadn’t realized it.  The right weapon for close combat in this brush, and with goblinkind.  It glowed.  She looked at Meilikki with her short sword out, Katherina with her short sword and shield from the Moonville armory, painted black with a white skeleton, arm extended to hold a quarter moon.  Arty had always thought the skeleton looked like it was shuffling from side to side, doing some strange dance.  She was always amused when she thought about that.  Kniv’s massive great axe cradled in both his big hands on the other hand, was as serious as an earthquake.  

The party was still.  The drizzle seemed only louder.  The tension rose like a bear rising on hind legs.  Twenty quiet breaths passed.  Fifty.  A hundred.  Still sounds on all sides and animal or monster movement from deeper in the brush, but nothing imminent as far as they could tell.  A large tree fell some long way in the distance to the east.  Arty stopped herself from rubbing at the old scar that ran from her forehead into her hairline.  Another bird call some way to the west, this one a silly call, it mocked their worry.  The noises, then tension finally lowered, the party silently shifted in unison to rest on one knee, then both.  Another hundred breaths and the sounds, along with the darker grey blanket began to lift.  The party waited another hundred then did likewise.
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Chapter 3
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The fire roared.  They even started a second fire and really spread out everything that was wet.  Which was almost everything.  This was more a large cave than just an overhang.  Ten Arty’s could stand foot to head on top of each other to reach the top of the overhang, or almost twenty Meilikki dwarves.  It even had a small proper cave farther in.  Too small to sleep in and based on the light and occasional shuffling and peeping noises, full of bats, but defensible in an emergency, especially if the party crammed in on the guano and let Meilikki shoot her handheld crossbow out to hit anything that entered.

The rain had slowed in the afternoon and they had run off distance but stopped early here because it was such a fortuitous camp.  Dead wood had already been dragged and stacked under the fifty pace by ten pace overhang so there was plenty.  It had been used as a camp often but not recently.  The watch that night was charged as much with turning everyone’s drying clothing and supplies as they were with watching for threats.  Monsters, goblinkind or otherwise, would still attack at night, and during day, just with conscious sense rather than the rabid, blind fury daytime eclipses caused goblinkind.

Arty took first watch.  A rat or very young groundhog peeked in from the cover of a bush at the edge of light from the fires.  Arty was reminded of her capy.  It had saved her several times, had alerted her to attackers, but it had jumped from her pack to the unconscious Amun-Ra’s side when she visited him just before she left Moonville.  Perhaps it knew he needed it more?  Or perhaps it could read her mind and knew she was more worried about him than herself.  She’d been told they have innate senses and connection with their partner human.  When she got back she would name it.  She just then realized she should find out if it’s male or female.

The night went quietly, they let Katherina sleep through the night again and Meilikki took middle watch.  All woke early and enthusiasm returned in the morning, even with the extremely sore Katherina, anxious to prove herself.  After the party finished the now cold melon, dandelion, paw paw, and venison stew they’d made for dinner, they stepped off northbound early.

They continued on almost exclusively animal paths half of this day until they entered an abandoned settlement.  A human settlement not on the map.  It was several dozen houses, all the same, all made of stout brick, mostly all in tact, but completely abandoned.  There was only one brick structure in Moonville, its original purpose unknown, but Chateau Chauncey had at least a dozen.  Kniv returned, he’d inspected the couple houses to the east of where they entered the long, thin village, and certainly he’d also taken care of some personal business based on how much time he took and his lightened expression. 

“Hayden.”

Kniv was not the most talkative.  Arty looked at him questioningly.  Katherina and Meilikki exited the next two houses, apparently as empty and uninteresting as the other dozen they’d been through.

“There was a brick sign at that end that said Hayden something”.

“Hayden what?”

Kniv looked dumbly at Arty for a moment then turned and walked back to look again.  Arty felt like a schoolteacher but it could come in useful to know the settlement’s full name.

Kniv shuffled back.  “Hayden.  D-Y-J-K.”

“Like one word?”

“Like one word.”

Arty “hmmphed” and turned and the party walked under the still cloudy sky, and still muddy road, and this had most certainly been a road at one time.  Arty led the party west down the road of houses.  It arced ever so slightly north of west.  Katherina, short sword still out, was about to check the next house when Arty said “these houses all seem too clean.”

Meilikki was amused.  “Clean?  HERHERHER!  There’s a finger of dirt on everything in every one of them, and that’s the parts with roofs still.”  

“Well, I mean.  I know, time hasn’t stood still, the furniture is rotted and collapsed and rot has gotten in and all, but they’re in really good order considering this settlement likely was abandoned as soon as the darkness came.”  It’d been a hundred years.

Katherina observed “Well they are made of brick, they’re stout.”  Meilikki and Kniv nodded.  Strange for Meilikki to agree with anyone, and not at all strange for Kniv to agree with Katherina.  She could say there were no houses there and Kniv would nod and hope for her to smile at him.

“All the stranger.  The dirt and dust is hardly disturbed but there aren’t any animal bones.  No signs of squatting humans or monsters.”  Arty caught her hand moving to rub her scar, turned, looked at Meilikki, and quickly, soberly added “Or dwarves or elves or gnomes or other kind, intelligent folk.  Or animals.”

Meilikki didn’t react at all but did nod for a few moments.  She turned back west and the party followed her and took turns to search each house.  They got to the end and had found nothing.  Only a couple of the last houses had much recent disturbance of footprints in the dust.  These were goblinkind, but were not recent.  Did something tell animals and monsters not to enter these houses?  Or this village as a whole?

It wasn’t until they were four hundred paces outside of the village that they discovered two important things.  First, there was a good straight road headed just north of west, the direction they wanted at this point.  Second, Katherina had a blister she was afraid to tell anyone about and it had turned into a soupy, bloody mess.  Kniv had exposed her secret when he called out to her that her boot heel was pink with blood.  Arty and Meilikki immediately made her sit on a flat stone under a massive oak tree and take her boot off.  Arty had seen a lot of gory combat, especially recently, but she let out a sharp “ohhhh” as Katherina’s sloppy heel emerged the boot with a sucking ‘thook’ sound, and her heal dripped pink water from the blood and pus and mud and puddle water that was in her boot.

Meilikki took some time to berate Katherina.  These beratings occurred several times a day because Katherina was not an experienced adventurer, hiker, fighter, watch stander, meal preparer, cleaner, mender, packer, stay quiet-er, observer, tracker, forager, listener, smeller, or much else that was useful outside a town.  Once she was finished she inspected the heel, and the wound covered her whole heel, not the bottom but the left and right side, and the back.  Meilikki placed her right hand on and around the heel gently and spoke a few soft words, gestured to the sky with her other hand, bowed her head, and when she lowered her left hand to the top of Katherine’s foot, there was a soft glow between her right hand and Katherina’s heel.

Katherina gasped when Meilikki withdrew her hands and wiped off Katherina’s fully healed heel.  It had a pink and white discoloration but Katherina rotated her foot around and had a massive, thankful smile on her face, eyes still like two full moons.  She caught herself before she gushed thanks out to Meilikki, Dwarven society didn’t do “thank-you’s” thank you, but Meilikki didn’t pay her any attention anyway beyond when she picked up Katherina’s boot and shoved it at her.

“Oh I should have thought as much.”

Meilikki said it as calmly as “pass the water” but she motioned with urgency with her hands for Katherina to get her boot on and for the others to back the pluck away from the tree.

And the stone on which Katherina had been sitting.  The level stone.  Or grave marker as it were.  Arty saw the rough etching in the rough cut stone, but raised high enough and easy to read, said “SIMS”.  Had this tree been planted when Sims had been buried?  She was surprised she could read the stone with dusk so advanced.  

Except it was mid-day.  And, as she shared with the party, “This isn’t an eclipse.”  It was magic.

Then came the sound.  A soft howl of wind sound but no wind.  A soft, not quite human screech like that small, smooth, oval shaped rock on the wash pale, practiced a dozen times to perfect the annoyance to the rest of her coterie one day just a couple years ago when they were assigned town laundry duty.  The sound had subliminally got everyone in the party to back away even more quickly from the grave, from the clearing under the tree and slightly beyond, to the main path, wide enough for two abreast.

Then came the ghost out of the gloom behind the tree.  Fast.  It darted around like a bat or sparrow, but bigger and much faster.  It flashed by from every angle, but never as close as ten paces from them.  Then.  Nothing.  Darkness.  Still mid-day.

“Get out the crystal of dark seeing.”  

Arty looked dumbly at Meilikki.  Meilikki shot “You said you used it to find Brier!”

“Oh.”  Arty quickly fished it out of her satchel.

“Focus on the tree and back toward the settlement, Hayden whatever.  Can you see it?”

Arty looked both ways, scanned, scanned.  Nothing.  Too late she realized the amulet didn’t help.  The ghost flew the hundred visible paces from Haden Whatever and Arty only noticed it when it was on them.  Upon her rather, she was closest.  She instinctively drew her dirk and sliced through it sideways when it passed over her.  It gave a shriek that made them all instinctively cover their ears with hands or arms, Arty was lucky she didn’t stab herself.  The ghost, Arty noticed it was an old man’s ghost in a formal kind of robe, like a magistrate or judge of old, altered course slightly and made a circle around the great oak and aimed at them with new resolve, and another even more angry, bitter, vengeful, grating, guttural shriek.  Meilikki was closest and she did the most curious thing.

She turned to the party.  She cast a simple spell, her back to the fast approaching, now physically fuller, and larger ghost.  For the first time Arty realized she was cold, but only because she was now warm, now hot, she suddenly seared like it was the hottest day of summer and she was in the sun.  The ghost was now upon them and Meilikki only just finished her spell and blinked, still looking their way, the wrong way.  She would not be able to turn in time to defend herself.  Arty thought if only she had her bow, and her middle finger to use the bow, but then it likely wouldn’t work on the ghost.  So she readied her dirk again.

The ghost struck Meilikki down.  It didn’t use a hand or it’s mouth or even crash into her, it simply flew by, and not quite through, the sound and impact were an audible thump, and they knew it had scored a hit.  A crunch like a boot on rocks, or crushed, icy snow.  The ghost had to fly low to attack Meilikki and Arty saw it’s bowler hat had an old sheriff badge of pre-golden age Paladium fame.  She took advantage of its trajectory and scored another hit on it with her dirk.  It screeched but faster so it was like a chirp almost.  It didn’t seem harmed as much as annoyed.  It flew away toward Hayden Whatever with another, hawkish shriek.

Arty hazarded a glance to Meilikki.  Both Kniv and Katherina were on their knees, already cradling Meilikki.  Arty wasn’t looking through her crystal of dark seeing but everything was off.  She saw blurs and colors.  Kniv and Katherina seemed pink, radiant.  Meilikki seemed pale, blueish even, blotchy, stiff.  The air everywhere around was dark, but thick. Like black smoke.  She looked at her own exposed arm, it was just hardly warm enough outside to not snow, but walking all day it was warm enough for short sleeves, and her arm, the arm that was hit by the ghost, simmered pink like those of Katherina and Kniv, and she was suddenly soaked in sweat.

And the ghost was back.  It screeched again and attacked from Hayden Whatever direction.  She shifted her dirk and swung it broadside at the ghost as it sped past, extra fast, she connected yet again.  This time the ghost gave a different shriek one of pain, louder, even sharper, and it altered it’s angle, flew toward the tree, and dissipated.  Arty’s arm ached, she had overswung and hit it with her arm as much as her dirk.  Then the dank darkness about them dissipated directly.

Kniv scooped up a limp Meilikki up in his arms, with support from Katherina.  They didn’t even look at Arty but dashed down the road away from Hayden Whatever and away from the clearing...graveyard...whatever.  Arty helped her numb left arm sheath the dirk with her hot right arm and followed.  She couldn’t see colors anymore and the smokey air was gone and shaken shapes as well.  She knew her left arm wasn’t warm like the rest of her though, and it hurt like it’d been crushed.

It was two, three hundred paces at a run before they were winded and slowed and laid Meilikki down to examine her.  Arty absently began to inspect Meilikki, she still looked grave, almost a lavender or powder blue skin, and that was real, not through her earlier distorted vision.  Suddenly Kniv ripped his cloak, pack, overshirt, and undershirt off.  Then he had Meilikki’s cloak and pack off and furiously unlaced her tiny gambeson.  Arty said “Uh-” then a moment later “Uh - Kniv?”  He ignored her.  She looked to Katherina for support but Kniv then pulled Meilikki’s undershirt up to her neck.  Katherina apparently knew Kniv’s plan and collected Meilikki’s belongings.

When Kniv hugged Meilikki to his torso like a child to her concerned mother, he wrapped his arms around her firmly and entirely, and smothered her like a mama bear would her loved, frozen cub, and Arty finally understood.  She reached out with her right, non-numb arm and felt Meilikki’s arm, it was frigid, not frozen but incomprehensibly cold if she were alive.  Katherina had unbuttoned her hide jacket, tucked Meilikki’s arms to her sides, and hugged the other side of Meilikki, long arms wrapped all the way around Kniv, his around her.  Arty felt out of place, thought maybe she should hold Meilikki’s leg with her hot right hand but Katherina and Kniv had Meilikki in a head to groin hug, she was enveloped like a bird somehow envelops their egg without crushing it.

Arty’s instincts were honed enough she checked all sides, far and near, several times automatically, but beyond that she only picked up packs, then set them down again, touched Meilikki’s forehead, shook and tested her numb left arm, she could move her fingers but not make a fist, and awkwardly stood close to her party and tried not to stare.  Eventually she paced around them in circles and scanned the brush, periodically she shook and rubbed her left arm.

Fifty paced circuits later she heard Meilikki come to, and curse under her breath with venom at Kniv and Katherina individually.  Arty kept her attention outside the perimeter.  In short time Meilikki coughed regularly and sighed as if she had a bad headache, she’d emancipated herself from the suffocating nest and had herself fully together, clothed, packed, and she walked like an old woman along the old road.

A traditional road it was not.  Elevated at times in the middle, and often with the most trees and brush in the middle, it was difficult but paths consistently branched off and it started to slowly turn more north than west, any turns were extremely gradual.  Arty’s left arm was pins and needles something horrible into the evening but she held it under her heavy cloak against her body, and it eventually returned to normal, whilst her body as a whole cooled and the party added layers and dusk approached.  Meilikki seemed happy while she charged forward at a faster pace, she’d warmed herself back to normal.
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Chapter 4
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Meilikki and Kniv had an interesting relationship.  On their several day trek from the dwarven stronghold Brier to Chateau Chauncey when Meilikki was weakened by loss of blood, she fell asleep every day around mid-day and Kniv carried her until they made camp.  Kniv never complained, he enjoyed it, he inherently was an aid giver.  Meilikki was inherently not a needer, wanter, or acceptor of aid, and she pretended it never happened.  Day after day after day.  

Arty thought this might happen, Meilikki ignoring Kniv’s actions to save her. They worked to pitch camp next to the road.  She wondered whatever it was the ghost had hit her with.  “Whatever was it that the ghost hit you with?” 

“Ghast.”

“Beg your pardon?”

“It was a Ghast.  Rare.  It haunts that area and will forever.  Something it regrets from its life.”  Meilikki rubbed her shoulders with her hands and shuddered.  “It is magic but acts more like venom, it’s....well...cold.”

“You saved us with a warmth spell.  Or heat, or whatever.  You sacrificed yourself.  Thank....”  Arty caught herself.  “Err, so, I couldn’t see anything through the amulet.”

“Ya, I should have known, the amulet sees body heat.”

They munched on the last of the raw carrots and a small raw pumpkin, and did not attempt to light a fire this night, partially due to the exposed camp and partially due to all the recent rain.  Out of boredom Arty ventured a stab at the fiercely independent Meilikki.  “So, would you say we helped you today?”

She received poison darts from Meilikki’s eyes in response and knew to shut it.  She waited until they had fully set up for the night and only then snuck Kniv the briefest glance, grin, and wink, and received the same back only after Kniv checked to ensure Meilikki was not looking.  Somehow Arty convinced Meilikki to let her and Kniv split the watch that night, only after she offered that Katherina also could not manage a watch, she winked at Katherina who was all too happy to play along with the ruse.

That night three goblins wandered into their camp during Kniv’s watch.  He efficiently killed each with his dagger, the last for which none of them even woke.  They were spindly even for goblins, and none had been armed, besides their claws and teeth.  The party must have been exhausted because Kniv said he also monitored a heard of at least twenty gargo-boars he said walked by not ten paces away on a parallel animal path.

They continued along the level, straight, raised road northwest then eventually to the north and into a legendary overrun town called, formerly called, Dillonstad.  Dillonstad was as populated as Barony Bremer, but never had been a barony.  Moonville elders, confirmed by Meilikki, and nobody knew how old Meilikki was, said Dillonstad had “self-destructed” shortly after the darkness came.  Not uncommon when the darkness came, communities with poor foresight and/or bad political history would fight internally until the goblins came, or the populace just killed each other and collapsed in anticipation.

Dillonstad was like a town, a small city now that Arty had seen it from a hill on her way in, a small city that had recently been breeched, like Canaan.  But up close it was like a ruin countless years old.  It had trees fifty humans tall grown out of houses, these trees so wide two Knivs could not touch hands around them.  Other houses, the wood, the mortar, even the sandstone block houses, were often disintegrated to mounds.  Meilikki unnecessarily said it was not worth searching for any treasure there.  

It was deserted.  They were not going to make camp there anyway, a logical precaution in a place with so many artificial “caves” where monsters could live.  They moved on beyond the town.  Their senses prickled, and justifiably.  They saw the wolf troop across an irrigation, or more likely mining pond.  It followed them, beautiful in it’s fluid movement like a flock of birds.  The pack was perhaps inspired not only by hunger but by smelt fear in Katherina, but held back, perhaps they smelled Meilikki’s confidence, and perhaps lack of fear in others in the party.

When they did make camp, against a low cliff, too high for a wolf to jump down and not break a leg, they kept double watches and it was quiet.  They could feel the pack move about all night but no probes, let alone attacks.  Arty dreamt of the members of the next older coterie bullying her, hitting her with practice swords and insults because of her mother’s deposition and views. She ran to her coterie but, no surprise, her coterie had real weapons, raised against her, she was trapped at the end of a lane with no way out.  That’s when one hit her hard, with a chop to her head, and they all heard a crack.  She now woke in a cold sweat with a hand on her scar.  She lay silently remembering her wasted efforts on the road to Canaan two weeks ago to better relations with the quadruplets in the older coterie. 
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