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Once in a time of war, when I was a soldier in the Imperial Army, I saw Death walking. He wore upon his skull a withered crown of white bone twisted with green hawthorn. His skeleton was shrouded with a tattered cloak of gold and in his wake stood the ghosts of my comrades newly plucked, half-lived, from life. Many I knew by name. 


It was on the second day of November 1642, in the midst of the battle of Breitenfeld, when our regiment had been trapped in the great forest, caught between the criss-cross of trees and the oncoming guns of the enemy. Cannon blast sent fire into the woods and in the smoke I couldn’t tell which way the fight ran. In the distance, the sound of horses, bridles and harnesses. I’d been in battle since dawn. Like my comrades, I’d fought for all I was worth, though I knew ours was a hopeless cause. About me lay the dead and the dying, their blood – our 
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blood – made the carpet of leaves more crimson than autumn had intended. 


That was when I saw Death. 


He seemed neither surprised nor impressed by the number of souls he had gathered that day. He simply asked me if I was with him. 


I looked upon the ghostly army and wondered if it wouldn’t be best to follow for, in truth, I’d had enough of war, had seen too much of man’s inhumane heart. 


‘I wait for no one,’ said Death. 


‘You’ve feasted well today,’ I said. ‘What difference would my soul make?’


It was then that Death and his ghostly army vanished.  In their place a thick mist rose and through the mist a horseman came charging, sword in hand. Without another thought, I turned and ran. I ran until every muscle, every sinew strained to the edge of breaking. I ran until I had no breath left, my boots giving out before my legs fell away beneath me. I ran until the ground and I became one. I lay unable to move, only stare at the canopy of leaves all golden, all falling in spirals of colour. I listened for the sound of hooves, for the howl of a wolf, for the growl of a bear. I knew well that if the battle did not kill me then the forest would, for the smell of blood brings beasts out to feed. I lay injured, a bullet in my side, a sword wound in my shoulder, watching night creep through the trees. Maybe I should have gone with Death when he offered me his bony finger.
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I woke to find a fire burning and around me, stuck into the moist earth, were poles. On each hung an array of boots and shoes that must have once belonged to fine ladies, gentlemen, peasants and soldiers alike. They danced without their owners in the flicker of the flames. Perhaps this was a dream, for by the fire knelt a beast. He had the furry snout of a great hog, the floppish ears of a hare and a single horn like that of an oxen. He was dressed in a mish-mash of doublets over which he wore a breastplate. 
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I tried to crawl away, sure that I was intended for the great pot that hung over the fire. He looked at me. Only then could I make out the fellow. His animal face was no more than a headpiece that fell, skin and fur, over his ears. Underneath, his face was white as ice, his eyes as red as flames. He had no beard upon his chin. 


‘Who are you?’ I asked. 


He took a cup of liquid from the pot and told me to drink. 


‘What is it?’ 


‘I can do this with you awake or with you asleep,’ said the half-beast half-man. 


‘Do what? Kill me?’ 


That made him laugh. 


‘Kill you?’ he said. ‘The bullet in your side has a mind to do that for you without my help. It needs to come out if it’s not to poison you completely. As for the wound in your shoulder – too much blood has been lost. Drink.’ 


‘Why would you want to help me?’


‘Drink, Otto Hundebiss, drink.’ 


I did and my eyes became heavy. Before I thought to ask him how he knew my name I was engulfed in pain so overwhelming that it chased me from my body. I was aware of floating out of myself. Below me lay a young man, broken on the carpet of leaves. I could clearly see the half-beast half-man put his hand into the very flesh of him. Yet, surprising as it seemed, I felt nothing, detached as I was and at peace, unlike any peace I had ever known. 
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All around is a glorious light. It swirls into a tunnel at the end of which stands my family, their faces washed clean of hardship. My sister, her red skirt flying, runs towards me, whole, unbroken by the soldiers. My brother too, smiles, no sign upon his neck of where they hanged him from our apple tree. I am home and just as I’m about to run into my mother’s outstretched arms, I stumble, fall, heavy as molten lead, so that once again I am earthbound. 


With an explosion of agony I was back. 		


Next time I woke it was daylight and I had a thirst on me of which a river would be proud. 


The half-beast half-man was sitting where I had last seen him. He handed me a mug of something sweet and hot. 


‘I want water,’ I said. 


‘No. Drink that.’ 


‘Will I fall asleep again?’ 


‘Not like before. You will live. I have bandaged you, packed the wound with herbs. I have stitched your skin together at the shoulder – you will have a scar, nothing more.’ 


The drink slowly made my spinning head stop. The poles with the shoes were where I had last seen them. This time the half-beast half-man had before him some stones with markings. 


‘You are a farmer’s lad,’ he said.
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‘Yes.’ 


‘The farm burned down.’ 


‘Yes.’ 


‘You had a family.’ 


‘What is that to you?’ I said. 


‘Nothing. Except I think you were drummed in to fight. You had an older sister and a brother.’ 


‘Who are you?’ 


He did not answer but kept his eyes tight on me. And I felt obliged to tell him what had befallen my family, my people. I had not spoken of these things to any man since they had happened. 


‘You are right. My name is Otto Hundebiss. I was born in war, raised in war; in war I lost my family. I was fourteen when the soldiers came to our farm looking for food. They didn’t speak our tongue. They took whatever they wanted.  My father tried to stop them. They murdered him and my mother too. They hanged my older brother. The soldiers took my sister. She died, after they had finished with her. Our village, our farm, were burned to the ground.’ 


‘You were not there that day, were you, Otto?’ 


How did he know these things? 


‘No,’ I said. ‘If I’d been there I would long be dead. I had been sent by my father to bring home a horse . . . ’


I couldn’t say more and I wouldn’t have said that much to any man, but it felt to me as if I had seen my family again and they were at peace. 
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‘Whose shoes are those?’ I asked, for I didn’t want this half-beast half-man to question me further. He already knew too much for my liking. 


‘They are the shoes of the dead. I collect them from villages, towns, the countryside, wherever war and plague spreads.’ 


‘Why?’ 


‘They have souls,’ was all he said. 


‘How long have I lain here?’ I asked. 


‘As long as it has taken for you to heal.’ 


‘Hours or days?’ 


‘Days,’ he replied. 


He studied the stones, his eyes aglow. 
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‘What do they tell you?’ 


‘That you are going on a journey.’ 


That I didn’t find so strange for I’d decided not to go back to fight. 


‘I know that,’ I said. 


‘The stones tell me that you served a captain who was a father to you. It was he who taught you how to read and write.’


‘Yes, that much is true.’ 


‘That he lost his life. Not on the battlefield, but gambling. And that he left you, in lieu of payment, five dice.’ 


‘Did you know him?’ I asked, for I could not fathom how this peculiar creature knew so much about the captain without my saying a word. 
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‘No,’ he replied. ‘But I have met many such captains as the one you worked for. I have their boots upon my poles. Show me his dice.’ 


I took them from my satchel. The bone was stained and the dots upon them hard to read. I handed them to him. 


He shook the dice in his hand and said, ‘Your captain was given these dice by a pirate. They brought neither of them any luck, being the devil’s own.’ 


I was truly stumped for he was right in every aspect. My captain had often called them that. 


‘Perhaps they were,’ I said, ‘for he lost his life cheating at liar dice.’ 


To my surprise he threw them on the fire. We watched them burn, the sparks rose and the dice hissed and I was convinced that I could hear in the crackle of the wood the curses of pirates and gamblers, as bone and dot became ashes. 


‘You seem so well-acquainted with my past. What do you know about my future?’


‘When you fall in love, that is when you will come into your kingdom. Not a day before,’ said the half-beast half-man.


He gathered his stones and put them away in a kid leather bag, then stood up and stamped out the fire. I could see that my questions were making him restless. I had a childish impulse to travel with him. 


As if reading my thoughts, he said, ‘I travel alone.’ 


He pulled the poles from the earth, heavy with their ripe harvest of shoes. He held them as if they were as light as a 
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bundle of sticks and no more inconvenient. 


I thanked him for all that he had done, sad to see him go. We parted. 


I could make neither head nor tail of what that meant. So much of what he said belonged to some alchemy of which I had no knowledge. I was about to leave when I spied the boots. A pair had been left standing near the fire. In one of the boots was a cloth bag which held five dice wrapped in parchment. These were unlike the captain’s, being of ivory as white as the half-beast half-man’s face, the pictures on them as red as his eyes, beautifully detailed. King, Queen, Jack, Ace, ten and nine. On the parchment the half-beast half-man had written how to use them. He said they would tell me which way to travel. For that I needed only to roll four Jacks and the fifth dice would tell me north, west, east or south. I put on the boots, not surprised to find they fitted, and rolled the dice. Four Jacks and a Queen, so I knew then I was north bound.
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I was raised in the lowlands. Forest was not a landscape I knew and this forest with its majestic trees, its timbered beams, its prism of leaves was a strange new world indeed. In the day I felt safe, had some sense of where I was walking. It was the dark that haunted me, for this was the time when wolves came out to quarrel with the moon. Without a fire 
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I knew it would be unwise to rest. I longed for a flame that would chase away the wild beasts, real or imagined. 


As days passed I lost my bearings and all sense of time. Only my footsteps marched out the hours. I swear I saw my dead comrades waiting for me.


My mother used to say, ‘Otto, take care of yourself.’ 


Stripped of family, of army, what is this self that I am supposed to take care of? In the damp darkness, all the self of me knew was danger. A creature of night terrors was shadowing my every step. I thought I saw its red eyes flicker.


Only in the dawn of a cold morning would my heart stop pounding and the sense of danger pass. In the day I rested, which left little time for hunting. I lived mainly on mushrooms and any berries I could find, but it was growing late in the year for such treats. 


To take my mind off the lack of food I told myself stories remembered from the many books that my captain had stolen from the houses of burghers and such grand folk. Trophies of war, he called them. It was those books that had taught me the most, the tale of Prometheus was one of my favourites. In the hope that it might ward off hunger I told it again and again, the story of the man who had stolen fire from the heavens and brought the burning ember back to earth so that man may know the secrets of the gods. Although the more I thought about it the less I could imagine that Prometheus had ever suffered the pains of a rumbling stomach bloated by emptiness. I knew that the true fire of the soul was food. 
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Finally hunger gnawed at me so badly that I fancied I saw whole hams wandering about on legs, pewter plates laden with chicken, and tankards of beer talking in frothy words to one another. 


I could think of nothing except food. It ruled my thoughts. By then I had no idea how many weeks I had been walking, only that I was wet through and ravenously hungry. My wounds ached and my mind was given to eternal daydreams. One afternoon, when the night was stealing the daylight away, I heard a hen cluck.


Certain that my reason must have left me, I listened again. Sure enough it was most decidedly a hen. I followed the cluck-cluck-clucking and it led me to a clearing. There, under a huge oak tree, the trunk of which was grown over with a thick coat of ivy, was a small campfire. It burned without much joy. Huddled round it sat two soldiers, wrapped in their cloaks, rain dripping off the brims of their hats. They were drunkenly arguing about who was responsible for losing their horses. 


By the look of them they were mercenaries, murdering thieves whose services could be easily bought by whichever general had enough coins to pay for their fickle 
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favours. These two villains had been out plundering. One wore an elaborate white ruff round his neck and, from where I was hiding, the ruff made the soldier appear as if his head was served on a plate. It wasn’t until his comrade looked up that I noticed he had a metal nose. It was tied on by means of a contraption of leather straps and gave him an altogether violent appearance.


In the basket next to them was wine, bread and sausage. And beside that another flagon of wine. The sight of the basket of food made my teeth water, but even through the pain of hunger I knew that it would be unwise to try to take it. In my present state I would be no match for these two hefty soldiers. I decided instead that the best plan would be to wait until the wine worked its magic and they both fell into a stupor. 


Having forgotten about the horses, they took to squabbling about a maiden they’d been hunting. 


In my mind’s eye I saw my sister running from such big-limbed monsters as these, being caught, and being murdered. My hunger was replaced by an indigestible dish of rage. 


Metal Nose’s words were lined with abuse. 


‘You muddled bottlehead,’ he said. ‘We would have had the wench if you were more nimble on your feet.’


‘Hold your tongue and speak better words. Didn’t I find us meat and drink?’ said Head-on-a-Plate.
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‘Tell that to the duchess, you blithering numbskull. I’m sure she will understand. If you were not so greedy we would have had the jade.’ 


It wasn’t long before their quarrel turned into a fight, so they didn’t notice the dying fire. Still neither soldier seemed concerned about the oncoming darkness, each busy at the other’s throat. I was on the verge of rushing in to snatch the basket when I saw two huge eyes watching me from a little  way off, glimmering yellow in the remains of the fire’s glow. The moon glided over the trees and hung above the clearing and in its silver light the eyes vanished. Only the hen  sensed danger. She squawked and clucked, her feathers  all ruffled. 


‘What’s that?’ said Head-on-a-Plate. 


‘Nothing. A fox, maybe,’ said Metal Nose. 


‘It’s a wolf,’ said the other. ‘I told you we should have kept the fire going.’ 


‘Brazen-headed liar! The devil take you – you never said such a thing.’


And once more they took to fighting. 


Suddenly there appeared by the oak tree, as if conjured from the ground itself, a man. He was neither old nor young, no hat upon his head, his hair was thick and dog-black. He was dressed in grey with a cloak that trailed behind him. As far as I could tell he had no weapon with which to fight, only a belt that he held in one of his hands. The two soldiers, who no doubt believed better sport was to be had in the torture of this 
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‘Brazen-headed liar! The devil take you – you never said such a thing.’
And once more they took to fighting. 
Suddenly there appeared by the oak tree, as if conjured from the ground itself, a man. He was neither old nor young, no hat upon his head, his hair was thick and dog-black. He was dressed in grey with a cloak that trailed behind him. As far as I could tell he had no weapon with which to fight, only a belt that he held in one of his hands. The two soldiers, who no doubt believed better sport was to be had in the torture of this 






	  		











































stranger, left off their fight and turned their grimacing faces to greet him. 	


‘Well, what do you want?’ said Metal Nose. 


‘My master,’ replied the stranger.


This sent the soldiers off into bellicose laughter. 


‘Oh, then I’m your master,’ said Metal Nose. 


I could see that whoever this man was there was something fabulous about him. He stood proud with no fear and not one drop of rain appeared to fall on him.


By now my fury at the injustice of all things had 
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near swallowed me whole so that I felt I would kill the devil himself to have that basket of food. I took my knife from where I’d hidden it in my boot and, caring little of the consequences,  I walked into the moonlit clearing.


‘What?’ chuckled the soldier with the ruff. ‘Are you too  a scurvy knave looking for a master? If so, you’ve found one.’


‘Do you think I’m frightened of two merry begotten,  poxy drunkards?’ I said.


Metal Nose took his sword from its sheath and held it before him. 


‘This here sword,’ he said, ‘has a witch’s curse on it and  if it so much as pricks your puny skin you will die.’


‘Hot wind,’ said I. ‘Both full of piss and hot wind.’


	The stranger stood his ground while the other soldier taunted him with his weapon. I had sobriety and pent-up wrath on my side. I fell plumb upon him, that fat-bellied pig, and being a chicken-livered coward, Metal Nose dropped his sword which I quickly retrieved. 


The soldier with the ruff stood unsure whether to run the stranger through or turn his weapon on me.


‘Come on,’ I said. ‘I’ll take you or the devil will.’ 


Out of the corner of my eye I saw the stranger calmly put the belt he held round his waist. 


It has happened to me in battle that time has slowed  and every detail of a moment etched itself on my mind as if I could see for the first time, perhaps for the last time too. The man’s breath was hot in the cold autumn air. I began to doubt 
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my eyes for what I saw went against all natural science. Had I conjured this apparition? As I watched him, he became broader at the shoulders, taller, his neck thicker. His eyes were molten orbs, his teeth sharp as knives, a coal-black pelt covered his body. He was transformed into a mighty wolf. 


The beast leapt at the two soldiers, who let out shrieks of terror and ran for their lives. I found myself without the use of my arms or legs, all violence in me silenced. I felt calm, my wound stopped hurting, my senses subdued by the beast’s presence. The great wolf came closer. He stared at me a long, hard time and I held the gaze of those burning eyes. 


‘If this be my end, so be it,’ I said out loud. At that  the wolf turned and went where the two soldiers had fled.


I caught the hen, picked up the basket and the cloak  that Metal Nose had dropped, and made my escape. A way  off I heard the terrified screams of the two soldiers before the forest fell into an eerie hush. 


I had in my eighteen summers seen many terrible things. Hell brought to earth on a battlefield, in the scorched skeleton bones of a city, in a farmer’s yard, a family murdered, the land plundered and left to ruin. I doubted if there was enough rain in the world to cleanse this soil.


A sound carried on the ice-cold wind. A sound that, as a child, always filled me with fright. It rekindled in me stories of wolves who could be killed by bullets and werewolves who could not; how donning a belt made from the skin of a hanged man could transform you into a werewolf.
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‘Old wives’ tales,’ my mother would say, washing the blood of my nightmares away. I shuddered as I heard again  the drawn-out howl of a hungry wolf.


I sat halfway up a tree, exhausted, wrapped in my cloak while the hen perched safe inside it. I’d eaten some bread and  sausage and washed it down with wine. It somewhat lifted  my spirits, though I was in no doubt that up a tree or not, I was still prey to the wolf. I knew well that I stood little chance of surviving many more nights like this one. I had to find shelter – a hovel, a cottage, a farm, a village. Anywhere,  as long as I had a roof over my head and a fire to chase  away the demons.


The rising full moon was of no comfort to me. It spread an uncanny glow while a chilly mist enveloped the forest. Above, the sky was bejewelled with stars, the heavens filled with the cries of unearthly hounds chasing their ghostly quarry across Orion’s belt. The witchy moontide light made the trees look as if they had grown from mangled corpses. Twisted, devilish eyes stared at me from hollow sockets. Skeletal branches scratched at the fabric of the night and  I thought that once again I’d unwittingly entered the kingdom of death. An owl hooted, foxes barked, bats screeched. But one howl had the power to silence all in  that eternal forest.


When I did at last fall into a troubled slumber,  I dreamed that I was with my brother. 
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We are walking home to our farm.  I know I have nothing to fear when he is beside me. I began with him, we are one and all the same and ever will be. Up ahead is our apple tree. Standing around it are three soldiers, thrashing at the branches with sticks, about them  a heavy rain of apples bounces on the earth. 


My mother calls to me, ‘Otto, take care of yourself.’


I am looking at her. Her hair is on fire, her face blackened. I run back to tell Heinz, but I cannot find him. Then I see him, hanging in the apple tree, his legs twitching, eyes rolling. I try to cut him down, screaming for help. The laughing soldiers change into snarling dogs. One has eyes as big as plates; the other has eyes as large as cartwheels;  the third has eyes the size of millstones. 
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I woke with a start to find that it was still night, bitter cold, with only the man in the moon to watch over me. 
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