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To my best friend, Kalaan d’Or.

Where our paths cross,

stars may shine.


Part One: The Bard

“I was not with Sigismund that night at the Pettitoe, when the end of the world came about.” The bard drew a long breath as he poked the fire with a stick, rustling the embers born on the warm breath of air rising from it and sending sparks into the birch trees. He was alone, and the sound of his voice comforted him. He threw the stick into the fire and shook his head, brushing his graying hair away from his face, pulling strands of it out of the corners of his mouth.

He had made camp at a small clearing in the birch forest, just off a narrow path leading nowhere. Water came from a creek nearby, and he boiled it before adding the black brew. Leaves rustled and twigs cracked, and he lifted his head and eyed the darkness that surrounded him, clearing his throat three times before spitting.

“Now, I'm no threat to anyone. Come sit by my fire.”

When only the wind answered, he stood up to show he bore no weapons. “I have my lute, and it can do you no harm,” he called out, lifting the small instrument into the air. “I am but a simple bard, and Bard be my name–the one I prefer, anyway–though they have called me by many names in my time on this earth.”

He stood there in the fire's light, turning this way and that, anxious someone else but those he expected hid in the darkness, the only sound the rustling of the leaves, the crackling of the fire, and the whispering wind. He laid the lute down beside him, his gray beard yellow in the light of the fire.

“Well,” he said, his voice lowering, “suit yourselves, but if you don't accept my invitation, I suggest you keep on walking.”

Someone mumbled, and Bard placed his hands over his ears to shut the wind out, and whispering voices reached him. Then came the rustling of fabric and someone brushing past bushes, and there they were–the young pair, so alike, yet unlike. Bard let his joy show as they came into the light. The immense feeling of recognition almost overpowered him as he took in their appearances. The girl’s hair shone in a golden tint, and she wore it braided to resemble a crown. Her complexion was fair and friendly, though her face looked troubled and weary.

In contrast, the man looked dark as the night. His flowing black hair hid the leather belt slung over his right shoulder. A longsword in a half-scabbard hung from it, the curved cross guard just above his waist. They stood there, staring with narrow lips and hardened jaws at the old, lonesome man cowering behind the fire.

He wanted to rush to them, embrace them, but the young man's appearance changed his mind. He would most likely run his sword through me, should I show my love for them. And they would scorn me should I reveal myself as their father. After all, I deserted them. The smile on his lips turned less loving. “Come sit and let me enjoy your company, warm yourselves at my fire–that it may soothe your hearts and calm your souls.”

The dark-haired man rested his hand on the pommel of his sword, ready to leap into action. His troubled face had Bard lift a hand to assure him.

“Like I was saying, I was not a part when this travesty began. Still, I took an interest in the story and came to be at every other incident. That is why people named me The Bard of Bad Fortune, responsible for the world's undoing. But it is not so, I tell you.”

They moved closer to the fire. The girl limped and the man stepped in front of her. Bard stared at the two sets of cold blue eyes scrutinizing him–he with suspicion, she with curiosity. He is a swordsman, a rogue, and she is a Druid. Bard smiled at them as they accepted his invitation. She sat down by the hearth, on a log raised by stones. They let their satchels and bags drop to the ground between their feet, and the girl rubbed her ankle, a grimace on her face.

“I am Jenna,” the girl presented herself, her voice a pleasant pitch of soprano. Her long, dirt-covered green coat implied they had been traveling for a long time, sleeping in the wild and not at some inn or tavern.

“Is your foot hurting?” Bard said. He watched as she rubbed her ankle without answering his question.

“He is Oliver,” she nodded towards her companion.

Oliver turned his head, looking for ghosts in the shadows. Through the leaves of the birches, he thought he heard the moans of the dead. “What was that?” He called out and drew his sword to the darkness.

“That was the wind in the willows,” Bard reassured him. “Or, rather, the birch trees sighing from relief as you are no longer threatening an old man.”

Oliver turned around, his head cocked to one side, listening. Then, he sat down, adjusting his scabbard.

“Calm yourself,” the old man muttered under his breath. “There is nothing to be wary of tonight. Tell me where you come from and where you are traveling to?”

“We come from Neinus,” Jenna said, leaning back and testing her foot by moving it in circles. “We have been traveling for more than a week and long for a bath and a bed. Is there an inn near here?”

“Ah! There is, but you won't get there tonight,” Bard replied. “Maybe tomorrow, if the gods are willing. You are not born and bred in Neinus? I hear none of that awkward dialect, and I see no ribbons beneath your knees. I say you are from Allfirda.”

He awaited their affirmation, but they only looked to each other, not answering. They were cautious, and for that he was glad, but being their father, he expected some recognition. He saw none and wondered when to tell them the truth.

“What have you been doing across our southern borders, troubled times harry both our countries,” Bard said. “None dare cross the border these days.”

Jenna turned her pretty face to Oliver again, and their blue eyes met. Neither of them uttered a word. Oliver drew his hood up and bent his head towards the fire. The hood fell forward, hiding his face in shadows as the flames licked up to caress the stick Bard had thrown in.

“Ah!” Bard exclaimed. “You must tell me. I see trouble in your expressions, and I wonder if we have something to be fearful of tonight. Have you stirred up some evil?”

“What's with all these questions?” Oliver exploded, almost getting to his feet again, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword.

“No need for anger, young man,” Bard reassured, lifting his hands before him, palms out. “I mean you no harm. I just want to know what to expect from you. I'm as anxious about you as you are about me.”

Oliver relaxed in his seat, harrumphing to clear his throat but saying nothing.

“We came across a dead man,” Jenna muttered. A gust of wind blew her words away, and Bard almost missed them.

“Did you see any cairns?” he asked.

“Some!” Oliver said, his voice quivering, “Why?”

“Did you raise a cairn over the dead man?”

“No! We …” Jenna bit her lip, and the two looked to each other again, sharing an icy stare full of fear. An owl hooted in a tree nearby, and they jumped at the sound.

“Nighttime is the hunting hours of the owl,” Bard said, smiling. “Now, what else hunts tonight?” He watched as their faces turned pale. “I don't mean to frighten you. Still, you don't know why people raise cairns over the dead in The Wilderlands?” Their heads turned to each other a third time, eyes locking and mouths dropping open.

“In these parts, the dead rise, and that is why people build cairns–to hold their bodies down.” He stared hard at their troubled faces, and another truth came to him as he saw their horror. “You looted his body?” Bard cocked his head to one side, giving them a worried look. Oh, you reckless young. It had to be Oliver suggesting such an action. I would have done the same. The lure of a man's purse would have convinced me as well, had I chanced to find a dead man. It just told how much alike they were, though different in appearance. The years–the years cloak us with worry.

The pair did not answer, but Jenna lowered her gaze to the fire now blazing up the stick, devouring it. Bard threw another beside it, and yet another, his brows knitting to meet in the middle. Sparks flew up towards the overhanging branches, illuminating them. The leaves of the birches wavered as if to escape the threatening heat.

“He had no more need of them,” Oliver exclaimed. “He was dead, and the crows were feasting on him. I, we …” Oliver stuttered as the words avoided his lips. “Will he …” he paused, swallowing hard. “Will it be …”

“Following you,” Bard finished the sentence for him, his voice dark and foreboding. “Yes, you may be certain of it. He will follow you to reclaim what you took from him. When the dead wakes and walks the land of the living, they do so with purpose–he will want his possessions.”

“What can we do? What must we do?” Jenna asked, her voice trembling with fear.

“If you return his things, he may end his search.”

“I will not,” Oliver exclaimed, “and I can't see it's any of your business.”

“Then I'll not try to persuade you,” Bard muttered. He blew his nose and shook snot into the fire, looking into the dark to avoid their disgusted stare.

“You lie,” Oliver growled. “You are trying to scare us.”

“You must do what is right for you.” Bard raised an eyebrow.

“I say you want this treasure for yourself,” Oliver said.

“I don't envy you your wealth, and why would I? My life has been rich enough, and I don't miss the jingling of coins in my purse.” But in his heart, something was missing, and it tore at him sitting there.

Bard reached behind him and brought out a bottle of mead from his backpack. He passed it around, receiving a grateful glance from Jenna. Oliver received it with suspicion, putting his nose to the bottle before drinking.

“We should not suffer the threat of a dead man walking in on us,” Bard muttered. “I suggest I tell you the story of the man who came down from the mountains. It could enlighten you in this regard.”

Oliver gave him an angry look. “It's none of your business.”

Bard dipped his head in acceptance. “Let me tell you what happened at The Pettitoe Inn,” he mumbled. “It is the inn you were speaking off. I see you require rest. You may reach it in the morning if your foot has healed…” he nodded to Jenna “…but it's not an inn any longer. Rumor has it some lady bought it for herself.”

Your mother, he thought, remembering how Madeleine, her maid, had come to the Bay and Anchor in Covesbay. Bard had been talking to Sigismund when she arrived, and Madeleine went to the table and stooped over him, anger and remorse in her eyes. Sigismund almost rose to get out of her way, thinking she would hit Bard with something hard.

She turned her head to him, and Sigismund sat himself down fast as a duck diving into the lake.

“Madam wanted you to have this,” she’d said.

Bard did not recognize her at first, not even when she spoke. Madeleine held her hand out, and between her thumb and forefinger, Bard saw a letter. He reached to take the paper from her. Recognizing the seal, he knew who stood before him.

“Madeleine, what a pleasant surprise. Is she here?” Hope lit in him that Liana made contact, but Madeleine's hard face wiped his smile away. “Is something the matter?”

She set her hands to her hips. “Something the matter? You … you are the matter! Liana never recovered from you leaving her.” And with that, she’d sat down, her shoulders sagging, and head bowed down. “Liana is dead,” she muttered under her breath. “She died a week ago. Being sick, she wanted to see you. We came to the old inn by the road. We buried her there. Liana bought it; you know.” Madeleine raised her head to meet his baffled stare. “Yes, it's true. She is dead.”

“I'm so sorry,” he’d said in response, but he was more than sorry–he was heartbroken. He had thought of Liana every day–thought of what could have been had he stayed.

Bard paled as the memory washed over him, and it took away all his strength.

“Is there something wrong?” Jenna reached out to him as the shadows of remorse moved through his body.

Bard shook his head and found some strength in her loving words. Just as your mother would have said, he realized, and the smile reappeared on his lips. He raised his head to her.

“I'm so glad to meet you…” he cleared his throat to redeem his mistake “…now, let me tell you this story.”

Bard straightened his back. I have no right revealing my intentions at such an early stage, he thought. “You will find the inn if you listen. Maybe you will learn something else as well,” he added, still smiling.

The twins stared at him, vexed, but decided they had forced themselves upon his campfire and listening to an old man was the polite thing to do. Bard took their silence for acceptance, and thus he began:

“Mick, Mack, Mill. Your ears are mine to fill, with truth and lies, and still, believe in me you will.”

The two sat as frozen, their eyes fogging over as if a thought arose from deep inside that they considered for a heartbeat. Then it passed, and the siblings looked as if no harm had come to them.

“This happened a long time ago,” Bard began, “in the year 787, one hundred years after they defeated the last dragon–”

Oliver interrupted the old man. “I have heard tales of dragons seen in our lifetime.”

“So have I,” Bard replied, “but I pay no attention to such rumors. Gelwyn defeated the last dragon a long time ago. Now listen and be quiet. There are a few things I must tell you. The Pettitoe is an old house. I cannot tell who built it or for what purpose, but someone hid something of significance there. This magical object could change the course of history and turn the world of the living into a world of the dead. Now, if you are looking for this thing of power …” He paused, looking to Oliver–who hid his face beneath the hood, not revealing his intentions–and continued. “Then you are looking in vain. Someone found it, and it is no longer there. Now listen.” He cleared his throat and began.


The Keeper of The Sacred Fire

Aldo fled from Hornburgh the night he killed the blacksmith. He walked the road for five days before he reached the inn at the crossroads.

“At last, we’re here.” a tall, muscular guy said stepping up behind him. Aldo drew back a step, eying the man suspiciously–the last thing he wanted was to get caught, but these guys did not come from Hornburgh, they came from the north. They couldn’t have heard about the murder.

“We heard of the Mountain Lodge,” the fellow laughed. “It sure looks like a nice place. Romund Ragg,” he introduced himself and stuck his hand out. And he looked the part–his hair and beard resembled a goat’s fur–coarse and stark, black and gray.

Aldo put his arms up. “Hey! What do you want?” He took another step back. “I don’t want no trouble, and I don’t know you.” The short sword at his hip seemed puny in comparison to their great blades, and he kept his hand away from it, praying that they did not draw their weapons on him. “I have done nothing,” he exclaimed.

“Cool down, man,” Romund advised. “No need to be frightened. We are friendly people.” The smile on his face widened to almost touching his ears when he saw the look on Aldo's face.

“I’m sorry,” Aldo replied. “It’s just you seem dangerous, all those swords and armor …”

“These are dangerous times,” Romund replied, “but we are traveling to The Pettitoe Inn. If you are going the same way … well, there is safety in numbers.” It was an invitation, but Aldo didn’t feel inclined to take it. But then he thought the Garrison of Hornburgh was looking for just one man.

“Perhaps,” he answered. “How far is it to the Pettitoe?”

“Who knows? As far as it takes us by foot,” Romund replied.

Aldo had never heard of the Pettitoe, nor had he been to any other places but Middleton and Hornburgh.

“It’s an inn,” Romund explained, “and it’s far.”

That made all the difference to Aldo. The further away from Hornburgh he came, the better chance of preserving his neck from the noose. He nodded in acceptance, and Romund continued to introduce the other members of his party.

“This here is Grim Bold,” he said. The man was as square as a barn wall. Tall, broad, and heavyset, clad in leather and chain mail, his heavy hand-and-a-half sword strapped to his belt by a leather noose.

“That one there is Yoman,” Romund continued, leaning confidently in on Aldo. “You call him that. He doesn’t like his last name. It puts him in a box if you will. Or on a ledge, you know?” Romund gave him a nudge and a wink, but Aldo didn’t get it. But he knew he didn’t want to meet Yoman in a dark alley. Tall, bald, and wild-eyed. Also clad in leather and chain with a hooded long cloak to cover it all. “We are on a quest. A safer journey for all, the more people we are,” Romund said. His two companions growled when Romund revealed their purpose. He checked himself, turning to announce the rest of their party. “These two creatures we picked up on our way. This is Levy Tinnen, working with one of the merchant houses, which one I don’t remember …”

“House Hove,” Levy said. “You know, extraction of mineral salts in Ships Landing?” Aldo raised his head in recognition. House Hove had increased its wealth these last years as the salt mines just south of Ships Landing had proven to be a treasure. Collecting the salts of the shallow bays was no longer a profitable trade. It took less time digging it out of the earth.

Levy had the look of a tradesman or someone working with shipping and handling. He was the same height as Aldo but thin and drawn. Maybe the salts have made his skin this white? His face was square, and his eyes bulged. And his hair looked like a rat’s nest, sticking out like twigs, all dark brown with gray hairs resembling juniper bushes in a field of dead grass. There was something in his smile that made Aldo decide not to trust him.

Aldo turned to the woman. Short and firm, she looked lovely–no more than his age, but it was apparent she had spent her life in Middleton. Life in Allfirda’s most significant city made you older like you aged with wear–some would call it experienced. Still, Aldo believed the experience you received from living in a city didn’t matter once you moved outside its walls.

“And this little beauty is Anna,” Romund said, laying a hand on her shoulder. She cooed at the weight of that hand, but her smile never reached her eyes.

“I’m Anna,” she said, “Anna Loving, and I’d be glad to give you some.” Her voice was soft and warm, tempting, and Aldo was sure that line–the invitation she offered–made her a lot of money. That she was plump only enticed him. She was excellent and round in the right way. Her cheeks and deep-set brown eyes made her look exotic, like she hailed from another country. Still, Aldo had never seen an outlander, so it was just a guess. Her hair reached her shoulders, thick and black, and her lips were red and full. He guessed she would complain about sore feet and back aches before soon, but he was wrong.

“Thank you,” Aldo said, “and good to meet you all.”

They spent an entire day at the Mountain Lodge, and Aldo was more than eager to get back on the road again. They had to reach the next inn before Wyrdsday. That gave them four more days of traveling the hard-packed road. Nine days total on weary feet with nothing but leather shoes and hoses. Aldo realized it was not a good idea … as if he ever had any good ideas.

The road connected the two cities of Hornburgh and Covesbay. Caravans with guards on horses and merchant carts pulled by oxen traveled between these two cities during the summer months, packing the dirt hard. With winter on the way, there was less chance of seeing any of those on the road. No merchant wanted to get stuck in the wild with a cart full of his livelihood.

As the days went by and their shoes grew worn, blisters popping between toes, they covered fewer and fewer miles per day. The first to moan about it was Yoman. And it was Anna who administered a decent ointment to ease the pain and taught the wild-eyed man him how to bind his feet with strips of cloth.

Aldo tried to keep a low profile, but one evening he could not restrain himself when Yoman and Grim practiced their swordsmanship. “Trying to push Grim’s sword away like that is a waste of effort. It would help if you were on the strong side with your blade,” Aldo said, interrupting their fight.

“What!” Yoman exclaimed. “Are you saying I’m weak?”

“No.” Aldo smiled. “It means you won’t get anywhere unless you are on the strong side of your sword.”

“And how come you know so much about swordsmanship?” Yoman asked, leaving Grim’s side to move towards him.

Aldo stood, holding the dagger he had been cutting salted pork with up between them. “I don’t,” he said.

“Strong side,” Yoman muttered. “What do you mean by the strong side?” Aldo laid his dagger against Yoman’s blade right in the middle.

“From here to the hilt is the strong side of your blade. That’s where you have the most leverage. From here…” Aldo tapped again “…to the tip is the weak side of your blade. That is where you have no power over it. See?” Aldo slid the dagger out towards the tip and pushed the blade sideways. “You can’t stop me from pushing your blade away. Even should you stab at me, try to run your blade through me, you would hold no power to withstand a push.”

Yoman resisted but found he couldn’t. Anger and embarrassment showed on his face. “I’ll show you,” he snarled, drawing the blade back.

Aldo twisted sideways as the sword shot forward. His dagger touched the sword just behind the point. He pushed it away, and to be sure Yoman would not make another move against him, he stepped in, wrapped his arm around the blade and grabbed the hilt. Thrusting his dagger up in Yoman’s face he stepped back, tearing the sword out of the befuddled man’s grip. Yoman stood gaping at the blade as Aldo pulled it away. He swallowed hard and took a step backward.

“That was a brilliant move,” Grim said. “Where did you learn that?”

“Never mind,” Aldo replied, regretting he had interrupted their swordplay to show himself off. It had not been his intention, and now he had given them more knowledge about himself than he wanted.

“Oh, but I do mind,” Yoman said, holding out his hand to get his sword back.

Aldo handed it to him and observed he had cut himself on the sharp edge. A small trickle of blood ran down his arm. It was but a scratch, and a scratch was much better than being dead, but he shouldn’t have done this, anyway.

“A weapon-smith in Hornburgh,” Aldo said. “I was his apprentice.”

“You don’t have the arms of a smith,” Yoman said, frowning.

“As I said, I was his apprentice.”

“And now you’re not?”

“I couldn’t cope,” Aldo admitted. “The work was too hard for me.”

Yoman grinned at him, grumbling. “And you stole from him, and you are on the run,” Yoman concluded, leaving Aldo to look shameful.

Aldo laid low during the rest of the journey, wanting them to think he was ashamed of himself that he was a thief running from justice. But when Yoman started complaining of sore feet, it gave Aldo some joy to listen to his moaning.

On the fourth day they welcomed the sight of a thin thread of smoke rising above the autumn fiery leaves–none more than Yoman.

“It can’t be far now,” Aldo said as they sat down for a brief rest.

“At last,” Yoman sighed. “My feet can’t take a step more if it weren’t for the promise of a bed and a bath.”

Darkness was sneaking up on them, the sun already creeping low on the horizon. In the distance, snow-peaked mountains rose above the hills to the south. Still, the river lay like a guardian between them and the threat of those distant giants. Its deep waters promised nothing wild and dangerous could cross.

Aldo moved to sit beside Romund. “What is his last name?” he asked, nodding at Yoman.

“You want to know that?” Romund mused. “Well, then, you shall know. His name is Yoman Shelf. He slept on a shelf as a boy, and the name stuck with him.” Aldo could not help but smile. Shame sticks to you like flies to horses, he thought and got up to move. The rest followed, one after the other.

They came around a bend of the road, where it veered away from an overhanging cliff. Falling rocks had left the ground looking like a landslide. The road turned uphill towards a bridge crossing the river at a gorge, where it flowed wildly underneath. They crossed the sturdy bridge and walked slowly towards the Pettitoe inn.

The house lay secluded in the birch forest, a wooden fence with a broad gate in front encircled it. The yard contained a Garrison, a stable, and a privy. The inn itself was a two-story log building with a tower at the front. The tower had a pointed spire reaching for the skies, with ornaments in the dragon style, and they had painted the ornamentation red in contrast to the dark brown tarred walls. Both shutters and door frames were decorated in the same style, giving the building an ancient and mystic appearance. The house sat on a stone foundation, higher on the one side because of the sloping ground, suggesting a cellar beneath it. An old man sat by a small fire just outside the gate, and an overgrown path continued up the hills and into the barren mountains behind.

“What a beautiful house,” Anna sighed, drawing in the quiet beauty of the surroundings and the magnificent timbered building.

“It’s a house.” Levy frowned. “It has a purpose. Now, let’s have some fun with the old-timer there,” he grinned.

It was his own choice to be The Keeper of the Sacred Fire, and Halmer Garman was proud of accepting the task. Since childhood, the eve of Wyrdsday was one of his most treasured memories. With his back to the inn and his nose towards the path, he built the small fire to be a guide for weary travelers. But the footsteps approaching his fire made him turn his head to the overgrown path behind him.

“You come in the nick of time, Olaf,” Halmer said, grinning at the older man. Olaf smiled back at him, and Halmer wondered what made him so cheerful. “You seem to be having a good day,” he added.

“And you seem to believe you can boil your black brew over a puny fire,” Olaf retorted, turning into the grim hunter Halmer knew.

“I guess nothing has changed after all,” Halmer said, his smile wiped from his face.

Olaf paused at Halmer’s side, staring down at his kettle.

“You are right,” Halmer acknowledged. “I will drink nothing but black brew tonight. I need to stay awake and feed the fire.”

“It is an important task you took, being The Keeper of the Sacred Fire,” Olaf mumbled.

“I always wanted to,” Halmer said, staring into the flames. “I can’t forget the thrill of Wyrdsday. Back in Covesbay, when I was but a boy, the expectation–the ceremony, the praise to the God of Destiny. I can’t forget it. I wanted nothing more than to be the warder of all life.”

“Do you miss Covesbay?” Olaf said.

Halmer looked up at him and shook his head. “I like Covesbay. Growing up there was good for a boy, and I wouldn’t have it any other way, but I’m turning forty-five in but two days, and I find life in the wilderness is more to my liking these days.” A smile spread across his cheeks as they slowly turned pink.

“Don't be embarrassed by your age. Be proud your wisdom grows with every year.” Olaf said. “I didn’t know you were born on Tyra Teardrops Day. Pity you are not a Child of the Wyrd. That would have made your life a lot easier.”

“I don’t know,” Halmer replied. “Being born on Wyrdsday may be overrated.” He turned his stare to the fire again, throwing in another piece of wood, and the flames reached higher.

“So, Sigismund offered you the task of feeding The Sacred Fire?”

“Well, not so much as me telling him he should tend to his guests,” Halmer chuckled. “Sigismund doesn’t know it was the tradition of Albert the Old. He never let anyone do this for him–sitting here throughout the night drinking black brew and freezing his ass off.” He smiled and chuckled again.

A terrible scream rang through the evening air, and they both turned their heads towards the inn.

“I guess Sigismund slaughtered the last of his pigs,” Halmer mumbled. “He is making his famed Pettitoe Stew for tomorrow.”

“I like his stew.” Olaf licked his lips. “That’s why I’m here, you know.” He turned and looked down the path to the bridge. “Someone is coming.”

“You have keen ears for your age,” Halmer muttered.

“I’m a hunter,” Olaf said. “I’ll get my ass inside. Have some of Sigismund’s ale. You keep a watch for the horrors of the night.” A brief smile crossed his face.

Halmer smiled back at him and watched the hunter climb the steps and disappear inside. Two smiles in one day, Olaf. I wonder what made you so happy.

Halmer Garman eyed the odd party coming up the path, crouching nearer to the fire as if to say he had no room for them. One was a harlot–a whore, for sure. Another might be a beggar or a thief. Halmer Garman could not tell, but the three tall and muscular men were mercenaries or just a band of fortune seekers looking for a good fight and a hard fuck. He'd seen plenty of their kind in his time. The last, Halmer noted, was a man of good build–firm but not muscular. His clothes seemed straightforward: an ochre cotton shirt, dark green trousers, and a dark gray cloak with a hood. His boots made Halmer think of him as a poor man; bound with cloth, they appeared to be ripping at the seams, the leather shredded.

Halmer Garman warmed his palms by the fire, waiting for the water to boil while keeping a close eye on the travelers. They noted his glare, and a fire lit in the thief's eyes. The thief pointed a dirty finger at Halmer and motioned for the others to follow him up to the fire. His three comrades eyed him and nodded amongst themselves.

“This will be a pleasant start to a good evening,” the bald one said.

Halmer grunted as they neared, and the harlot sighed.

“Come, now, Levy. Give the woodsman some relief,” she muttered.

Levy walked straight towards the fire with short, bouncing steps. “What are we cooking here?” he mused.

Halmer looked up into the thief's face, lifting a hand. “Beware the fire, youngster,” he exclaimed. “You better not put it out!”

“Why ever not?” the thief asked as his friends came up behind him in a semicircle. The harlot stopped five paces away, glowering at her companions with resignation. The sixth man gave Halmer a quick glance and left the party, moving to the inn and disappearing inside.

“I am The Keeper of The Sacred Fire,” Halmer exclaimed, turning to the thief with his most discouraging stare. “It must burn throughout the night, lest some evil is born from the ashes.”

The thief laughed out loud, but his comrades eyed each other.

“Have you ever heard such nonsense,” Levy muttered, a bit put out by the look on his friends’ faces.

“It is the night before Wyrdsday,” Romund told him. “The old man is correct. You should not disturb the fire on this night.”

“You know me, Romund,” Levy replied, placing a booted foot to the man's kettle, tipping it over. The small fire hissed as the water drenched it, steam rising from dying embers.

“You fool!” Halmer Garman uttered. “I lit this fire in the name of Argothan that no evil should awaken to disturb the peace.” His harsh words came close to being his last as the thief drew his dagger and lunged for his throat.

“No one calls me a fool,” Levy shouted, throwing himself at Halmer. Romund lashed out with his foot and caught Levy at his ankle, sending him tumbling over the fire, crashing to the ground next to Halmer.

A shout of warning sounded, and a man came running towards them at a brisk pace. Wearing a red tabard over a hauberk. The blazon on his tabard–a spruce cone on a red field in sinister silver–showed he belonged to the Garrison. Under the coat of arms, a single bar showed he was a Serfir, a commander. He wore a helmet on top of his head and a longsword at his hip. Behind him, two Firda men came running to take up defensive positions beside their leader.

Halmer scrambled to his feet as the Serfir came to a stop by the smoking fire. Levy rose too and brushed the coals off his clothes.

“What happened here!” The Serfir exclaimed, staring at the dying embers and the toppled kettle.

“It was an accident,” Romund said, pointing to Levy. “He tripped over his own feet.” Halmer shook his head, putting his leather cap with the rabbit fur trim back on his head.

“You want to say something?” the Serfir asked Halmer.

Halmer shook his surly head and walked away, muttering to himself. “This will bring Marhall down on us, putting out The Sacred Fire on the eve of Wyrdsday. Argothan will be enraged.”

He had no sword to leave at the weapons room–which in this case was a nook in the hall's corner, just behind the door. A lot of blades stood there already, axes, spears, bows, and arrows. Halmer took off his leather cap and stuffed it under his belt at the front of his sky-blue tunic and shook his head yet another time.

An impatient shout sounded from the common room. “Sigismund, you get your fat arse over here, you forgetful dimwit of a host. I want another pitcher of your flat ale. You owe me for fixing your roof.” Olaf Hilltop had a smile upon his face and a humored tone to his voice.

Sigismund came out of the kitchen to answer his calling. “You should appreciate that on Wyrdsday, the Pettitoe is full, and I must take care of every traveler that wants to stay indoors for a night such as this. It isn't easy, you know, running an inn. And as for the roof … I already paid you a fortune for the job.” He lifted his hands in the air, all greased and bloodied from the slaughter for tomorrow's meal.

A low grumble was all that Olaf dared to respond with as Halmer approached the innkeeper. Whatever happened to you, Olaf? Halmer wondered.

“Do your business with the barmaid,” Sigismund said to Olaf. “Tell Liva what you want and pay for it. I know you are good for it. I paid you enough …” The rest of his words died between his lips.

Sigismund turned to Halmer. “How's the fire?”

Halmer shook his head.

“No?” Sigismund put on a confused expression.

“Some travelers put it out,” Halmer sneered. “I would suggest you deny them lodging. Let the horrors of the night have them. And good riddance.” He nodded towards the sixth man who stood by the bar.

“By Argothan, what are you saying, Halmer. That can't be right. They must not put the fire out.” Sigismund thrust his hands out to the sides, staring with his mouth open. The blood on his hands dripped on the floor, painting the darkened wood even darker.

“Ah! But it was,” Halmer answered. “And all Marhall will be out looking for us. Lest not some other evil should get here first.”

“All travelers be wary of this day,” Sigismund cried. “That not the darkness catches them while still on the road. Because traveling in the dark on the eve of Wyrdsday is as close to certain death as anything.”

A deep silence fell between them–the innkeeper and The Keeper of the Sacred Fire. Then it dawned on the former what impact this might have on his livelihood, and he turned the color that had given him his nickname.

“Your first night on the job and you make a mess of it,” he hissed, raising his hands as if he was about to punch Halmer in the face and hammered his fists in thin air, scowling.

Halmer did not budge. He was a tall man, robust–the kind you get from living in the wild, and Sigismund carried a lot more weight on his hips than he needed.

“You say I did this on purpose?” Halmer replied, shaken.

“Then get some wood and go out there. Get the fire going again,” Sigismund demanded, spittle flying from his mouth.

Halmer took a step backward, a disgusted grin on his face. “I believe it would do us no good. The saga says the fire must not die out, and it only tells of the horrors that would befall if it does, not that they could be prevented by lighting the fire again,” he said. “The fire is out. We can only prepare for the worst. You must warn your guests of the pending danger.”

“Do you believe telling them doom is upon us will make anything better?” Sigismund stared at him.

Halmer shrugged his shoulders. “I've lived for a long time in the wilderness, and I have never seen or experienced anything I couldn't deal with, and there are many people here that know how to handle themselves in dire straits. I think we will have to face what will come and praise the gods if we survive.”

“And you believe that would do wonders for my business,” Sigismund hissed. “The inn was a mess when I bought it, and the few who travel this deserted path are hardly enough to put butter on my bread. And you say that one night of horror would boost my business?”

“Who says you will survive?” Halmer retorted and hoisted his hood over his short, cropped black hair. “Give me a pinch of pipe-weed, and I'll have a look around to see if something is stirring.”

Halmer Garman took the pipe-weed Sigismund offered and turned on his heels, leaving the innkeeper speechless. He could hear Sigismund muttering “survive” to himself as if he never even considered the fact that he risked losing his life because of the fool’s prank. Halmer cast a furtive glance into the crowded common room. And he saw they were all strangers, except for Olaf who sat with his back to the bar, because Liva refused to serve him. Halmer raised his hand to him, but the hunter did not notice. He clutched his empty cup like a drowning man holding on to a life raft.

“I can pay,” Olaf said. “I found gold, but it’s one lump, and I can’t split it. Give me what I want, and I’ll pay you when I sell it.”

“You know I can’t give you more credit. You’ll have to speak to Sigismund about that,” Liva told him.

“I’ll buy you a beer, old man,” the young man with the ochre shirt, standing next to Olaf, said. A smile passed over Halmer’s face at the friendly gesture. Good for you, Olaf, he thought. You found your gold, or you pulled a string on that young man? He chuckled to himself.

Halmer fixed his eyes on the party by the corner window and shook his head. They wore clothes in a tight-fitting and colorful style, expressing they were from Neinus. Silken ribbons were tied below their knees, maybe to keep their hose from sagging, except they wore trousers. Tying ribbons seemed a matter of fashion. Halmer Garman didn’t like people who dressed as idiots for a field trip.

The three knights and their squires–or slaves, as Halmer took them to be–were not the only people from far-off places. Furthest into the room sat a strange lot crowded together around a table. A lively conversation took place there, and Halmer guessed they were exchanging pleasantries, getting acquainted. One of them spoke loud enough that Halmer understood he was a troubadour. And, that strange woman with the bulky clothes and the round pouty face … he could not place her because she seemed to speak the Allfirda tongue, but she looked like no other woman he had ever met.

Halmer shook his head again and went outside, where the Serfir and his two men still had their argument with the travelers. Even the harlot was engaged in the questioning.

“He provoked!” she shouted but then caught sight of Halmer and smacked her lips closed.

I did no such thing, you bitch, Halmer thought. You know the thief provoked me, that I sat still and did not speak or move before he kicked the kettle over. I hope they put you in the holding cell for your lies, and if they don’t, well, you are not getting any business from me.

The Serfir motioned for the party to follow him to the Garrison. There was a boardwalk in front of it and three doors with no windows–the holding cells. An iron bar raised and hooked on a rusty nail for each of them, revealing they were all empty.

The reluctant party huddled behind the Serfir. The two guards herded them along with spears lowered behind their backs. They all disappeared inside the Garrison house. Halmer guessed they would question them, and he hoped they put the thief behind bars.

Halmer stepped down to the hard-trodden ground outside the Pettitoe and moved towards the gate and the fence that surrounded the inn. The old caravan track led south to the mountain pass and the border. It showed no signs of recent use, but the path to the north was worn by countless feet and hooves, indicating that business was profitable for Sigismund.

Halmer stared into the surrounding birch forest, where the old track disappeared amongst the trees. Some of them were already shedding their leaves, sharing their red and yellow with the heathers and the black and blue of the region's berries. No birds stirred amongst the leaves, a sign of winter approaching. Only those who loved the wild as much as Halmer stayed for the winter.

It was a challenging and arduous time. Snow to the elbows was not uncommon, but for Halmer it was the best time of year. He loved the silence of the mountains, the crunch of the cold snow when he got water from the creek, or saw to his traps–ah, what treasures they would yield! But he loved the winter.

He sighed as if it was the last breath of a dying man. If I survive tonight, he thought, I will give sacrifice to Argothan every year until my dying day–a sacrifice worthy of the gift of life.

He ended his chain of thought, and his mind bent on the anger that beat in his heart. He failed to keep The Sacred Fire alive. All his life, he had yearned for the possibility to be The Keeper, and the one time he had the chance, he blew it. But it was not my fault, he told himself. It was that damned thief.

Halmer made the tour around the fenced enclosure of The Pettitoe. Then he ventured as far out into the woods as he dared, circling the area one more time before he returned, satisfied that all was well–at least for now.

Halmer longed to return to his little hut, where the River Wild lay dormant and deep. There, he put his small boat on the water and cast the anchor out, fishing in peace until his belly rumbled and his eyes grew heavy with sleep. Now he acknowledged the bounty it represented, this solitary life he lived. He would have it no other way.

He came to a stop as the door to the Garrison opened, and the thief walked out–a wide grin on his face. The rest of his group followed behind and they all entered the Pettitoe. Anger welled up in Halmer, quenching the feeling that had visited with him for a while, that of being a failure. Halmer Garman decided he would tell Sigismund that he was harboring a thief.
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