And now for a story!

August 14th, 2008 by Walrus
Circle circle dot dot now you’ve had you brain rot

So, in the last few days ABSOLUTELY NOTHING has happened. Albeit, that is a
lie. There is no need for the truth, however, since the truth is filled with small
shiny shards of blood that bleeds into the brain of all those around you, like a
cancerous crab-dance. But I digress; there is no need for an extensive
digestion track in today’s day and age of pulverized caffeine products. Thusly
let me tell you a tale.

It all began in a place unlike our dear old Earth. Sure, there are lands much
like ours, but also such that we could never have imagined without several
questionable illegal substances. Or perhaps with a malicious brain malfunction.
However, that is not important. Let me instead tell you of the travels of two
identical twins; Lana and Erohw. These two young ladies have powerful blood
running in their veins, but do to this blood; they have never known home or
their family. This tale is about their quest to find an item of tremendous
power; the Golden Skull.

“The sun was high over the trees by the time Lana’s pony; Nightmare, slowly
trodden into the woodcutters camp and came to a halt by a large tent that
served as local drinking establishment. Her sister, Erohw, was dozing on her
pony, which trotted after Nightmare in a stoic fashion and came to halt a few
feet behind the aptly named beast. Rolling their heads, the horses of the other
group members, came to a halt in a semi-circle around the black pony. Mallus,
a tall and muscular man with shaved head and sharp features, slid off his
horse and helped Rachel, a tall woman in a dirty chain shirt, equally dirty hair
and tall leather boots, off her horse. Her voluminous dark hair flowed down on
her shoulder as she undid her satchels from her horse and slung it over her
shoulder.

“"Coming Alexei?” she called out over her shoulder as she strode off into the
tent. The one called Alexei, a man her height, with broad shoulders, flat face
and a nose that had been remodelled a few times more than he liked, got
down off his horse with a grunt and strode after her. A few locals who had
come to look at the newly arrived group, quickly got out of his way as he
marched through their midst, a large wicked-looking scythe strapped to his
back. The locals cast nervous glances after him as he disappeared into the
shadows of the tent. A man in sky-blue clerical robes lazily strolled after him.
His short-cropped black hair was oiled and his moustache cut carefully. With
his chestnut brown skin, he was immediately marked as a southerner.

The snoozing twin yawned, stretched and blinked her eyes owlishly. Her lithe
form and red hair were contrasted by the grey robe with hood that she wore.
With a sigh she got off her pony, her bare feet slapping down on the hard
ground. Her sister was already attaching feedbags to the horse, all while
whistling tunelessly to herself. She was dressed in grey and brown pants, shirt



and a studded leather vest that had seen better days. Once the horses had
gotten their feed, she grabbed her sister by the hand and led her into the tent,
where the others were already sucking down beers at a respectable rate.
Later in the evening Alexei’s ugly face peered out from the tent and soon the
rest of him followed. Stepping outside, he stretched, belched and stumbled off
into the bushes to relieve himself. Once out of sight, he straightened up, with
determination now shining in his eyes. He pulled a small book from inside his
belt pouch, looked inside and swore. Shaking his head, he undid his belt,
releaved himself and stode off. Now he was again sagging, his step unsteady
and his eyes devoid of any higher thought. With a content snort, he stumbled
back into the tent.

Back inside, Rachel and the southerner, called Luigi, were discussing
something with a local woodsman at the group’s table. The hewcomer, a man
in his middle ages, with long brown hair, grizzly face and a massive
zweihander leaning against the table next to him, was drawing in the dirt on
the table with his finger. Alexei lurched down next to him, making the bench
sway with his considerable bulk. Belching happily in the bearded man’s face,
he forced an angry glare from him.

“How nice of you to rejoin us” Lana chirped from where she sat cross-legged at
the end of the table, mending her leather vest. Her twin was snoozing next to
her, head on the table. Every now and then a few sparks escaped from
between her fingers, as she moved in her sleep, mumbling incomprehensibly.
Lana swatted out a smouldering patch of hay and continued with her repair.
Mallus was not far away, sitting cross-legged on the bench, his eyes closed and
his mind somewhere far away. Occasionally he would stop breathing for long
times at and end. Every now and then Luigi would cast him a glance and
motion for Rachel to poke him to see that he was still alive.

“As I was saying, behind the second encampment, there is a large area with
lakes, bogs and waterways. Beyond that is the dreaded mist that no one has
returned from, ever” the newcomer continued, now that Alexei was seated.
“And you claim to be able to get us there, huh?” Rachel butted in, looking
sceptical.

“Yes indeed, I have been all the way up to it before in my days in the forest,
scouting for new and unclaimed grooves of blood-wood” the man smiled and
leaned back.

“"What is your price, o’ man of the forest?” Luigi inquired dryly while sipping on
his chilled wine.

“Well” the bearded man grinned “I've been looking for adventure for some
time now. Buy me another round, pay my expenses and you’'ve got yourself a
guide”

“Deal” Luigi declared and smiled as he pulled back into the shadows where he
was sitting.

"A foolish, but useful man”

Around noon, when most of the group had finally awoken, they saddled up and
rode off towards the first forest encampment. According to their guide, the
man named Melcaya, they would reach it within a few days. His brown gelding
worked its way up the path, as the group rode deeper into the forest. He too



had donned a chain shirt and a bowl helmet for the expedition. Most of the day
the group rode in silence, occasionally exchanging jokes or tales as the sun
moved somewhere above the treetops. Rarely it glimpsed down and bathed
the forest floor in its golden luminance. At the end of the day, the path
widened and came out into a large clearing, where tall grass waved slowly in
the evening wind. Melcaya reined in his horse at a spot of barren ground and
spoke.

“We'll make camp here for tonight, this is a quite safe place” getting off his
horse, he unhooked his saddlebags and rolled out his cooking gear.

“Since I intend to make food tonight, those of you any good with snares or the
bow could try to look for some wild game. Otherwise it'll be dried meat and
bread for tonight. There’s a spring at that end of the clearing” he said waving
his arm in some direction over his head. “You’ll find fresh water there” he
concluded as he struck life into a small fireplace.

A while later the group sat gathered around the fire mending equipment,
eating, playing cards and sleeping. As darkness fell, the last of them curled up
in her bedroll and started snoring.

The next morning the group continued on the small and winding path. Around
noon they came upon a spot where the path touched with a small field. Atop
the field stood a ruined tower. As they rode past, Lana glanced towards it as it
stood there, lazily surrounded by flowers and tall grass. She let out a scream
of surprise and the others reined in their horses and hands on their weapons,
wheeled around. From the top of the tower a large, green, reptilian neck was
staring down at them. The creature let out a high-pitched chirping sound and
disappeared out of sight.

“The hell was that?” Alexei let out.

“Dunno” was Rachel’s reply.

“Let’s go take a closer look” Erohw yelled as she drove her heels into the sides
of her pony, sending it flying on its short legs towards the ruined tower.
Cursing loudly, the others forced their horses forwards and followed.

Up at the tower, Erohw was already dismounting as the head appeared above
the top again. And another peered out from the a window at the middle of the
tower, while a third looked out from the door opening right in front of her. As
hypnotized by its motley green skin, Erohw strode closer, her hand
outstretched. Rachel yelled out, but it was too late. The green reptile, looking
friendly first, opened up its mouth as the girl came close and belched out a
large yellow gob of fluid onto her. Screaming in pain she backed away as the
liquid ate holes in her robe and burned her flesh.

Wheeling from the right, Alexei dived off his horse and landed squarely in front
of the lizard. With a flash of steel he cut it straight across the nose and sent it
scampering backwards. In the meanwhile the lizard atop the tower and the one
on the middle floor were climbing down its sides, spitting gobs of fluid at the
others drawing near. The dazed girl screamed as she looked at the skin
melting off her hand, exposing bones beneath. Rachel’s mace drove into the
side of the head of one of the lizards coming down the tower side, sending it
flying off into the bushes beyond. With the monstrosities out in the open it
became apparent that they had large green and transparent wings on their



backs.

“Dragons!” someone screamed and was awarded another gob of fluid by the
largest of the dragons.

Wheeling from both sides, Alexei and Rachel tried to keep the first dragon
away from Erohw, while Lana and Mallus were busy assisting Luigi holding the
second and third in check. Melcaya was rushing up on the last one from
behind, his large blade swooshing through the air. Everywhere the horses were
screaming and their riders were swearing, wheeling and trying to match the
dragon’s claws and bites with their own downward sword thrusts and blows.
Rachel got bit in the thigh, sending her flying backwards by the dragon’s
powerful jaws. Alexei was knocked down by the dragon’s tail as it charged
towards Erowh. The girl blinked owlishly, lifted her hand and sent an orb of
roaring fire straight into the dragon’s snout, causing it to flinch and scream in
pain. Raining orbs of flame, she drove the thing back until it laid smoking next
to the tower. Turning, she lobbed more of her lethal projectiles at the two
other dragons fighting the others. As it distracted, her companions drove their
swords into the second dragon, while the third took to the skies with a terrible
bellow of rage and wheeled away. But only for a few hundred yards, before a
salvo of orbs brought it crashing down into the trees, where it lay still, flames
slowly licking its corpse. After this display of sorceral might, the girl yawned,
curled up on the ground and began snoozing, to the surprise of everyone
present.

While Rachel was covering up the sleeping girl with a blanket, her sister hauled
out small sealed sacks and a small leather chest from inside the tower.
“Imperial stamp!” she declared, pointing at the seal on the sacks. “"These are
pretty damn old”

“Over a hundred years...” Luigi mused, as he rummaged through in the chest,
producing a few oddly formed sticks. “Sorceral wands... how very useful” he
grinned as he studied them towards the light. “"Give them to your sister when
she wakes up” he tossed them to Lana and walked back to his horse.

“All clear from up here!” rang Melcaya’s voice down from the tower. "I can’t
see any disturbances for miles around”

Once the horses had been calmed down and Luigi had with Rachel take a look
at Erohw’s hand and healed it with their healing arts, the group pressed
onwards. That night they slept in a thicket at the side of a small river, where
the twins caught fish for food.

In the late afternoon, the following day, they arrived in the first encampment.
Once they had showed the loggers the horns and scales of one of the dragons,
they were treated to a large feast. The celebration continued long into the
night and it was not until late morning when the group managed to get on the
winding paths again and continue up towards the second encampment. The
days between these two camps was marked with the occasional sighting of
animals suitable for food, rivers and ponds full of fish and even one rather lazy
grizzly bear that was snoozing in the sunlight on the path the group was riding
on. A well-aimed orb later, it had escaped into the forest, making pained
noises as it disappeared among the trees. When the group had almost reached
the second encampment, Melcaya drew to a halt, raised his hand and spoke.



“Feet, running. Small group, coming our way. Prepare yourselves!” Lana
disappeared up a tree and the others got off the path, while Alexei and Erohw
stood at its sides. Soon came into view a small group of running people.
Between them they carried two stretchers, onto which had been strapped an
injured man and woman.

“Out of the way! Out of the way!” they yelled as they ran towards the group.
“Wyverns are attacking the camp, you have to flee!” Soon they were past the
group, disappearing into the forest.

“Wyverns?” Rachel said, stepping out from behind a tree.

“Let’s ride!” Alexei yelled, kicking his horse into motion and racing up the path
towards the encampment. The others followed suit, kicking their horses into a
gallop. Last came Melcaya, yelling about how they should turn back, wyverns
being dangerous and other things that obviously nobody bothered to listen to.
As the group raced around the next turn, they came into sight of the wyverns.
Large reptiles, with their forelegs long ago grown into wings, a wicked stinger
at the end of their tail and large maws with sharp teeth. Their scaly hides the
colour of molten copper with patches of green thrown in. Two such
monstrosities were racing down the path towards the group. Their wings were
pressed closely to their sides, as they tried to push through the trees and each
reach the group first. Screaming triumphantly, they thundered through bush
and grass, tearing smaller saplings up as they ran over them.

While the group set to meet the charge, mostly by getting off the hard-packed
earth path and into the forest on the sides, Erowh planted herself firmly in the
path of the two charging wyverns. As they drew within range, she conjured up
a swarm of fiery orbs and sent them roaring down the path, straight into the
quickly approaching beasts. Tearing through wings, skin and burning holes as
they passed, the projectiles brought the charge to a full stop as the wyverns
sought to turn around and flee the way they had come. Suddenly the others
emerged from behind nearby trees and bushes and attacked the confused
beasts. A few shrill screams were cut abruptly to an end when blades plunged
into throats and skulls were crushed by a flurry of blows from all sides. As
suddenly as it had started, the fight was over.

“Quickly! Onto the encampment!” Alexei bellowed and dragging his horse
around the dead wyverns set off in gallop again. The others followed him as
best they could, dodging branches and saplings as they thundered forwards.
Last came again Melcaya, shouting about unwise plans, certain death and
doom. But again his pleads fell to deaf ears.

The encampment was a mess. Knocked over tents and wagons were scattered
everywhere. Bodies of people and horses alike were hapzardly thrown around.
Two large wyverns were busy helping themself to a dead mare, when the
group rode into the encampment. The beasts raised their heads, puzzled and
then let out a triumphant cry as they saw the group. Beating the air with their
wings, they lumbered towards them, while their cry was answered by a third
wyvern, circling high above in the air. The advance of the two was quickly cut
short, as a salvo of Erohw’s orbs burned fist-sized holes in their skin and
wings. While they tried to turn and flee, the rest of the group charged them on
foot and drove them down into the ground. The third wyvern, high up in the
air, decided to leave, but did not get far before it was hit in the belly by



another salvo of orbs. Shrieking in pain, it wheeled out of control and crashed
into a nearby tree and lay still.

Luigi and Rachel were busy looking around the camp for survivors, while Lana
and Mallus poked around the destruction, looking for anything interesting.
Once the survivors had been found and healed, Alexei and Mallus located
shovels and began to bury the dead. While they were digging, with the help of
those woodcutters who were able to move, more people emerged from the
forest. The leader of the woodcutters told the group that wyverns had attacked
because they had by accident cut down a tree that one of them nested in.
Alexei wanted to see the tree, so he and Rachel along with the twins rode off
with a woodcutter to look at the tree. In the shattered nest of the wyvern, they
found a few items of interest, among them a breastplate that was in dire need
of cleaning. According to Erohw, it radiated sorcery, so the group decided to
keep it, currently cleanliness be what it was.

The group continued northbound after a few days and came without further
problems to the lakes. There the air was full of gnats and other insects. Frogs,
fish and snakes abounded in the waters and the group even saw small sweet
water sharks swim around. The occasional bird sang in a tree and the air was
warm.

Approaching a strait between two islands, the group was suddenly assaulted
by a group of lizards that walked upright, rising from the deep water.

“Enemy to our left” screamed Mallus and took a defensive stance as the horde
of amphibians rushed forwards.

Giggling to herself, Erohw moved her fingers in a complex pattern through the
air and let loose another swarm of her beloved fire orbs. Screaming in agony,
the lizards fell before her while the rest of the group held against their attack.
Muttering to herself, she caused several of herself to appear around her,
confusing her attackers. From behind the lizards could be seen a small gnarly
woman, with green moss covered skin and twisted ram-horns growing out of
her head. Her clothes were a mess of filthy rags and singing high pitched she
tore through the youg girl’s sorcery, shredding each image with her power.
Muttering in anger, the girl flung another volley in her direction, causing the
lizards to break and disappear under the water, dragging her along them. As
soon as the fight had broken out, it was gone.

“Pesky little buggers” Melcaya grumbled, cleaning his sword on a rag he’d torn
of from one of the fallen.

“And their loin-clothes shall be fitting rags for you to wear” giggle Lana as she
led her horse onwards. The rest of the group soon followed, leaving their guide
to trail behind them, looking sullen.

Two days later the group came across a small overgrown hut on an island next
to the shore they were following. Intrigued by it, they crossed and knocked on
the door.

“Go away!” a high pitched voice answered from behind the door.

“"Who lives here?” demanded Alexei.

“Nobody, just us mice! Leave us be!” came the reply.

“Right” stated the warrior and kicked in the door.



The single room hut was a mess. Dirty rags hang from various ropes tied to
the ceiling, along with local plants and other muck, dropping water on the
floor. A small bookshelf was covered in bottles that boiled slowly and a large
cauldron was set over the unlit fireplace. In a corner was covering the green
hag from two days earlier.

“Please” she begged “do not kill me!”

"I have my doubts about letting you live” Lana replied as she squeezed into
the hut.

“Please, I'll tell you important things” begged the hag, covering in the corner.
“Hear me out! The path you are on is full with danger! And one of you will
betray you all, for alone he knows where your goal lies!”

“How do you know that?” Rachel cut in, with a harsh tone, hand on her
weapon.

"I sought answers with Chyrophir, god of the lakes! He told me many things”
The hag slowly rose, holding out her hands. Alexei leaned closer, growling
something at her, but she extended her hand and touched his arm, causing all
colour to drain from his face.

“What did you do hag?” he mumbled as he fell forwards.

“That does it!” Lana cried out and drove her sword into the gut of the hag, who
coughed up blood and fell forwards with a scream “Chyrophir, I call out to you,
honor your deal!”

With those words, she died.

“"What was that?” Rachel wondered out loud as the ground suddenly shook,
causing dust, filth and bottles to fall.

“It's outside the hut!” screamed Mallus as he darted out of the door. Outside
he saw a massive eight-headed beast rising up from the lake. It was black as
midnight, with blue and white steam rolling out of it's massive mouths. The
thing was covered in large scales, like an overgrown fish, but it had eight legs,
each ending in massive taloned feet.

With a swipe of its massive paws, it knocked the huts roof clear off and
breathed down a shower of blue and white mist, which froze everything it
touched. The ones inside screamed in pain as their skin froze and split into
large bleeding wounds.

With a defying bellow Mallus and Melcaya lunged at the beast’s front, driving
their blades deep into the base of the necks. Heads fell and the beast cried out
in pain as it turned to face the two warriors. Others emerged from the hut,
their weapons drawn.

“Flank it, attack the base of the necks!” Mallus screamed as he drove his blade
deep into the beast’s side, causing it to turn around towards him. A few more
heads fell as Lana and Rachel drove into the creature. After a few more
heartbeats the creature was beheaded, but several members of the group were
gravely injured.

“Peace of the Sea with you” Luigi muttered as he worked his healing arts again
and again.

“"The Mother guide you” Rachel recited as she mended broken flesh with her
powers.

"I found some stuff!” exclaimed Lana as she and Erohw strode out of the hut,
carrying bottles and other items with them. The later was grinning like mad,



holding a small ring in her hand.

“Guess what this is!” she exclaimed, showing it in the face of Rachel.

“Uh... that looks like...”

“Exactly! I found it attached to her moss pit!”

“I think I'm going to be sick” Mallus muttered as he staggered off to sit in the
shade of the house.

The following day the group crossed the last strait and saw the mists opening
up before them.

"I have a bad feeling about this” Rachel muttered as she led her horse after
the others into the soup. "I can barely see the hand in front of me, much less
Lana’s pony.

“Yeah. It is kind of thick, ain’t it?” Alexei muttered as he strode beside her.
“Should we attack the horses together with rope?” wondered Lana as she led
her and her sister’s ponies at the middle of the column. Erohw was once again
dozing in the saddle.

“Good idea, I've got rope” stated Malllus. After some fidgetint the horses had
been tied together and the group continued into the mist.

An hour later they emerged from it again, not far from where they had
entered.

“Well, that did a lot of good” Rachel spat as she glared at their scout.

“I've never been in the mist before!” he defended himself.

“Now what?” wondered Lana as she shook her sister awake. Erohw yawned
lazily and dropped off her horse.

“Alexei knows the way” she stated as she took her pony’s reigns from her
sister.

“You do?” Everyone turned to look at Alexei. Fear, mistrust, loyalty and faith in
him played across their faces.

"I somehow feel that I might do” are you willing to try it?” he asked,
shrugging.

“Better than nothing” was the general consensus.

A few days later in the mist Alexei screamed as a spider the size of a large dog
was dangling in front of his face. The group had fallen asleep and the lone
guard had not noted the spiders coming down from the trees.

“P-poison” he stuttered as he drove his blade through the spider’s chitinous
plates.

“Everyone, stick together!” screamed Rachel as she ran through the spider in
front of her.

The battle ended abruptly, as Erohw woke to the screaming and half-awake
loosened a bunch of orbs after the spiders, before she promptly fell asleep
again.

“Drink this” Lana muttered as she held the convulsing Alexei’s head in her lap,
forcing a small vial of fluid between his lips. After a moment he stopped
twitching and sat up, grunting.

“Thanks, that was nasty” he muttered while wiping his mouth.

“Anti-venom tends to be” Lana shrugged as she put the vial back in her
backpack.



“You are lucky it was just a common Hu’kjari spider that bit you, not one of
those White Ladies or gods forbid, a Serk Hunter - I would have had to dig a
really big grave to get you to fit into it” she grinned as she stood up. Seeing
Alexei go pale added to the satisfaction she felt about putting him in his place.

Some days later, hard to say when, due to the lack of seeing the sunlight, the
group became aware of the sounds of war drums. The sound pulled them
closer, yet closer, until finally they were peering into a small clearing from
behind large trees. In the clearing sat large figures, twelve in total. They were
beating large war drums and chanting wordlessly. They had dark fur and long
arms, with short legs and a grossly over-sizes upper body. Their teeth were
large and pointy, with tusks a foot or so long produting from their lower
mouth. Eyes burning yellow in the mist cast an eerie light over this fell
gathering.

“They look a lot like the gorillas of the southern islands” Luigi whispered as the
group took in the sight.

“Can we avoid them?” Lana inquired.

“Let's go talk to them!” Erohw stated from right next to the others.

“Let’s not”

“C’'mon sister! They could be interesting”

“No”

“"Aww... okay, but you owe me one!”

“Sure, sure, whatever”

The group silently snuck past the monkey-men and disappeared into the mists
again.

An bug was squished under Rachel’s foot as she walked. Disgusted, she tried
to wipe it off on a tree root. With an audible thud, the tree brought down its
branch on her head.

“Ouch...” she mumbled as she staggered backwards. Suddenly several of the
trees around the group started moving with a great deal of creaking and
groaning. Green, sickly moss flared up on the trunks, casting an eerie glow. A
roar rose from the trees as they moved closer, waving their branches.
“Half-circle, three-star formation; me, Mallus, Melcaya!” bellowed Alexei as he
chopped wildly at one of the trees that had gotten too close. Lana and Erohw
darted among the flailing branches; one stabbing into the slimy moss, the
other sending orbs at the pulsating growths. Luigi and Rachel fell back to back
with Luigi, finding them outmaneuvered by the warrior’s strategy.

The battle raged back and forth, a branch striking Alexei’s sword arm,
snapping it neatly in two.

Swearing under his breath he fell back, right into the path of another branch
and was knocked out cold, with a strong blow to the head. Luigi lept over a
tree root and landed next to Alexei, with Rachel following as fast as she could,
beating back trees from all sides.

“How bad?”

“Bad, but I'll fix it...” Luigi muttered as he called forth his arts once again.
Rachel caught a branch in the back and was sent flying into a non-combatant
tree.



Melcaya and Mallus hacked away at the tree that struck her, cutting of
branches and roots. Soon it fell over with a large crack. Behind it, several of
the trees were aflame.

“They are afraid of fire!” yelled Lana as she threw a bottle of oil at a tree and
finished it off with her torch. “Everyone, douse them in oil!”

Those still able to stand quickly threw what oil they had at the remaining trees
and threw in their torches after. Soon the assaulting trees were just a large
bonfire in the mist. While Luigi mended the injured, Mallus studied the tree
that he and Melcaya had cut down.

"It seems like these trees have been tainted by chaotic energies... but what
does that mean for the rest of the forest?”

The next morning, as the group were leading their skitterish mounts forwards,
the mist suddenly lifted. In front of them opened up a large valley. Trees and
bushed were twisted into unnatural shapes. Spikes jutted out of the vegetation
and the ground, ranging between a few inches to several feet in length. The
trees looked like stone, with green slimy moss growing on them, oozing down
along the trunks. The bushes looked rotten, with obviously diseased leaves and
vines. Large, black beetles swarmed in many of them, raising a slow humming
sound into the air. Every streamlet, every pond, every body of water within
sight was slowly boiling, raising a yellow mist into the air that rose high above
the valley floor and slowly drifted out over the sides, into the forest beyond. At
the middle of the valley, next to an overgrown ruin city, lay a large lake. From
it rose the largest of the mist pillars, slowly descending towards the sky above,
blocking out the sun.

“I think we found out the reason for the mist in the forest...” Mallus muttered
as the group stood taking in the valley below. Shades of grey, brown or black
dominated the valley floor. Small figures could be seen down in the valley,
moving around. Demonic, twisted shapes with horns and scales. Most
movement seemed to be at the ruins, where oddly shaped houses with inwards
leaning walls seemed to dominate.

“Let’'s get moving” Mallus grunted and kicked his horse into a canter. Melcaya
stood staring at the valley below in amazement for a few more moments
before he shut his gaping mouth, got on his gelding and rode after the others.
"Sweet gods above, what have I gotten myself into?” he thought as his mount
picked its way downwards.

At the base of the rise the group stopped and looked closer at the peculiar
vegetation.

“Pretty sharp” Lana confirmed, sucking on the finger she had prickled on a
spike.

“D’oh”

“Shut up Alexei”

“Make me Rachel”

“All of you, shut up. I hear something...!” Erohw’s voice silenced the others.
“It’s something large and it... hunts”

“What does it hunt?”

“Us Alexei, it hunts us” She started to sing in a low key.



“Dine on child flesh, tear limb from limb. Stalk the small ones, pry their guts
open. Lay eggs in their tummies, watch the little ones hatch. Build many
colonies, spread out far and wide. Dine on child flesh, tear limb...” her voice
trailed off. The rest of the group were staring at her, looking sickened.

“The demon that hunts us means to kill us and lay eggs in our bodies, we need
to prepare to defend ourselves” Erohw pointed out. “Hide in the pushes and I'll
hit it with my sorcery once it comes within range” at her words the others
spread out and hid.

Not much later.

A large spider-like creature emerged from between the trees. It had eight legs,
like a spider, but the two front ones ended in wicked, curved blades. Beneath
the body, the demon had a massive stinger that bobbed up and down, left and
right, as if sniffing the air. The chitinous carapace of the creature was a motley
purple and crimson, not due to natural colouring, but as a result of decades of
discoloration from the thousands of meals the beast had devoured. Occasional
specks of a creamy white could be seen underneath. A hundred or so, black
eyes dotted the monstrosity’s face. Fangs dripping yellow liquid were set below
the eyes. As the liquid reached the ground, it hissed and burned crates in the
hard soil. Several members of the group swallowed nervously as the
monstrosity turned left and right, trying to locate their scent.

“Over here you overgrown spider!” Erohw’s voice cut through the air and the
spider-demon spun around to face her as she raised an open cylinder of fire
around the thing. For a moment it looked like that would do, but then the
spider-demon lowered itself and jumped out of the encircling flames, landing a
few feet in front of Erohw. Screaming, she turned and ran, while the rest of the
group charged from their hiding places. The battle that followed cannot be
described in words. The group hit the demon with all they had; Alexei with his
scythe, Rachel with her sword, Lana with her blade. Melcaya came bellowing
through the bushes, swinging his zweihander. Mallus struck the spider-demon
and was gone again before it could strike back. The speed and killing frenzy of
the demon was not matched by the group’s unified efforts. Volley upon volley
of fiery orbs rained down on the back of the beast, but it hardly flinched at
those or the blows that they others landed against it. Seemingly, every time it
struck with the terrifying stinger, the victim would stagger back, stooped low
under the weight of their armour and weapons. Luigi did what he could with his
arts in the heat of battle while Lana kept darting back and forth, distributing
more and more anti-venom. But before the demon finally stumbled out of
combat and fell over dead in some bushes a stone throw away, both Luigi and
Mallus had been subjected for far too long to its vile venom. Placing their
companions on their horses, the group opted to retreat from the valley and
seek to cure the venom somewhere safer. And so they returned back to the
safety of the mist.

Later that night.



Everyone else was sound asleep. Exhausted after the battle, even the person
on guard duty seemed to have fallen asleep. Erohw woke with a jerk. She had
heard drums in her sleep and when fully awake, she heard them still. On shaky
feet, she stumbled away from the camp and into the dark forest. The mist had
dissipated for the night, so close to the valley, she noted. Moving from tree to
tree, she scanned ahead and finally saw a small campfire. Sneaking on bare
feet, she was soon close to it. Peeking from behind a tree, she could clearly
see eight of the gorilla-like beasts. They were beating their drums and
chanting wordlessly. Slowly, ever so slowly, she walked forwards, stepping out
from behind the tree and entering the circle of light cast by the fire.

Not daring to stop, she tiptoed among the beasts and finally came to stop in
front of an old silver-back male that sat by the fire. All the beasts were now
looking at her, but they did not stop their drumming, nor their chanting. Both
just took a shade more sinister tone and the girl wished she knew what she
had gotten herself into. The silver-back sniffed the air, deeply and grunted.
“You smell like kin, but are not of the blood” his voice muttered, so low that
she could feel it in her knees. "What kind of creature are you?”

“I have unusual blood. My sister has it too. How come you speak our
language?”

“Chyl’karu’ka is a demonic language little girl, it is you who speak my tongue”
“You mean, my blood is demonic?”

“Correctly, there is atleast one demon in your ancestory” he sniffed the air
again “And not that far back, either” moving into a more comfortable position,
he awaited her to speak.

“Does this mean that I'm... from Hell?”

The silver-back snorted out laughter, that the others joined for a short moment
before he went silent and spoke again.

“No. Hell is a human word for a place far more complex than what the mortal
mind can comprehend.” He waved with a finger in the air, making stabbing
motions to set his point.

“Take us for example. We live in a region of what humans call Hell, which is
overgrown with massive jungles full of dangerous animals and beasts. Half of
the plants are dangerous too. There we hunt and eat small game and the
occasional mortal that gets sent there as punishment. In that jungle lives giant
tribes as well. They prefer the lowlands, where the humans are more
numerous, but they sometimes wander into our highland territories. We make
war, when we meet.” The others nodded at this and kept up their drumming as
the leader kept talking.

“Now, take your average demon; claws, fangs, wings, tail, scales or not, red
skin, burning eyes, often with hooves. We are nothing like that. But to
humans, we are all demons” he grunted and spat into the fire.

“I think... I understand...” the girl ventured.

“No, you don’t. Not yet. But if you choose to pursue your ancestry, maybe one
day you will”

“"Anyhow, I smell blood on you. Have you been in battle?”

For a moment she hesitated, but then she spoke. “Yes, with a large spider
demon in the valley beyond. It had legs, but some ended in blades. It was
crimson and purple and had a lot of eyes and a stinger beneath it!”



“Ah, a baba’liu. Did you kill it?” the silver-back smiled.

“Yes, but it injured two of my traveling companions badly. Our other healer
tried to cure them, but said she could do nothing for them...” her voice trailed
off.

“They do have a most potent venom, but rather succulent meat too. Tell you
what, give me the location of the carcass and I'll give you the anti-venom in
exchange” the beast grinned, obviously pleased with itself.

“You have the anti-venom?”

“Yes, we occasionally run into them ourselves too. Of course, we always try to
kill them when we find them, but they are extremely hard to take down.”
“Sure was. Anyhow, you’ll find it at the bottom of the path leading into the
valley, among the bushes to the left.”

“Good, here is the anti-venom” two small vials were taken forth and handed
over.

“And with that, goodbye” he stood up and the pack followed him. Soon they
were gone in the mist, which had started to rise while they had been talking.
She hurried back to the camp, clutching the small vials in her hands. An hour
later both Mallus and Luigi were up and about, like nothing would ever have
been wrong with them. The group returned into the valley around noon.

Back down in the valley, they made their way towards the palace. On their
way, they came across three women, a cauldron and overgrown dogs.

The path they rode on opened into a meadow. In the middle stood a large iron-
bound cauldron, which was being stirred by three tall, dark-skinned elderly
women. As the group drew closer, they could clearly see that the trio were
dressed in filth-stained rags, which barely covered them, but still managed
somehow to leave their sagging breasts and potbellies for the world to see.
Their hair was black as their skin, but not as blue as the later. Filthy and tied
with bones and other fetishes, it was a tangled mess that reached all the way
down to their rumps. Their faces were full of pocks and burn-marks. Their
teeth, few as they were, matched the colour of their dark brown horns that
grew out of their skulls; at the sides, up front and out back. Their bodies,
besides of their extended bellies, was gnarly and broken, with the joints
swollen and clearly visible underneath their taunt skin. Each one held a ladle
and each one was stirred the cauldron, albeit in their own fashion, causing it to
every now and to spill out over the fire, which gave an angry hiss. As the
group drew closer, the hags turned to watch them with thinly veiled malice.
“Well, well. What do we have here?” cackled the biggest and fattest of them,
waving her ladle in the group’s direction. Behind her, large shaggy hounds with
eyes and mouths of living fire, raised their heads and lazily regarded the
group.

“A group of succulent dearies, that’s for sure” cackled the one to her left.
“Come closer children, Nana is hungry still” called out the third one, making
pulling movements with her free hand.

“Ignore those two bats” crooned the large one, called Nana. "I ate meself a
juicy plump ba-karual just a few hours ago, were sagging behind a pack
carrying away a baba’liu carcass” she smiled, making people in the group flinch
at the sight.



“A pity we didn't find it first, dem good eats” agreed the second one.

“"We know what you seek, too” crooned the third hag and danced a little dance.
“"What do you hags mean?” demanded Alexei, weapon in hand.

“You seek the Golden Skull posessed by that sniverling little demon prince in
the castle over yonder” cackled Nana, dragging her long fingers through her
dirty hair, shaking loose all kinds of indescribable things. Most fell into the
cauldron. The smallest hag stirred a bit and took a taste.

“Needs more toenails” she declared. "Be a dearie and get her some” Nana said
to the middle hag, the one who had spoken after her.

“Oh, alright...” muttered that one and hopped towards the group. Alexei’s
scythe intercepted her.

“"No” he said.

“Spoilsport” muttered the hag and hopped back to the cauldron, where she
showed him her tongue, but tearing it out of her mouth, waving it in his
direction and tossing it back in. Chewing thoughtfully, she swallowed and stuck
out her tongue at him again.

“Now, now” said Nana as she smacked the other hag with her ladle. She
turned her attention to Rachel.

“Ah, so pretty, just like I when I was me a little ge
from the trio.

“Ah, but it was you who corrupted me” stated the smallest hag.

“And I who hunted you both after that” declared the middle hag, still rubbing
her head where Nana had hit her.

“Ah yes, good times, good times” chuckled Nana and took a taste of the soup.
“Now” she said, spitting the content back into the cauldron. “"Onto the matter
at hand. You seek entry into the palace, which is impossible by normal means.
Dozens of powerful demons guard the way and scores more guard the palace
itself. Thus” she stopped to grin, "we have positioned ourselves here, so that
you'd come across us. For we offer you a way in” smiling like the sun, she
nodded at her companions who were clapping their gnarly hands and
showering her in praise.

“What's the price” asked Erohw from atop her horse, where she was bundled in
her large robe again, hood pulled low.

“Ah, just a small ritual disfigurement” the hags chuckled in unison, peering at
the group from where they stood.

“"WHAT?"” Alexei cried out and raised his scythe to strike, but was held back by
Lana. Around the group, the large fire-breathing dogs emerged from the
undergrowth and started to growl. The horses danced sideways and reared,
scared by the hellish canines.

“Yes. We want you to cut off two fingers, pluck out an eye and scar yourself
with our delicious soup!” cackled Nana as her two largest dogs came to stand
at her side, reaching almost up to her shoulders. The group shuddered.

“"We'll need to discuss this” said Alexei coldly.

“Does it have to be one person, or can we divide?” wondered Mallus.

“Divide is fine, dearie” declared the hags.

The group retreated to the edge of the meadow.

“We are not going to bargain with those - those monsters!” Rachel blurted out,
opening the argument.

III

more cackling followed



“"We don’t seem to have any other options” Erohw filled in, “*I can sense many
demons between us and the palace. We will never be able to force our way in.”
“We could always kill the hags and take their method” Melcaya interjected.
“Wouldn't work”

“How are you so certain girl?”

“"They mean to use sorcery to move us inside the palace. Means that they have
to be alive to do it, bonehead!”

“Now, that won't help... I'll do it” Mallus stated, silencing the other’s bickering.
“What?” “"No!” “You can’t do that!” "Go ahead” all fell to deaf ears. He shook
his head and spoke.

“For me it matters very little how my physical appearance is. My body is just a
vessel for my spirit and it cares not how the housing is. I will care least for the
disfigurement, so I shall do it, for the sake of everyone else” he fell silent. The
others stared at him, some shook their heads, while others bowed theirs.
Mallus strode back to the hags and spoke with them.

“It is decided then! I shall do the demanded deed!”

“"No!” Melcaya called out! “At least let me hack of a finger, so that you don't
lose two!”

Mallus stared at him for a moment and then nodded. “I appreciate it” was his
reply.

Taking out his eating knife, he drove it into the socket of his right eye and tore
outwards, forcing the eye to pop out of the socket, whole. Taking it as it
dangled from his face, into his hand, he cut it off. Grasping it in his right hand,
he crushed it. All this without his face showing any signs of pain, humiliation or
anything even remotely human. Holding out his right hand, he extended the
little finger and slowly severed it with his eating knife. Yet again, his face
betrayed no emotion, just bone-hard determination. And finally, the blood
gushing freely, he held out his hand to the side and waited while Luigi worked
his arts on it. Then he stepped forwards, tore off his shirt with his left hand
and snatching a ladle from the middle hag, splashed boiling hot liquid onto his
bare right side. The smell of burnt flesh floated through the air and made the
demon dogs drool liquid fire. Looking quite embarrassed, they then tried to
beat it out with their paws, as it attempted to spread out over the meadow.
Once finished, they sat on their hunches, looking like they had done nothing. If
dogs could whistle, these would now have sounded like a bird choir. A choir of
crows from the bowels of Hell, but nevertheless.

But still Mallus showed no signs of emotion as the boiling liquid ran down his
side and left the right side of his body an angry red. Blisters soon formed and
ran up the length of his side. Still he did not flinch, nor cry out in pain. The
hags stood in silence, obviously impressed by his display. Melcaya swallowed
and held out his ring finger for Rachel to cut. Crying out as she used scissors
to sever the finger at the joint, he held the hand and swore loudly. Luigi called
upon his arts and healed the stump as best he could.

“The deal has been done” Nana stated in a toneless voice. "We accept your
offering to Sher’klaa, Queen of Hags. And we send you on your way with our
well-wishes!”

The world around the room faded out and faded in again.



A grandiose room opened up around the room. The beautiful white marble of
the walls, ceiling and floor was grossly tarnished by the foul vapours of the
lake as well as blood, intestines and feces. More of the large demonic dogs
lounged around the walls, where several were involved in a game of tearing a
small helpless imp to pieces between. The small critter screeched and yelled in
pain as its skin, then bones and intestines broke out and flushed over the floor.
The dogs tore at them in excitement as members of the group covered their
mouths. Someone got sick and the floor was slick with vomit.

As the group took in the rest of the room, they saw in one end three large door
openings, looking out over the lake and in the other end a large throne. In
front of it lounged three naked women, with graceful bat-wings, red skin and
small horns. Their curvaceous bodies awoke feelings among the men and
women of the group. Thin silver chains ran from collars attached to their necks
and met together. One could never venture far away from the two others.
They smiled and winked at the group. Next to them stood a beastly man, with
all the features of a large black ox, but only to the extent of the head and the
fur that covered his muscular body. Large, black wings stretched out from his
back and from under his fur shone through crimson scales. His hands were
adorned with wicked talons and his teeth were sharp. Four horns adorned his
head, two to the sides, one front and one back. All in all, he was naked and
breathing out occasional guts of flame. In his eyes shone malicious
intelligence. But to his left, on the throne, sat none other than Roz’ammon, the
Arch-Demon.

His form that of a large male human, with dark wings and impressive black
horns. He was dressed in fine red and silver silks with sturdy leather boots on
his feet. Around his head was a golden circle, studded with expensive jewels.
His skin was a motley brown and his ears were pointy. Cold, red eyes shone
dully from his face. A forked tongue licked his lips.

Against his throne stood a massive zweihander that slowly pulsated with dark
energy. On the floor lay a many tailed whip, with the tails made out of
lightning bolts that slowly moved by itself back and forth.

“Well, well, well. Look at what the hags sent me...” he spoke, his deep baritone
voice reverbing through the members of the group. Finding themselves unable
to move, they could do nothing more than listen.

“So, what is it you want here then? The Golden Skull?” With a wave of his
hand, he made the skull visible to his right side. It rose and fell slowly, in a
pillar of blue energy.

“I have followed your quest with some interest” he chuckled. I had not quite
expected you to make it this far...”

“Wait! Let us trade for the skull!” Lana called out from where she stood glued
to the floor.

“Trade?” The Arch-Demon inquired slyly. “Trade? You have absolutely nothing
that I want out of you” he shook his head. “No, I think I'll much rather rape
you, torture you and then feed you to my hounds” he chuckled again.

“You are just powerless and afraid of us!” yelled Melcaya, but Roz’ammon shut
his mouth with a wave of his hand, while he looked at Rachel.

“Now, aren’t you a pretty little flower. A cleric of the Mother. A most tasty
morsel. Not like these used up whores I have” with those words he kicked the



air in the direction of his three chained demonesses. They spit and hissed at
Rachel, clawing the air, but did not come closer.

“I doubt you are man enough” she just stated flat, while looking at the bull-
man-demon’s crotch. She could have sworn that its penis had just waved at
her. The Arch-Demon chuckled again.

“No, there is nothing you can give me that I can’t take. Although, I will tell you
two young ladies something that will interest you both” he made a small
pause.

“You see, I think I know who your grandmother was.”

“You do?” “Tell us!!”

“Yes, one of my former Baron’s kept himself a whore” at which he pointed at
the demonesses “and he served me at Gobgrad, until he was killed by a party
of travellers. That whore, was most likely your grandmother.”

He make a theatrical pause, sighted and continued.

“Not that you will do anything with that information, since I intend to kill you
all now and-"

A loud explosion and the following tremor cut his speech off. Dust and dirt
rained down from the ceiling, shrouding all in a fine white layer.

“What!?” Roz’ammon tore away from his throne and rushed up. A hulking
monstrosity; a cross between ox, ape, giant and a small dragon, lumbered into
sight. With a voice lower than what should have been physically possibly it
spoke.

“Mi’lord, we are under attack by unidentified enemies.”

“Very well then, lead the way!” Roz'’ammon grabbed his sword and strode after
the hulking demon, but before he left the throneroom, his demonesses and
lieutenant in tow, he turned towards the group, uttered a few words of arcane
power and froze them all in place. Laughing, he dashed off with his followers.
“Well, fuck” was all that Lana bothered to express. The others remained silent
at this observation.

Some time passed. Then, from behind the throne, peered a large dog’s head
out. Someone swore, all dogs had been assumed gone. But then the head
came to be connected to a muscular, albeit extremely hairy, body with two
sets of arms; one normal and the others ending in a pair of powerful pincers.
The demon’s purple eyes glittered as its ears twisted as it took in all sounds
around it. It slowly emerged from behind the throne, hopped over to the
Golden Skull and grabbed it from the energy beam. Yelping as it burned itself
badly, it nonetheless extracted the item and held it high above its head as it
howled in triumph. It started to fade away, becoming first transparent, then a
fine mist that slowly disappeared into the air.

“"Wait! Let us go!” screamed Erohw as the thing was disappeared.

With a wave of its transparent paw and what appeared as an indifferent face,
the thing broke the enchantment and was gone. A single scroll case dropped
out of the place where the demon had disappeared. Erohw immediately dashed
for it and grabbed it off the floor before the others could yell out a warning to
her. With trembling hands she broke open the seal and pulled out the scroll
inside. Squealing in joy, she held it up for the rest of the group to see.

“It's an actual portation scroll! We can get out of here! Quickly, quickly all to
me. Grab onto my clothes and I'll get us out of here!” she babbled, while



waving with her hands franctically.

The others stumbled quickly over to her, with the Golden Skull, there was
nothing else to do.

“Just a moment!” Rachel shouted as she dashed away from the others
gathered around the girl preparing to read the scroll. She quickly made it over
to the whip, which was still moving around by itself. Ignoring the screams of
the others, she grabbed for the whip with a victorious grin.

“I'm not going to leave this place without atleast some kind of loot!” she
declared as she picked up the whip, screamed once, turned into dust and fell
apart. Shocked silence followed, only broken by the sound of the whip crawling
around. A sob from Erohw brought everyone back to reality. Sobbing loudly
she bubbled through the words of the scroll and sent the remaining group
away.

A twenty foot long lioness stared for a few heartbeats at the group of people
standing suddenly among the two camels that her pride had dragged back into
their cave. The pride was in the middle of feeding and now, extremely
confused, opted to start snarling and growling at the invaders. However, one
of the smaller invaders, a female, rolled out hot stones from the air itself and
sent them screaming down on the pride. Snarling in pain and panic, they
scattered and ran for the cave opening, disappearing out of sight.

Alexei and Lana led the still crying Erohw out of the cave, across the sand floor
and out into the sunlight. Hawks swooped high in the air, the tall yellow grass
waved slowly in the warm wind and a savanna expanded in all directions.
Warm sunlight warmed their faces as they emerged from the cavern.

“She really is gone, isn’t she?” Erohw finally asked. Alexei looked pleadingly at
Lana, who shook her head.

“I'm afraid so.”

“I was actually starting to like her.”

“Me to” Luigi acknowledged.

“Same here” Mallus nodded.

“It'll be hard with her gone, without her constant criticism and sarcasm to
lighten up my day...” Alexei confessed. The others slowly nodded.

“If you people are done feeling sad for yourselves, there’s a set of wagon
tracks over here, running west!” shouted Melcaya. The others grumbled, but
made their way over to where he stood by a set of tracks in the tall grass.
“There has to be settlement in that direction, the track runs that way. Let’s
go!” the scout declared.

“Yeah, let’s continue” Erohw finally agreed, wiping tears from her face with her
sleeve.

“We still need to find that damn Skull. And once we do, Roz’ammon will pay.
Oh, he will pay!”

The lioness eventually dared lead her pride back to their lair, with the weird
invaders gone. For a short moment she wondered what that had been all
about, but eventually decided that it was hardly worth trying to figure out. As
the sun wandered over the sky, a small group of people wandered across the



savanna, towards what, they did not know. But somewhere down the road
there would be revenge. Sweet, sweet revenge.”

And that was the story.



