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Seas of Burning Sand
Sfanding af the Edge of Efernity

There’s nothing on earth quite like Egypt, nothing so ancient, so timeless, so grand.
True, there are older civilizations, but which amongst them has lasted so long as that
great nation. Pyramids and desert sands are just a fraction of the story, a small fraction at
that. Millennia before the Greeks, before Rome, before China, Egypt stood as the
pinnacle of civilization. It’s a little known fact that the Great Pyramid was the tallest
structure on Earth until the construction of the Effile Tower in 1889, just one example of
the level of grandeur that this civilization possessed.

Beyond the obvious achievements, Egypt has always been an immortal civilization.
Time and time again the sun set upon the Egyptian nation as it fell to foreign invasions.
Yet time and time again it rose up from the ashes. Even after Egypt’s heyday, the land of
the Nile has held powerful influence. When you consider the story of Cleopatra and
Mark Anthony, you realize just how close Western Civilization came to falling beneath
Egyptian dominance. Spooky, no?

What really sticks in the collective unconsciousness is the Egyptian death rituals.
No culture on Earth has ever devoted more energy to the dead than the Egyptians. If
mummification weren’t enough, the elaborate tombs and grave goods certainly show that
the Egyptians took burial very seriously. The Egyptians were obsessed with death, just as
we all are and perhaps what really makes the Egyptians special is that their culture is the
only one to fully articulate their own thoughts on death.

In truth, Egypt is really just the starting point for this story because somewhere in
those mists we love, there is a place called the Amber Wastes. In that land an ancient
people slowly die away, as cruel gods watch and the dead slumber fitfully. The Amber
Wastes are a place of convergence, where the European gothic theme is reflected in
Egyptian style. With its harsh climate and dreadful denizens, the Amber Wastes are to
Ravenloft natives what the Demiplane is to outlanders. It’s a great place to send
wayward travelers when the DM is feeling cantankerous.

In this issue you will find everything you need to spice up the Amber Wastes and
burn the seas of sand into the nightmares of your players. With new monsters, new non-
player characters and even a relic or two, you’ll be checking your shoes for sand before
you’re finished. So fill that canteen and brush up on you’re hieroglyphs, because you’re
taking a trip to a place where brave men fear to tread.

ScS.
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The Reapers of Ashkazeer

Original Fan Ficfion
By Conrad Clark aka Chaos_Nomad
Dyazionl@aol.com

Tametet looked down on all before him and smiled; and the gods smiled on him in
turn. Well, something did. For when he looked about the hall beneath him, and saw how
the lords and priests stared from one to the other, wide eyed and stern faced, examining
such objects —statues, sculptures, and stuffed beasts- as were left for their amusement, he
could not restrain a feeling of self-fulfilment. He could almost read their thoughts; but
then their expressions already told the whole story: they were jealous of him; and the
fresh scent of it rose up to the palladium.

The young lord toyed with the chain about his neck, and nibbled at the edge of a
fingernail. They all wanted his secret, of course, though none dare ask. He had been out
in the desert with his brothers, a mere boy, scouring the dusty sand for anything to sell,
when they caught sight of something uncovered by a recent storm. They had all run
toward it, but young Tametet ran fastest, ignoring the angry cries of his brothers and
beating them to the prize.

Before him lay the remains of some forgotten soul, doubled over and twisted, its
gap-toothed jaw still echoing mock enjoyment at some slow and painful demise, while its
sand bleached hair danced feebly on the breeze. There were gnaw-marks on the bones,
some of which were half-crushed. And yet, even in death it continued to hold something,
its skeletal fingers wrapping around it as though bonded thereon. It was an old bronze
amulet, covered in all manner of symbols and signs. Tametet had recognised the obvious
value and broken it free, wriggling and twisting it from the bone prison, claiming it for
his own. His brothers were furious; they hated him for his success, wanting something
themselves. But there had been no time to search the rest of the remains, for a storm
appeared, forcing them back to the town.

Happily, that was only a faint memory; and the only thing that reminded Tametet of
it was his final, troublesome brother. Tametet used to wonder how something so small
could do so much, but after a time he had stopped caring. Now he kept it on a chain,
where it rested close to his heart. It had taken some time before he fully realized the
power of it, or learned how to make use that power, but once he had things began to
happen.

Things had been this way now for a number of years: Tametet would gain influence
over those around him, would pull through when others failed, and always without any
sign of stress or toil. Some of the townsfolk considered it strange, even conspicuous; but
then there were those that accused or hinted at something more. Occasionally Tametet
heard a comment about how strange it was that these all disappeared. Some people never
learned.

Tametet’s mistress, Mezat, stood beside him, stroking a hand down the back of his
kalasiris. Her face, he knew, was a mask of contentment, all sweetness and smiles; for
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Tametet had taken her with him, from the depths of obscurity, from the poverty of the
little limestone houses and to the heights of majesty itself. She had everything she could
have dreamt of as that lowly serving girl, and could yet fulfil the dreams of any princess.
But for now, the future remained undiscovered; for the moment he would have to survey
his new home, and deal with any potential threats to his position. Fortunately, Tametet
knew just how to do that; and the more he did, the greater the benefits he reaped.

How many had there been? Tametet could not even recall. He remembered Batrah,
the pig-headed noble; and Xendros, the overzealous priest, as well as several others. And
all of them sent off to the tomb.

He had no idea what first put the idea of using it into his head —nobody ever
mentioned it or went there of choice; moreover, none of those he sent there ever returned.
Some of them, however, ran away, and when they did, Tametet profited by nothing more
than their absence. Consequently, he now asked for a forfeit, an insurance to assure their
return. At least in this way, there was gold to the bargain.

“Are you content now my love?” said Mezat laughingly, brushing her cheek against
his shoulder. “Is not this assembly the most impressive you have ever seen.” Mezat
paused, before continuing quietly. “Or do you still want more?”

Tametet did not respond immediately; he did nothing more than close his eyes,
remaining where he was with his hands resting upon the balcony; he seemed caught in a
reverie. More and more guests entered the hall, and it was now comfortably full.
Tametet, as always, had left an open invite to every inhabitants and visitors alike, and
several merchants and stone workers found it in themselves to attend; he knew that most
of the lower orders would not be so presumptuous, and cared very much to know the few
that were. After a short while, Tametet spoke.

“When | am finished, my love, my name shall be revered across all lands...and you
shall be at my side.”

“But | am content, my lord.” whispered Mezat. “I have more than | shall ever
need...and to think of all the friends we have already.” When Tametet failed to answer,
Mezat turned to look at him. He was preoccupied, looking toward the western door
beneath. She followed his eyes down to an area of polished marble floor, to a corner
where some of the guests seated themselves apart from the main throng. There were a
huddle of men there, including several priests and Tametet’s only surviving brother,
seated on goatskin stools, drinking wine and whispering. But it was not they that
captured her attention, rather the robed figure that stood before them, tall and lithe. He
remained motionless, entirely hidden within his vestments, with the exception of some
fine white hair that spilled from the hood.

“Does he disturb you, my love?” she said. “His hair is like none | have ever seen,
S0 many strands, and whiter than the moon.” Tametet turned and glared at her, his eyes
boring through her for a moment, until he shook himself and they broke back into
recognition. A kiki-lamp spluttered on a wall beside them.

“Did you not see him?” he stuttered. “Did you not see my brother, sitting there?
His presence is unwanted, and he is talking with those priests. | will not have it.”

Mezat moved to brush the back of her hand against her husband’s cheek, but he
stepped aside and continued to observe his brother.

“Come, my husband,” she said, “are you so perturbed by your sibling these days?
And, | thought it was the stranger you were watching...does he not look strange?”
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Tametet did not respond; instead, he strolled down the wide staircase, nodding to any
acknowledgement he deemed deserving of response: “a wonderful occasion...Ra bless
our host...May good fortune befall you”...and on and on. Mezat stared after him, and
then to his brother. She smiled weakly then turned away, aware that the entertainment
would soon begin.

With the arrival of the host, a drum was beat three times, and all of the assembly
fell silent. “My friends,” began Tametet, “I bid you welcome to my home.” Several
cordial utterances broke loose, but Tametet cut them short. “Once again we are together,
sharing in the bounty that is our friendship.” Applause echoed throughout the hall, and
Tametet paused enough to hear it fade out.

“I hope it will always remain this way: friends calling upon friends, enjoying a
company that has fermented over years into the most delicious of wines.” Tametet turned
about slowly, his arms held high and wide, smiling brilliantly toward every wall of his
home, resting in the direction of the stranger. “But where are my manners? There is a
fresh grape among us, a true guest that may yet sweeten our cask, and we have not even
chanced to sample his flavour.” Tametet moved forward into the isolated space between
the two parties.

“Caertok, my brother,” he said, “are always to horde the sweetest fruit for yourself
alone? Come, let him step now before us that we may measure his worth.”

“Judge not lest thee be judged, brother.” said Caertok.

Tametet moved yet closer to the figure and looked him up and down. The
stranger’s robe looked faded and held the lingering scent of herbs. Deep within the hood,
the face remained beyond scrutiny, with only a few strands of downy white hair
protruding into the lamplight. Having contented himself, Tametet turned to his brother.

“Since you are the mouthpiece for our guest,” he said, “care you to introduce him,
that we may know him at least a little?”

“His name is his own business, and | should recommend that you attend to yours,”
replied his brother. “Do you not have responsibilities?” Caertok looked about him, at all
of the people focused on him, and then at his brother. “It does not have to be this way,”
he whispered. “There is still time enough, brother, | implore you to consider.”

Tametet smiled at Caertok, before turning his back on him and returning to the
centre of the hall. Smiles emerged wherever his gaze fell, only to fade as it passed.

“My friends, shall we play a game this evening?” said Tametet.

There was a murmured agreement, at which Tametet clapped his hands and called
for more food and wine. The guests then began to gather about him; the minor nobility
secured the most prominent spaces, with the other guests filing in behind them. “Bring
me three urns and a cobra,” cried Tametet. “No, make that seven and four...and bring
some dice.” A fragile quiet occupied the hall as servants brought forth the urns. Several
of the nobles edged their way aside, and one priest began to raise a hand, but then forgot
what for.

“Do we have any players?” said the young lord, grinning inanely. “For anyone that
plays and draws an empty urn, | shall pay an ingot. If you do not, then I should not worry
for then the matter is in the hands of gods.”

Silence fell across the hall, and was only broken by the half-choked sound of a
stonemason, half dragged, half pushed to the front of the assembly. Tametet walked up
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to him, embraced him, and said, “Brother, today you welcome hope into your heart.”
Tametet then looked about him, but there was no sign of movement.

Eventually, Tametet threw his arms into the air. “Hah,” he said, “are you all still at
the nipple? There is a world out here, growing old without you.” Nobody spoke or
moved, until Tametet turned towards his brother.

“My companion has indicated that he wishes to play,” said Caertok, “...unless you
have something you would rather do, and in that case he can be on his way.” Tametet
nodded toward the robed figure and made his way toward the centre of the hall. A
servant finished positioning the final urn as Tametet arrived, and quietly informed his
master that all was set.

The contestants moved forward, the stranger making slow uncertain movements,
and then Tametet explained the rules. It was a simple game, and one more of chance than
skill: each contestant was to select a chosen number and then roll a die. If the number
obtained matched they could step up to the urns, listen for a moment, and then order a
fellow contestant to reach into one of their choice; otherwise, they would have to reach
into it themselves. In all by one urn were gold ingots, each of which would become the
property of any contestant that claimed them. In the other urn was a large ruby, and the
finder of this could either keep it or request anything of any contestant they so wished.
Finally, to make things interesting, some of the urns contained cobras. The hall erupted
into cacophony, and Tametet raised his voice to overcome it.

“Friends! Friends, please. Itis agame. If anyone now feels they do not wish to
play, they may step aside.” All looked from the stonemason to the robed figure; the
stonemason shook slightly but remained where he was; the robed figure stood motionless,
facing the urns.

“Excellent,” said Tametet. “Let us begin.”

The game started and both the mason and the lord called out their chosen numbers.
The figure, however, said nothing. The mason rolled first, making his choice, but over
excited as the poor can be when confronting great wealth, simply stood by the urns with a
cocked head, wringing his hand in earnest.

“Well,” said Tametet eventually, “what is it to be? Do you pick the stranger...or
me?” The mason looked from the stranger to Tametet’s feet a number of times and
eventually pointed to the stranger.

“l choose that he pick from this urn,” said the mason animatedly.

Tametet smiled. “So be it. Stranger, you must do as you are asked.”

The crowd whispered as the robed figured lurched toward the urn. When he
reached it, he bent forward and placed his arm inside. After a few moments, he withdrew
his hand; he was holding a small gold ingot. The crowd clapped and cheered with relief —
perhaps this once a game should end without incident. But even as the clamour
continued, a sound echoed about the hall, finally turning all other noise to whispers: it
was that of metal hitting the base of the urn.

Tametet stared at the figure and then at his brother —did this stranger not value
gold, was he stricken by madness?

The stranger rolled next; it was an awkward gesture, made more so by his
deformity; he clutched at the die with a twisted hand, finally capturing it within three
curled fingers, where it sat as though hanging in a broken crib. The action completed and
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the urn indicated, he staggered across the floor and drove his arm within. Again, the
stranger withdrew it with an ingot. Again, it was forsaken.

Tametet weighed his die, allowing it to roll between his fingers. Then, eyeing his
rival, he rolled himself. Missing his chosen number, he sauntered across to his urn, and
placed his arm inside. Tametet’s eyes widened and he released a terrific howl that
echoed about the hall. Some of the women screamed and many of the men exchanged
confused glances. It was only when Tametet’s healer burst through the crowd and to his
aid that the lord withdrew his arm from the urn; he was holding the ruby.

It took a few moments for the guests to compose themselves sufficiently well, and
this time was filled with hushed voices and no small applause. As it faded, Tametet
moved towards the stranger, saying to him:

“As the victor of our little game, | will it that you go now to the tomb of Ashkazeer,
and once inside paint your name upon the central wall. And, to ensure completion of this
small task, I ask that you leave a thing of value behind.”

Caertok then strode toward his brother. “Please Tametet...”

“Enough,” snapped Tametet, “I have listened to your rubbish before. This I
deserve.” Caertok made to speak again, but the stranger raised an arm to silence him,
Tametet turned towards the robed figure, who simply nodded.

“Well, stranger, what is it to be?” said the lord. “What will you leave me as
assurance?”

The robed figure’s head fell forward for a moment, and a long sigh escaped his
hood. From within his robe was produced a pouch; it glimmered a soft gold in the light.
Tametet’s eyes fixed on it; it was actually made of woven gold, and decorated with
malachite, ruby, and lapis —what on all of the earth could be contained inside that it was
of more worth than the purse that carried it?

“All that | have is now yours,” said the stranger, his stony voice cutting through the
assembly to resound off the walls about him. “Everything. Will you take responsibility
for it?”

“l will do that much,” muttered Tametet. “Yes. Until you return for it, it shall now
be considered as my own.”

Reaching forward, Tametet took the pouch from the stranger; but as he pulled the
stranger’s crooked hand broke free of its long sleeve, and the lord saw the puncture marks
on its back.

As soon as the robed figure released the pouch, he turned and walked out of the
hall. He did not stop to consider those in his path, whether noble, priestly or commoner,
but brushed them aside as he passed.

Tametet stood motionless for a second, examining the incredible workmanship on
the pouch —nothing like it existed, the kind of artifice involved had been lost for countless
years. Breaking free of his thoughts, Tametet stared after the stranger. The pouch felt
empty. “Wait,” he cried, but the figure had already gone.

“Mason,” cried Tametet.

“My lord,” came the reply as the worker, although behind Tametet, drew a little
closer.

“Mason,” Tametet continued, “I understand that the competition may have ended
unfairly to you, and...”

“Oh, no. No lord,” broke in the mason, “I...”
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Tametet turned and glowered at the stonemason, who began to prostrate himself on
the ground. “Please, good lord, do not send me,” began the mason. Tametet smiled and,
walking over to him, pulled him to his feet.

“Poor man,” said Tametet, winking, “I insist that you are rewarded. Please, take
from any urn of your choosing.”

The mason’s dull wits slowly came to him, and as he stood there, a smile grew on
his face. Quickly, he moved across to one of the urns visited by the stranger and reached
inside. A terrible scream echoed about the hall, then repeated and magnified by a number
of the guests. White faced, the mason pulled his arm free of the urn. Attached to it was a
large cobra, which continued to thrash about wildly. Servants and guests backed away,
watching in horrid fascination as the man slowly sank to the floor. Tametet too looked
horrified, but he was staring out into the night. “Guards,” he screamed, “find that man
and return him now.”

Servants removed the stonemason, and recaptured the snake with a noose. But
there was no sign of the stranger; and as guard after guard returned empty handed, the
young lord became more frantic. When the last guard arrived back, Tametet demanded
of him the whereabouts of the stranger.

“What stranger, my lord?” came the reply.

“Where is he?” screamed Tametet. “People don’t just disappear!”

Unnerved, the guests began to whisper and shuffle uneasily. One of them, lifting a
goblet to his mouth, immediately spat the contents onto the floor and dropped the
remainder. Tametet watched, horrified, as a thick black-red liquid spread slowly across
the marble. Others too sniffed at their beverages and screaming, sighing, or otherwise
exclaiming their disgust, threw their goblets down. Several of the priests moved across to
the casks and, examining the contents, pushed them over; a torrent of foul-smelling liquid
surged across the marble hallway.

Tametet sank to the floor and looked about him; his guests were leaving in droves,
walking upon a sea of blood, glowering down at him. They looked like dark, maniacal
gods, laughing at him from the shadows. He called for his mistress, searching her out
through the commotion of servants and fleeing guests, from the thinning sea of faces that
looked down on his with contempt. When there was no response, he searched again, this
time finding his brother. Caertok was staring toward the stairway, a smile playing on his
lips. Tametet followed it and screamed; Mezat stood there, her eyes wet with emotion,
smiling back at Caertok.

Tametet realized that nobody was listening to him. What ever he had done required
undoing, and he felt that if he did not do it quickly there would be little point trying at all.
Running from the hall, Tametet made his way around to the stables. There he found
himself a camel and mounted it with some difficulty, moving it out into the courtyard and
utilizing a wall. It was jittery and uncertain of what he wanted it to do and made all
manner of noise, snorting and calling, exciting the other beasts into a great din.

Tametet finally drove the camel beyond his courtyard, and observing some of his
guests as he did so, called out to them. They appeared not to hear him and walked on,
moving away from him more quickly than his camel could gain; Tametet could not
believe he had chosen such a ridiculous beast.

He rode on through the streets, calling out, chasing down anyone with the slightest
resemblance to the stranger. But all he received were cries of alarm —“that camel is
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possessed...call the guards and have it killed.” So Tametet would ride on again, even
more flustered than before.

Eventually, the young lord found himself at the edge of the desert. There he looked
out across the dark golden expanse, dimly lit by the yellow moon. “The pouch,”
muttered Tametet, into the night. Removing the pouch, Tametet beheld it again; it was
surely the most beautiful thing he had seen. Inside was nothing but a coin —a dull metal
disc with the inscription Ashkazeer.

Spurring his steed on, Tametet moved across the dunes, searching the horizon for
the tomb. He had not been travelling many minutes when saw it, caught in the
moonlight, and larger than he remembered; but there seemed something vaguely familiar
about it, something else, as though the very act of moving toward it was the most natural
thing possible.

By the time he neared it, Tametet was convinced of his action: here was where he
would resolve his problems; he would soon understand what to do. Dismounting, he
made his way to the entrance; the stone door was ajar, leaving just enough room to
squeeze beyond it. Tametet did not hesitate, moving into the cool corridor without
reservation. He stood there for a moment, taking deep gulps of air and stretching his
limbs.

Blue-flamed kiki lamps illumined the passageway; but their light was feeble,
leaving the deep shadows untouched at the room’s extremities. Tametet walked along the
passage, drifting slowly down, gazing about him at the beautiful artwork that lined the
walls. Most of it was of figures —men and women, their smiles crooked and their eyes
bright, staring out at him, seeming to following him down on his journey. Several looked
especially familiar.

At the end of the passageway, Tametet stepped out into a large chamber, where a
great weight of shadow pressed down upon him; it seemed irrepressible, forcing both him
and the light down in prostration. Tametet laid himself in the dust, face down, remaining
there for several minutes.

When he arose, Tametet moved toward the end of the room, to where a large
sarcophagus rested again the wall. It was empty, and surrounded by hundreds of
signatures.

“Reaper?” said a stony voice from the shadows. “Reaper, your time has come.”
Tametet wheeled about, peering into the darkness. A hissed laugh echoed about the
chamber.

“You have done well, little man,” continued the voice, its sandpaper intonations
flowing smoothly, “Your greed and ambition has provided me with this.”

“With what?” stuttered Tametet.

A great shuffling commenced and Tametet backed away towards the passage. Into
the dim light lurched a semi-bandaged figure, grotesque and malformed. “This,” it
hissed, continuing toward the retreating man. “From sand and paper, | have flesh.”

“What do you want of me?” screamed Tametet, falling backwards.

“Your purpose has been served, Reaper,” said the voice, “and now you must return
to the desert. Too much attention has been drawn here, so | shall sleep again, until the
time is right for your next incarnation.”

Tametet found his feet and ran, fleeing up the dim passageway toward freedom. He
could hear his panicked camel calling, over and again. Beneath him, a grating laughter
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echoed. “Until the next time, Shiblo Aldaer Rishanon... Tametet.” The entrance
remained as he had left it, and sighing, Tametet pushed his way through and out into the
night. Thankfully, his camel had stopped calling.

Moving over the dunes, Tametet searched for the animal but could see nothing;
around him was sky and dunes. Tametet stopped and listened; he could hear crunching,
ripping and a dull murmur. It was as he moved towards the noise that he saw it, laying
on its side, unmoving, its body torn open in several places. About it squatted and bent
more than a dozen figures, each slow and cumbersome, reaching into the beast’s
decimated carcass and feeding on the flesh.

“Thanks for the meat, Tametet,” called a familiar voice.

“Yes,” called another. “This is the first thing you have done for us in years.”

Tametet back away; perhaps he could still make it back to the town on foot; then
this nightmare would end. There had to be a rational explanation.

Slowly, but with great purpose, the figures rose up from their kill. They groaned as
they moved, as if the effort caused them great pain. Slowly they came, staggering over
the sand towards Tametet.

Tametet ran. He ran as fast as he could, kicking sand up in front of him and
sucking in great lungfuls of air; but he was not as fit as he once was and before long he
began to tire. Bending over to recapture his breath, Tametet paused. Then, reaching
inside his kalasiris, he brought forth the amulet. Behind him, the zombies drew closer,
slowing flanking him.

“Here,” screamed Tametet into the night. “This is what you want isn’t it. Well,
have it back. | don’t want it anymore.” With that, Tametet launched the amulet into the
air and watched it disappear.

Some of the zombies moved toward it, but the others continued to move in around
Tametet, forming a circle about him. “Damn you,” he cried. “What do you want?” The
zombies moved in on him, rotting hands reaching, grabbing. Tametet screamed and tried
to run, but flailing arms barred his way. They grabbed him, snapping bones, twisting,
turning, biting, his blood spilling crimson over the sand. When they were finished, they
dropped Tametet’s broken form and turned away, moving back toward the tomb. All that
was except one, who, bending over him, pressed the amulet firmly into his hand, bending
the fingers about it with tremendous strength.

“Until next time,” it croaked, and staggered off after the others.

12




Quoth the Raven: Issue #5

Face Value
Original Fan Ficfion

By Jared Jenkins aka Hengishammer
hengis80@hofmail.com

The thin man’s hands scraped across the roughly hewn stonewall as he led them,
descending down the darkened spiral of stairs. Heinrich’s arms flailed wildly to ensure
no frightful spiders would descend upon his person. Herschel led in front, waving his
blazing torch from side to side, causing the ghostly cobwebs to melt away in silent
protest. Tucked under one arm, Herschel held a large leather-bound tome, trimmed in
tarnished brass, of which he clung to with the utmost care. Rolf and Gunther brought up
the rear, shouldering various packs filled with supplies and pots, clanking noisily with
each step.

Having decidedly enough, Herschel stopped midway in decent, scolding,

“Rolf! Gunther! Is it your chief goal in life, to wake the very dead?! Rid yourselves
of those infernal pots at once!” Rolf, obviously the most robust of the men twitched his
neatly groomed moustache in frustration, whispering harshly,

“We have to eat! Do you know how much it will cost to have these pots
replaced?”, as Gunther nodded in agreement.

“Just plop them down when we get to the base of the stairs you twits! With the find
we’re after, | fancy you could purchase a whole storehouse of cooking utensils if your
heart so desires!” spat Heinrich as he continued eyeing the ceiling suspiciously. Rolf and
Gunther grumbled as the men continued down the stairs until finally reaching an open
alcove. They plopped down most of their equipment save for a wineskin, two empty
packs, and their sabres. Herschel surveyed the room with interest as he handed his torch
to Heinrich, while cradling the tome in one arm as he opened it carefully. Heinrich knew
Herschel was a scholarly individual, completely reliable and well respected among the
scientific community. After all, that is why he worked with him, because he was one of
the best.

The blazing light from the torch flickered across Herschel’s” small spectacles, that
sat neatly on the end of his nose, as he read carefully, a string of ancient and long-
forgotten tongue. Herschel looked up a couple of times, as if in an attempt to regain their
bearings, before finally pointing his hand at one of the four arched openings that lie at the
opposite side of the room, announcing,

“There”.

The four disappeared into the their new path through the arched doorway, down a
slim hallway, in which the walls contained hundreds of intricately carved designs,
spiralling into images of various flowers, and trees. All the images seemed to flow from a
central carving mirrored on the opposing wall, that of a man, holding what appeared to be
the sun in one hand, and a serpent headed staff in the other. Heinrich’s eyes were roving
across the surface ensuring no abnormal movement would catch him unaware from those
blasted spiders.
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There were several holes in the wall, Herschel noted, where possibly some jewels or
gold trinkets lay at one time adding to the beauty of the craftsmanship. They sat empty
now, probably housing only insects of which would only send Heinrich into a comatose
reaction, had he decided to disturb their mysterious homes. The book hadn’t mentioned
anything special about this hallway, adding to the relief of Herschel. One couldn’t be too
careful in these tombs, for traps often claimed the lives of would be thieves, leaving only
their ghastly remains as an eternal warning for any greedy successors. Herschel was glad
as well, for this book seemed to have been written by an individual extremely
knowledgeable of the most-minute details they had encountered, at least so far. The
hallway soon twisted to the right, opening into a grandiose chamber.

Massive columns the width of a great oak connected the ceiling and floor adding to
the grandeur in this chamber. Each pillar wore thousands of lines ancient text along with
ancient drawings that were mostly still intact, in of itself a scientist’s treasure. Large
granite squares spread out covering the floor with a top layer of thick dust, indicating that
no one had traveled this path in quite some time. The ceiling was very high, revealing
only blackness in return to their curious gazes. Several doorways connected to this room,
each containing a stone carving mimicking that of the man holding the sun and the
serpent staff. Gunther whispered, “wow” unconsciously, as he scratched his head in awe.
Herschel began inspecting the book once more, eventually announcing,

“Step only where | step fellows.” Herschel elbowed Heinrich gently taking his
attention from the ceiling as he reaffirmed, “Step only where | do.”

Following the pattern mapped out in the tome, Herschel began the slow progress of
carefully choosing the grand tiles in which they would set foot. As Rolf clumsily hopped
from one tile to the next, soon a sparkle flashed from the darkness to his right. Almost
falling over, he squealed,

“Wait! There’s something here!” as he struggled to maintain his balance. “Pass me
the torch!”

Heinrich sighed knowing arguing with this sort would be an exercise in futility, as
he hesitantly handed the torch to Rolf. He stretched out the torch straining his eyes in an
attempt to make out some image, but none would come. Gunther smiled snatching the
torch from Rolf’s hands saying,

“Gimme Dat! Lemme show ya something | learned in the circus!”

“The Circus?!” asked Herschel in disbelief as he looked to Heinrich for some sort
of explanation.

“Ah...good help is hard to find these days. They seemed to have half their wits
about them too!”, sighed Heinrich incredulously.

“Cease this nonsense at once | tell you!” spat Heinrich as he watched Gunther
loosen the top from his wineskin with misunderstood curiosity. Gunther drank deep
filling his cheeks with “Bugbear Rum” as it was so affectionately named, as he placed the
torch in front of his face, turning only to smile, then turning back to spray the alcohol
through the fire creating a massive streak of flame that illuminated only briefly, the
lifeless skeleton of a would be thief, laying prone, grasping a glittering star ruby in one
hand and clutching his chest in the other where a large spear protruded from it, pinning
him to the ground and most surely ending his life. Wiping the rum from his face on his
sleeve, he tossed the torch back to Heinrich burping loudly, exclaiming, “Poor Bastard.”
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“Yes, and quite clever Gunther.”, commended Herschel, thinking he had misjudged
him prematurely.

“Nahh it weren’t nothing!” as he burped loudly again

“A good lesson for us all. Let not your greed speed you, ...and the rest of us to the
grave.”, assured Herschel confidently. “We must continue on.”

Slowly, they made their way to the end of the chamber where only one highly
decorated archway stood, where a large stone portcullis remained sealed within its
boundaries. The disturbing sight of another skeleton lie here as well, only this time in
halves. Something had severed this poor soul in two, leaving his remains on either side of
the doorway. Again, the top of the archway contained the motif of the man holding the
sun and the serpent staff. There were two openings on both sides of the door way as well,
small carved out openings, in which small onyx figurines sat on one side—that of a
Raven, and that of a cat—both facing one another. Underneath each opening was a sort
of badly faded transcription. Herschel opened the tome and began reciting what seemed
to be a translated riddle:

“The hunter never takes his eyes from the prey, for

he is constant in flight away”

The faded transcription underneath each opening could not be read, for time had
badly eroded the writing rendering it illegible.

“Damnation.”, sighed Herschel disappointingly.

“What? What is it?” asked Heinrich

“It’s just that both are hunters, and both are prey depending on the situation.
Without the identifying script below them...it is a gamble.”, Herschel said motioning
towards the skeletal remains grimly.

“Thoughts gentlemen? Any ideas?...1 feel that the hunter is the cat. They are
hunters by nature.”, concluded Herschel

“Makes sense.”, shrugged Rolf

“What about the bird?” asked Gunther

“In constant flight far away...” muttered Heinrich

“My guess would be to place the Bird into the opposite side of the wall facing away
from the cat. What do you think gentlemen?” asked Herschel

All nodded in agreement, as Herschel agreed, “Fine. Let’s have a go then shall we?”

Herschel walked over to the figurines placed together in the same opening and blew
into his sweaty palms, and wiped them on his pants. Assuming a precarious stance, he
began to reach into the opening. He picked up the cold onyx figurine of the raven and
carefully walked over to the second opening and placed its feet onto the stone as a loud
“Doom!”” sound echoed throughout the chamber.

“What was that?” spoke Heinrich uneasily

“The room is readying itself...”, replied Herschel

“For what?!” pressed Heinrich

“For our success or failure...be ready...”

Herschel then turned the figurine facing away from the Cat with a series of clicks,
causing a series of “whirring” to occur. The stone door rumbled as the sound of many
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gears reverberated throughout the chamber as the men drew their swords and set
themselves for action while another “Doom!”’, echoed loudly again.

The door had opened, releasing pressure for it had probably contained the original
air it had been sealed with from ages ago. A gentle breeze sighed out of the openings
forming a small cloud of dust to fill the air. With a wave of relief quickly rising,
Herschel commanded,

“Quickly, assist me with the door.” The four men then slid the great stone door back
into its crevice feeling the cold fresh air from within. Herschel looked into the blackness
with keen anticipation as he turned to his comrades with a smile, “This is it Chaps! We
have finally arrived and apparently succeeded where others have failed! Come now!”

The men followed Herschel into the darkness closely as he took the torch to the
front illuminating the surprisingly well preserved state of the floor and ceiling—in fact if
it were not for the dust, it would have appeared new. Gunther almost knocked over
something but blindly caught the clanking contraption before it created too much
commotion.

“Shine that thing over here would ya!?”” hushed Gunther as Herschel shed the
torches’ light upon a brazier.

“You fortunate man!”, exclaimed Herschel as he leaned forward to light the already
steadied brazier. As the light flooded the room, more braziers could be seen, and so went
Herschel lighting each.

This room was absolutely stunning. Along the walls, purple velvet drapes trimmed
with gold hung from elaborate gold rods in contrast to the finely hewn stonewalls. In the
center of the room was a table, used to recline against while dining. Surrounding the table
were all sorts or colorful velvet pillows and fine linens. The table was set meticulously,
as if these people never reclined to eat this meal. To the side of the table stood several
chests, some being open exposing more treasure than the men had ever seen in one place.

Near the back wall in front of the table, stood a grand throne. The throne itself
must’ve cost a kings ransom. Formed from solid gold, it was indeed most impressive,
bearing various priceless gems and silver inlays designing intricate patterns. The head of
the throne had the symbol of a blazing sun, while the arms reflected the heads of
poisonous snakes, of course harmless and lifeless, just as its long ago deceased
inhabitant.

“King Hauh-rhiz the Cruel”, or rather his skeletal remains, sat peacefully in his
throne in blood red fine linen robes. No signs of age or decomposition on his clothing
showed, which was odd, for nothing in this room seemed to have decomposed very much
at all. Around his chest was a shining gold amulet in the form of a blazing sun, and in his
hand rested an onyx and gold marbled Stave, spiraling in form, leading to the top of the
stave, which resembled the head of a deadly Cobra. It’s jewelled eyes and silver fangs
still shone brilliantly after all these years.

“There they are!” cried Heinrich excitedly, “The Staff and Amulet of Hauh-rhiz!
We did it!!”

“We are not out of the woods yet, Heinrich. We must take care to gather only what
we came for, and even then, there is no guarantee that we will all make it out of here
alive...”, reminded Herschel coldly
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“We made it here with little trouble at all Herschel. | should think that our
predecessors might have cleared out most of the traps set long before our arrival! Today
we celebrate! We are going to be rich beyond our wildest dreams!”, grinned Heinrich
with glee

Rolf smiled widely exposing the many gaps in his teeth as he set down the empty
packs and began humming quietly to himself, entertaining visions of wealth and
prominence, and just how many sweet rolls and pastry cakes his share would enable him
to purchase.

Herschel thought to himself “Heinrich is probably right.” After all, they had no
trouble at all passing through the many corridors to get here, and a tomb as grand as this
one would be well protected with many traps...unless they were all sprung.

Herschel found himself glancing at the serpent headed staff, enchanted by its
beauty. How did the craftsman weave the Onyx and gold together like that? It certainly
resembled a real serpent, and its beauty only served as a distraction for its true
purpose...power. Its jewelled eyes seemed to possess an inner flame, instilling a serene
calm within the scientist. Herschel felt his hand reaching for the Staff unconsciously, but
couldn’t seem to resist. It called to him, begging him to grasp his slender hands around
it. The power within yearned for a master, a worthy master.

The leather-bound tome fell to the ground with a “Whump!”” opening as it lay still.
Heinrich began ordering Rolf and Gunther to begin filling their packs with any valuables
they could find, taking care to get the more valuable ones, when he noticed Herschel
dropped the tome.

“You dropped your book Hershel...”, Heinrich said as he walked over to pick it up
to return it to him, noticing the pages that the book opened to when it fell.

The page contained a detailed diagram showing a kneeling man in obeisance to the
throne. The page opposite then showed the Staff and amulet in the man’s possession in
triumph.

“Hershel...look at this...I think you should see this...” lamented Heinrich as he
looked up from the pages in horror only to see Hershel’s hand closing around the staff.

Hershel whispered softly, “...Power...1 shall live again...”

“NOOO!” Heinrich screamed at the top of his lungs as the lifeless skeleton’s eyes
began burning with an otherworldly flame. Puppet like in movement, its mocking jaw
hissed open, bellowing an evil malevolent laugh that sent Gunther scurrying for the door.
He nearly bowled over Heinrich as he collided into him, knocking the book from his arms
into the air, as it plastered itself onto Gunther’s chest from the sheer force of movement
he was creating in flight. Using one hand to regain control of the book, his other hand
quickly plucked an unlit torch from the wall, dipping it into a brazier without stopping as
he fled from the chamber.

Rolf froze, stricken with fright, as he witnessed Hershels’ body glow with a pale red
light while the air heightened with an evil magical power. Hershels’ form trembled
violently with convulsions, as he seemed to age with frightening speed. Within mere
seconds he crumbled to dust leaving only a small red cloud in his stead. The Skeleton
stood slowly with pride, looking down at the remains of this would be grave robber
cackling morbidly. Herschels’ skeletal hand still remained wrapped around the staff as
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King Hauh-rhiz tapped the serpent staff to the ground watching the hand slide down its
remaining length, shattering shrilly against the harsh stone floor.

Heinrich quickly regained his balance as every fiber of his being bolted into action
speeding towards the door. Rolf still remained anchored to the ground in sheer terror, as
the Lich turned toward him uttering a string of echoing ancient words, raising his spidery
hand in condemnation against the fear stricken man. Rolf turned to run, feeling all of the
sudden incredibly hot. He managed to get only a few steps as his very flesh began to melt
away, dropping him to the ground in agony. Heinrich turned for a brief moment as he
neared the doorway seeing Rolf’s skinless, bleeding body, refusing to admit defeat as it
kept crawling for the door, screaming for help.

Gunther heard the screams as well, as he recounted the tiles he was supposed to
tread on, concentrating with uncanny precision. Heinrich glanced back in horror once
more at the laughing evil being before grabbing his torch and exiting the chamber in an
all out sprint.

“Faerhnin preserve me!!” shouted Heinrich as he leapt from tile to tile seeing
Gunther disappearing down the narrow hallway they had traveled from moments earlier.
The chambers shook with rage, as the Lich King bellowed in hate, rumbling the very
foundations of the sunken temple in answer to his will. The voice echoed throughout the
walls, seeming to fill Heinrichs’ chest with reverberation. Still, he hopped along in panic,
setting off traps behind him, barely escaping the cruel grasps of each. He did not care,
adrenaline commanded him now, driving and pushing his body to its very limits. He
neared the narrow hallway skidding into its walls, slamming hard into its stone surface as
the last arrow whizzed past him, missing its intended target, rebounding off the thick
granite.

Gunther rounded the corner, bounding several steps in a series of combined leaps as
he held the book tightly under his arm while ascending the spiral stairs. No amount of
treasure was worth his life, that much he was sure. He grunted with each leap until he got
to the top of the stairs, flying past the entry they had came through earlier and making a
series of quick turns as he navigated through the smaller, low rooms. He was almost out!

Heinrich caught his breath for only a second as he started running down the long
narrow hallway hearing a sort of heavy grinding noise as if stone were moving against
stone. Then he heard it again, only this time, a giant slab of stone flew forth from the wall
in front of him trapping him. He screamed in disbelief turning around seeing the same
wall behind him...trapped. He pounded his fists in futility against the unforgiving
stonewalls that held him prisoner, bloodying his hands in the attempt. Soon though, the
noise had died down. He listened intently, past his own laboured breathing, and heard
nothing—sheer silence. He inserted his quickly dying torch into one of the many holes in
the wall and waited.

Gunther burst through the opening, landing on the sands of the surface, gasping for
air. He lay there for a few moments covered in cobwebs as he laughed aloud hysterically,
before breaking down into tears. He sobbed uncontrollably, trying to force the agonizing
screams from his mind as he prayed to his god to protect him from the unspeakable evil
that they had encountered. The sun was beginning to set, and it was too dangerous to be
out at night, for darkness held all sorts of dangerous creatures, waiting, simply waiting
for a foolish traveler. Gunther wearily stood up and started off toward town, stopping
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suddenly—remembering he had forgotten the book. He stood for a moment in silence and
in hatred, before finally deciding to bend over and tuck it under his arm as he stumbled
off down the sands toward town.

Sweat poured from Heinrichs’ panicked body as he called out.

“Is anyone there?! Gunther! Help me!...Hello?...Hello?”

Silence.

Heinrich slumped down the wall as he ran his bloodied hands through his hair in
despair. His eyes began to wander aimlessly over the intricately carved walls, containing
many designs. It must’ve indeed taken someone many years to finish the work. The
designs melted from vast forest scenes detailing leaping deer, to hunters stalking their
prey using their primitive weapons, to various animals, to...spiders? Heinrich kicked the
stone spider carving out of sheer frustration for his self-imposed predicament.

Had Heinrich not seen it with his own eyes he wouldn’t have believed it. From the
hole next to the spider carving, came a white spider—a cursed, wretched, filthy spider.
Heinrich raised his boot back to smash the infernal thing as he watched in horror as yet
another appeared from another nearby hole. Heinrich froze as they sat, waiting, waiting
for something. Heinrich dropped his leg and slowly rose to his feet, as several more
spiders emerged from the holes in the intricately carved walls, waiting, not moving at all
except for the taunting clicking of their mandibles. Soon, the entire wall would be
covered with them.

Carefully, Heinrich turned around in horror, as the wall behind him was now solid
white with the terrifying things. Heinrich stood in silence, as the clicking grew louder,
penetrating his sanity and piercing his soul. His lip trembling profusely, Heinrich looked
to his torch, or what was left of it, as a single tear escaped and trickled down his
exhausted dirty face, concentrating on its’ fading embers, knowing soon the light would
flee and he would be left alone with them. He drew in a parting breath as darkness
enveloped him whispering softly,

“...0h...my...”

O I A TS

Shrouded in the folds of his black cloak, the man entered the quaint bookstore as
the bell over the doorway sang of his arrival. An older woman, appeared from the back
carrying her steaming cup of herbal tea, noticing the stranger with common interest.

“May | help you?” chimed the old woman happily

“...Yes...the sign out front says you buy books...that so?” asked the stranger

The old woman replied, “Well it depends upon the book of course...Do you have a
book you’d like to sell perhaps?”

The stranger reached within the folds of his cloak producing a worn travel pack as
he knowingly unfastened the hasp and produced a large leather bound tome, trimmed
with tarnished brass edges. He set the book carefully on the counter saying, “It’s very
old.”

The old woman knew deep within her heart of hearts that this book was special. She
had seen many books come through her door in her lifetime, and she had read almost
everyone one—at least the special ones. She even had separated the special books from
the normal ones, so there would be no mistake in value. She cleared her throat in an

19




Quoth the Raven: Issue 5

attempt to regain her composure, for she dare not let the seller know of its potential value,
if he didn’t already, for the cat and mouse game of buyer and seller was one she played
all to often.

Setting her cup down gently, she rubbed her hands together softly explaining to the
man,

“You see, | would have to, of course, read it first to see how valuable it is. |
couldn’t possible price it at face value, for what’s inside books are what is most
important...why don’t you leave it with—*

The stranger chuckled interrupting the old woman’s sentence, with narrowed eyes
saying,

“Not dis book. Dis book is worth somethin’—I know it—an’ so do you. O’ course,
I can always take it ta the wizards’ tower on the outskirts 0’ towne...bein’ sure that he’d
pay a pretty penny fer it.”

The old woman sighed in defeat. She had misjudged this individual, taking him to
be unknowledgeable in this area, not knowing that he had learned a lot of lessons during
his lifetime... Hard lessons in fact...

The old woman recalled to mind of one her most favoured sayings.

“You can’t always judge a book by its cover”

Smiling softly, she said, “...How much?
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Nof Just an Ordinary Trip fo
Muhar

Original Fan Ficfion
By Tami Sammons aka Hadis Deadsfalker
fami_sammons@emaijl.com

The clear night sky was dotted with stars. No fire burned to sate the chill in the
cold desert night air, for fear he would find them. He, Diamabel, flew through the night
sky in his demonic form. The caravan, not wishing to attract his attention, camped near
the western border of Pharazia by Sebua. They planned to enter Sebua tomorrow at
daybreak, travel across to the oasis in Anhalla the ruined city; gather water, legumes and
vegetables that grow along the oasis banks. Then they would depart quickly traversing
the pass in the massive rock formation that marks the western border of Sebua; and on
into Har’ Akir to sell their wares. For this was how the caravan traveled when Muradin
Rashaan, third son of Sheikh Allahn el Rashaan, led the caravan. Muradin had no
patience. That was why most in the caravan did not like him, rush, rush, rush. Even
when the sheikh told him to wait. He barely left them time to rest. His impatience would
be the death of him, or of others trying to save him. Although he was an excellent
fighter, fearless in battle, he hated to sit around and wait. Why the sheikh sent him with
the caravan no one knew. Muradin was always in such a rush to get back, that they
usually didn’t get the best prices for their wares in the Muhar marketplace. But this time
the sheikh warned him that if he did not get as good a price as the last caravan, he would
be very angry. And no one wanted to make Sheikh Rashaan angry.

Ahmed, on the other hand, had enough patience for both of them. He liked to take
his time, enjoy things. When in battle he would hesitate, seeking a weakness in his
enemies, before attacking. Some believed he was a coward, some believed him lazy,
some believed he just didn’t like to fight, some believed he just preferred to make the
least amount of effort. Whatever it was, it was effective.

Ahmed stood in the centre of the dark camp, looking up into the night sky at the
stars. He tried to connect the dots of light in his head to make pictures. He knew he
should go to his tent and sleep, for his cousin Muradin was a hard taskmaster. But
Ahmed couldn’t help but enjoy the night. He preferred to sleep under the stars, instead of
the tent. Ahmed has been a member of nearly every caravan that has traveled to
Har’Akir. He loved to travel, more so than the others in the nomadic tribe he called his
family. He enjoyed meeting new people, seeing new things, experiencing new
sensations. Or was this just his desire to find a place. He wasn’t sure. He always felt
there was somewhere else he should be. For although he called these people family, he
never really felt like he was truly a part of them. Partly because they always whispered
he had tainted blood. Never to his face of course. They whispered that his father was an
outsider, one from beyond the borders of Pharazia, beyond the Amber Wastes. When he
would ask, no one would talk about it, telling him it was nonsense, don’t think of such
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things. And since his mother, sister-in-law to the sheikh and widowed before he was
born, died when he was five, he could not ask her. His uncle, the sheikh, promised to talk
about it someday, when he was ready. Ahmed, who just celebrated his 28" birthday this
past summer, if you can say a desert has a summer that is, wondered if he would ever be
ready.

Despite the cool night air, something other than the stars kept him awake. He felt
anxious, like something was going to happen on this trip, though he didn’t know what. It
wasn’t a bad feeling, just something new, something different, something exciting. But
all that would have to wait, for he realized he could no longer feel his fingers and toes.
He had been standing in the cold desert night so long they had gone numb. He whistled
once and a small bird flew quickly up to him and landed on his shoulder. It was an owl
with talons twice the size of normal owls. He tore his eyes away from the heavens and
wrapped his jellaba over his aba, tightly around him. The aba is the traditional desert
robe. He strode to his tent for sleep. Ahmed also wore a turban with a long piece
hanging in the back.

But sleep would not come easily for Ahmed. He dreamt of strange people with
painted faces playing strange music that spoke to his soul, and a child that followed him
like a shadow.

*hkkkk

Ahmed awoke to the sound of an argument. He emerged into the bright light of the
noonday sun to see an argument between Muradin and an older man. Muradin was angry
he wasn’t woken in time to leave at sunrise. The older man, Rashid, an experienced
warrior, who had fought many battles with the sheikh, argued that several camels had
gone missing in the night and it took them this long to find them. Muradin said they
should have left without them, no matter how much of the wares would have to be carried
by the people in the caravan. Rashid, and several other older men and women, more
experienced with the caravans, said it was impractical and could possibly be dangerous.
They could end up having to buy horses in Muhar to replace the camels. One of the
women, Amsha, mentioned that this would not please the sheikh. Which was the only
thing that quieted Muradin.

The camels had been found and were being inspected as they spoke. Muradin
barked orders to pack up camp and be ready to leave as soon as the camels were ready.
Muradin stormed off to his tent.

Ahmed went to ask Amsha what had happened. Since he had been up late and
noticed nothing.

“The camels were there when Jamal took over the last shift of the night, but noticed
them missing midway through. He woke several others and they went searching for them
immediately. They had only just returned. Their restraints were cut.”

“Cut? How could that be?”

“Two of the slaves we’re transporting to be sold in Muhar are also missing. We
have not told Muradin this.”

“Knowing him, he will torture the remaining slaves to find out what happened.
Then kill them for his trouble,” Ahmed said of his cousin.
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“Yes,” Amsha replied. “The slaves have already been questioned by Karim. His
spells failed to uncover any knowledge of the two that are missing.” She smiled at
Ahmed. “It gave us a little more time to rest. And you as well.” She tugged at Ahmed’s
jellaba, which he still wore over his aba.

Realizing this he blushed. He noticed just how hot it was. Amsha wiped the sweat
from his forehead with a handkerchief she carried in the pocket of her aba. Amsha also
wore a black aba, like all the desert dwellers, tied by a black sash. She did wear a black
keffiyeh, the traditional head cloth worn by most men and women, tied with a brown
agal, a cord designed to hold the keffiyeh snugly to the head, although her shoulder-
length black hair was loose and could be seen beneath the keffiyeh, and she wore no veil.
Her olive-tan skin glistened in the sun. Amsha was about ten years older than Ahmed.
She handed the handkerchief to Ahmed.

“Why don’t you hang on to this and go get out of the jellaba before you melt. 1’ll
get it back tonight. If you’d like?” She smiled seductively at him, brushed his goatee,
and walked away. Ahmed could hear the anklet she wore on her left ankle jingling as she
left.

He walked back to his tent and removed the jellaba, putting it in his pack. His aba
beneath was rumpled. He removed it revealing pants and boots beneath, and then
brushed it to try to get some of the wrinkles out. He took a towel out of his pack and
wiped the sweat off his muscled, dusky bronze chest. Then he replaced the towel and put
the aba back on. He put the handkerchief in his pocket. Then thought about Amsha
while he packed his things up and took down his tent. This would not be the first time
she visited him. Amsha was a widow, her husband died six years ago. This and her
being a skilled warrior gave her a bit more leniency with her affections. She made it very
clear she had no intention to remarry. She had done her duty, married and had two
children. Although neither of her children lived past five years. And a problem during
the birth of her second child made her unable to have any more children. This made her
less desirable as a potential wife.

Ahmed being unmarried, made him perfect. He also did not wish to marry.
Though he doubted any woman in the tribe would want to marry him, including Amsha.
His uncle never talked to him about any arrangements. His cousins, male and female,
including Muradin, were all married by the age of 21.

First Ahmed put the bit and bridle into the camel’s mouth. Then he put the leather
camel apron in front of the camel’s hump that hung over the mount’s sides, nearly
reaching its knees. Then he placed a soft wool saddle blanket behind the apron. After
the blanket came the packsaddle, a terke, a cage like construction of horizontal bars
which he put in front of the hump on the blanket. The terke would allow him to guide the
camel with his legs and feet. Then he put his large leather saddlebags that hung on either
side the camel’s back. He put the camel stick made of hardwood into the terke that he
would use to motivate the camel should it become uncooperative. He hung a leather bag
filled with dates, treats for the camel on the long trek. Leather is the best material for
keeping the dates fresh. Before placing his camel grooming kit into its place in the pack,
he inspected its contents, a brush with stiff bristles, a metal hoof pick, and a wool
massage cloth. Then he placed two thilaithi, a camel skin water bag that holds 2 gallons
of water, over the saddlebags. Then he placed the rug and pillow he sits on in his tent
atop the camel’s hump, and strapped it down with two thick leather straps with a wide
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piece of material that went comfortably under the camel’s waist. He then placed his tent
on one side of the hump and his bedroll on the other side. He checked that the rigging
was snug yet unrestricting under the securing straps of the harness, before tightening the
securing straps. The desert camel can carry 400 to 520 pounds, rider included, without
significant stress. His camel, Naheer, would carry less weight than this.

Shouting brought Ahmed from his tasks and out of his thoughts. And Muradin’s
voice made him shudder. Muradin wanted to leave, now. No more delays. He was
calling for everyone to mount up. Ahmed thought, Muradin’s impatience was mounting
as well, and laughed to himself as he put the last of his belongings on the camel. Ahmed
whistled and an owl emerged from the sand by where his tent had been and flew up and
landed in his terke nestling into the small pillow. The burrowing owl had golden-
feathers.

It only took a few minutes for everyone to finish packing up and start out. Amsha
brought her desert camel, which carried her belongings, over to him to lead, as she rode
her war camel, a special breed developed by culling the strongest males from desert
camel herds and crossing them with the swiftest females. The war camel is self-assured,
courageous, and responsive, and relishes warfare, snapping at an opponent with its teeth,
and rearing to pummel with its forelegs. War camels are lean and cannot carry as much
weight as desert camels.

It would take most of the afternoon to reach Anhalla, the ruined city, provided there
were no setbacks.

But setbacks were what was in store for the caravan. Scorching heat beat down on
the caravan despite storm clouds that had grown overhead all morning, which watched
menacingly as the sky turned green then dark unleashing a vicious sandstorm that came
out of the endless wastes. Most of the dozen scouts, who ride 10 to 20 miles ahead of the
caravan, returned to weather the storm near the caravan. The 45 warriors and armed
guards, which Amsha was one, which ride ahead, behind, and on either side of the
caravan to provide protection from deadly creatures, also came close to the caravan to
protect themselves. The caravan travelers covered themselves and waited for the storm to
blow over. Amsha and Ahmed huddled beneath the same blanket. Amsha’s two camels
and Ahmed’s one huddled next to them waiting for the storm to pass. And the owl
burrowed into the sand.

After the storm passed, they could not find one of the scouts who had not returned
to the caravan. His camel was lying near where he should have been covered by a
blanket. Not even the caravan’s wizards could locate him. Also, two pack camels with
rice were missing, as was several more slaves. The wizards and remaining scouts hunted
for them for an hour before Muradin ordered the search abandoned. While the scouts and
wizards searched, several in the caravan dug up several ab’i tubers. These tubers usually
lie about 3 feet below the desert surface, they appear as smooth blood red stones. The
edible tuber is as big as a camel’s hump, and is filled with a half-gallon of cloudy water.
The water is squeezed from the tuber over a container. But these were merely bagged
and packed onto the camels, for later. While they dug up one of the tubers, they
disturbed a nest of seven burrowing owls that slept 4 feet beneath the surface of the sand.
These owls looked just like the one Ahmed had hidden in the pillow of his terke. The
owls emerged and attacked the group excavating the ab’i tuber with their large talons.
Ahmed’s owl emerged from the pillow and screeched at the seven owls, before burying
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it’s head back into the pillow. This was enough of a distraction for the group to
overcome the owls, killing three before the remaining four flew away.

Before reaching Anhalla, the storm clouds finally burst, covering the desert and the
caravan in a torrential rainstorm, nearly washing them away before sinking into the
desert. The rain, however, did cool the remainder of the daylight hours.

It took all afternoon to reach the oasis in Anhalla with its chunks of foundation the
only reminder of the vast glory the city once was. There wasn’t much time before sunset
to make camp near the oasis and far from the magnificent walled estate near the outskirts
of the city. Although the estate was presently silent, the members of the caravan knew all
too well, anyone who investigated this estate and the sounds of merriment that came from
over its tall walls never returned. Everyone pitched tents, set guards, gave instructions
not to wander from the safety of camp. No one saw anything, or anyone, but they knew
the wild children of Anhalla were near. They camped away from the pitiful mud
dwellings the wild children lived in. They usually kept to the dark recesses of the ruins.
They never made contact. Baboons and monkeys could be heard darting through the
ruins, although they were strangely quiet. However, the entire time, everyone felt they
were being watched and not by the baboons, monkeys, or the wild children.

*hkkkk

Everyone was on orders not to leave camp, or leave their tent if at all possible.
There would be four people on watch at all times. Ahmed was on the last watch. When
he was awoken for his shift, he emerged from his tent to see a clear virtually starless sky
lit by an orange moon. The moon bathed the ruins in an amber glow that made Ahmed
feel uneasy. There was little sound to the night. A few bugs chirped and the wind blew.
This made Ahmed feel even more uneasy. He had a bad feeling about his night.

“The baboons have made no move toward the camp,” the man whispered. “But you
can hear them, at least we hope it’s them, moving about in the ruins. Rashid is in charge
of your shift. He’s at the eastern side of the camp by the arch.”

“Thank you,” Ahmed whispered. “Try to get some sleep.” Ahmed put his scimitar
and his jambiya in his sash. He whistled twice and waited until his owl came and landed
on his shoulder. Then he went to meet Rashid and the other two on guard duty.

“There is movement in the ruins but no move on the camp,” Rashid began quietly.
“This isn’t usual for the baboons and monkeys. We will circle the camp, keeping each
other in sight at all times. Anything other than that movement, or if you lose sight of one
of one of us, alert the others.”

The shift was quiet, too quiet, and nearly over. Dawn was in two hours. One of the
men on guard heard a noise in the ruins near the remains of a building. He couldn’t make
it out. He made a noise to draw the attention of Rashid, who was behind him. He
motioned to the ruins. Rashid whistled catching the other guard’s attentions. Then
Rashid walked to the man and they whispered quietly. The man then walked slowly
toward where he heard the noise. Ahmed sent his owl to land on Rashid’s shoulder then
follow after the other guard. The owl landed on Rashid’s shoulder, startling him. He
looked at the owl that flew off after the guard. Rashid then looked at Ahmed and nodded
his approval. The three waited, quietly, looking all around. The man stepped into the
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ruins then was lost in the shadows. The owl followed into the shadows. A moment later
they all heard the owl screech loudly.

“Ahmed,” Rashid called waving him to follow. “Wake the others,” Rashid called to
the remaining guard.

Rashid and Ahmed ran to the ruins. It was dark in the shadows, but they saw what
appeared to be a scantily clad woman leaning over the guard’s prone figure and another
dark figure a few feet away. Her long dark hair obscured most of the guard’s body but
she wore a long glistening headpiece on her head that reached to her shoulders. With her
left hand she was swatting at the owl diving at her. She growled in frustration.

“Stop!” Rashid shouted. “Let him go!”

The woman turned. From what they could see in the dark, her mouth and chin were
darker than the rest of her face. And she held something in her right hand, a large, dark,
round object twice as large as her hand. It seemed to drip, for there was a dark spot on
the ground beneath her hand. She growled at the men. She put the object to her mouth
and appeared to eat it, then stood and ran from the ruins away from the men.

“Check him,” Rashid ordered, then followed the woman. Four men carrying
swords shouted at her to stop as they ran toward her. She looked at them and three of the
men stopped in their tracks. Rashid overtook her and swung his sword at her. He missed
and she reached out and touched his chest. He fell to the ground screaming clutching his
chest. Two more men ran toward her from the camp, moving in front of her to cut her
off. She hesitated looking at them, but they continued moving toward her. The three
men closed on her. Instead of trying to avoid the men, she turned toward the single man
that pursued her. She closed the distance and made a grab for him when he came within
reach. She grabbed the man’s throat and he screamed, dropping his weapon and grabbing
her arm to get her to release him. She looked over her shoulder to see where the other
two men were. She called into the night. Several men and women emerged from their
tents, weapons drawn. But before any could close on the woman, twelve figures shuffled
from the shadows in all directions entering camp. One of the men muttered something
and a bright light illuminated the area. The twelve figures she called were humanoids
covered in bandages from head to toe. At the sight of these bandaged figures, half the
men were overcome with fear and collapsed to the ground. Several more armed people
emerged from their tents.

“Don’t let the creatures touch you,” shouted one of the women, “they spread
disease.”

The people standing turned toward the approaching creatures. With this distraction,
the woman dropped the man in her grip and ran into the ruins out of sight. The man lay
in a heap on the ground.

The men and women attacked the bandaged figures with their swords. The
creatures swung at the people with both hands. But with every blow the men and women
delivered, the damage seemed minimal. One of the creatures hit a man in the chest who
flew ten feet. The creatures fought with little conviction and began to disperse now that
the woman was gone.

One of the women lit a torch and moved toward one of the creatures. She swung at
it until she hit it with the fire. It burst into flames.

“Fire,” she screamed. “Use fire on them.” It continued to swing its hands at her,
despite the flames consuming it.
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The men and women began to pursue the creatures.

“Stop,” screamed Muradin. “Let them leave.” Muradin stormed into the centre of
camp. “What happened?” he demanded, red-faced with anger.

Rashid gathered his weapons, strength and courage then walked toward Muradin,
clutching his chest where the woman touched him. The men and women frozen began to
move again and the ones on the ground had gathered their courage and were on their feet.
The only man who didn’t get up was the one in the woman’s grip. When checked, they
discovered him dead.

Rashid explained the events leading up to the incursion. Ahmed finally emerged
from the ruins. He carried a small bundle in his arms. He stopped and talked to the
wizard who lit the area who ran into the ruins with another person. Ahmed walked up to
Rashid and Muradin.

“What’s that?” Muradin spat.

“This is what took Jarim into the ruins,” Ahmed explained. “It’s a wild child. It
looked like the woman had been attacking the child when Jarim disturbed her. She had
discarded the child and went for Jarim.”

“And what of Jarim?” Muradin asked angrily. “I want to hear what he has to say.”

“That might be impossible,” Ahmed said.

“Why?” Muradin spat.

“Jarim is dead. | asked Karim to check him to see how he died and if there is
anything he can do. There are no apparent wounds on him. May | tend to the child?”

“l don’t care,” Muradin growled. “But you are responsible for it.”

“Her,” Ahmed corrected.

“What?” Muradin spat.

“’It” is a girl.”

“l don’t care what it is. It cost us two men and who knows what else.” Muradin
turned his back on Ahmed and walked away. “Be ready to leave an hour after dawn,”
Muradin shouted to the camp.

Ahmed asked one of the women to come to his tent with him and check the child
over. She cast a spell and a torch appeared. As Ahmed began to lay the child on his
bedroll, the woman stopped him.

“It probably has lice. Do you want that in your bedroll?” she said.

“She,” Ahmed emphasized. “Farah, | will sleep on the ground.” He laid the
child down. He took one of his thilaithi water skins and pored some into a wooden
bowl. Then took a rag and made it wet. Farah checked the child over.

“It seems alright.” Ahmed gave her an angry look. “She,” Farah corrected.

“Thank you Farah,” he said in a dismissive tone.

She got up and left his tent.

Ahmed closed the flaps of his tent and secured them. He brushed the girls mat of
black hair back from her face. He took the rag and began to wipe the girl’s filthy face
off. She stirred. Ahmed cast a spell. And a cup floated out of his pack and filled with
water. Opening her eyes the girl let out a yelp and moved away. Ahmed cast another
spell and spoke to her, “l won’t hurt you.” She calmed a little. “My name is Ahmed.”

Ahmed took the cup from the air held it out to her. *“It’s water,” Ahmed said.

She hesitated. Thinking she didn’t trust him, he took a drink from the cup and held
it out again. She took the cup and sniffed at the contents. When she was satisfied it was
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alright, she took a drink. A small pouch floated from his pack. He took it from the air
and opened it. He pored the contents onto the bedroll, beans, peas, and figs. He took one
of each and ate them.

“What happened in the ruins? With the woman?”

She looked at him curiously. “When | found you, you were unconscious on the
ground and the woman was over the man with something in her hand. What happened?
Do you know?”

“Monkey,” she chittered.

“’Monkey’? What monkey? There was no monkey when | got there.”

“Her.”

“l don’t understand.” He shook his head.

“Her, monkey.”

“She had a monkey with her?”

“Her, monkey, watched you.” She fanned her hand.

“She had her monkey watch, us?”

She shook her head. “Saw her. She change. Monkey watch. She change. Woman
grab. Man came. Grab man. Throw me.”

“She changed into a monkey?” The girl nodded. “As a monkey she watched us?
Then she grabbed you and the man came to help. She grabbed him and threw you?” The
girl nodded. *“You don’t remember anything after she threw you.”

She shook her head. “Takes thing out.” She patted her chest.

“What?”

“She takes thing out.” She patted her chest again. “Red thing.” She put her hands
together to make a round circle. “It moves. Out, in. Big, small.”

“l don’t understand. She takes something out of the chest?”

She nodded. “Eats it.”

He shook his head.

“Ahmed?” a man’s voice said from outside his tent.

“Yes,” he replied.

The flaps of his tent shook. He unsecured the flaps and opened them. Rashid stood
there.

“What is it?” Ahmed asked.

Rashid leaned his head into the tent. “What has she said?”

“From what | get, the woman was watching the camp as a monkey. The girl saw
her. And the woman attacked her. That’s when Jarim went into the ruins. She grabbed
Jarim and threw the girl who went unconscious. But what she says now, | don’t
understand.”

“What is she saying?”

“The woman ‘takes thing out.” She pats her chest,” he imitates the girl. “A ‘red
thing’,” he makes the circle with his hand, “that moves out and in? Big and small? And
something about ‘eats it’. | don’t understand.”

“l do,” he began. *“Jarim’s heart is missing. When | went to attack her, her mouth
was red and dripping. Blood. She took his heart out and ate it. Maybe the in and out,
big and small means it’s beating when she eats it. I’ll go tell the others.” He began to
close the flap, then opened it again. “I forgot,” he handed Ahmed a piece of white cloth.
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“For the girl. It’s the smallest I could find. I really wish I knew who you learned magic
from.”

Ahmed took it as Karim left. He looked at the cloth. It was a shirt and a black sash.
He laid the clothes down and turned to the girl. The bowl of water and the rag floated
over to the girl.

