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HE salty tang of the sea was
Ta fading memory, replaced

by the dust of anonymous
roads, but Jareth found the jingle
of coin at Talin’s hip a far more
comforting sound. The swords-
woman had earned her price and
even received a bonus after King
Basson of Chiconth heard of the
sea storm that had nearly seen his
prize, young Prince Caval, sent
to the watery deep where the boy
could do him little good.There was
enough to buy them both quality
ale and dry beds. To young Jareth,
a recently emancipated mage, this
was a bracing experience; he was
finally free to choose his own path,
allied with someone with vastly
more experience, someone who
could introduce him to the world’s
wonders.

Talin had wanted to continue
north, beyond what the mapmak-
ers had recorded, where only an
X represented the unknown. That
was two weeks ago, and they con-
tinued to meander from village to
town to vast, arid lands. Thank-
fully, it was clear most spoke the
common tongue, although cus-
toms and clothing differed. Still,
for Jareth it was all new and fas-
cinating, and he soaked it up. He

loved the days as they rode in
silence, listening to bards and sto-
rytellers each evening at a differ-
ent inn. The world was so much
more than he had ever imagined
from his cloistered training within
a castle, under the tutelage of a
wizened master.

Kokmen had taught him much,
enough for him to help rescue
Prince Caval and aid Talin as their
encounters demanded. But with
each use, each experience, Jareth
realized how much of the world
had been kept from him. With
every passing mile, his thirst for
knowledge seemed to grow.

“Why isn’t any of this charted?”
he inquired one afternoon, trying
to ignore the warm sun even as the
autumnal season was settling over
the land.

“Maybe it was so much the
same as the charted lands, no one
could be bothered,” Talin replied.
She had been so far and seen so
much; he yearned to match that
experience. The older warrior
rarely spoke of her travels, but it
was clear there were countless sto-
ries to tell, if only she wished to
share them.

It was the nights Jareth dreaded.
The first three nights on their
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journey from Chiconth had been
peaceful, but on the fourth, the
nightmares began. Each was vivid,
forcing him awake with his heart
hammering in his chest and cold
perspiration dripping down his
spine. There were flashes of light,
something long and glistening
swinging through the air, and deep
black eyes. Talin slept through the
first few nights, unaware of his
troubles, which he kept to him-
self. Then his shrieking stirred her
and she rose from her bed to see
what was wrong. He couldn’t say
for certain. But there was a dread,
a terror that haunted his dreams,
formless and without reason.

At breakfast the next morning,
she dipped bread into hot soup
and casually inquired, “Who is
Tarusin?”

The young mage blinked in sur-
prise and shook his head.

“You screamed his name last
night.”

He blinked, revealing bloodshot
eyes. “It means nothing to me.”

It went on like that for the
next week. Sometimes Talin slept
through it, other times his scream
woke her, and the unfamiliar name
was repeated twice more. When he
could center himself with some
degree of concentration, Jar-
eth stretched his senses, tapping
into the mystical energies as he’d
been taught. Nothing. When they
reached a town large enough to
have scrolls and books to loan, he
sought histories to search for the
name. Nothing. Although he was

surprised to find a copy of Name-
less Cults, a tome he’d only heard
of. He lacked the coin for it, which
disappointed him.

At the end of a fortnight, Talin
was studying a local map, match-
ing it to the scroll she’d brought
from her homeland. He’d never
asked her about her past, nor had
she offered more than a comment
here or there, but Jareth knew
she’d been a sellsword for over
twenty years, rarely returning to
her people, traveling wherever the
work took her. Perhaps that was
why she wanted unknown lands,
seeking something fresh. Or to
escape something. He figured she
would tell him when it mattered.

The sun was hot that day, a rar-
ity as the climes cooled with each
passing stop further north. There
was a bite to the night air, and
trees had blossomed into a riot
of color. The harvest season was
nearly done, and soon the first
frosts would be upon them. Jar-
eth knew they’d need work soon,
because Basson’s payment was not
limitless.

“You’ve had us moving north-
west for days now,” Talin said sud-
denly, her eyes gazing over the
depleted farmland.

“I have?”

She held up the map scroll and
a gloved hand traced their path,
which confirmed her comment.
He noted she’d been adding to it,
scribbling town names in a slanted
style. “I’ve been content to let you
choose the direction, since I had
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no conviction. But it’s become
clear, my dear mage, that we’re
going somewhere. I just hope it’s
somewhere with quality meat and
maybe some work.”

“Precious little need for your
blade so far, that’s true,” he
agreed, still studying the map, try-
ing to fathom the meaning.

“I could always rent you out
to perform for children,” she idly
said, reaching into her saddlebag
for two apples. One went to her
horse, the other she bit into. Jareth
opened his mouth, saw the glint in
her eye, and closed it.

HEY rode on in companion-

able silence for several hours,
but just as the hazy sun threatened
to reach the horizon they spotted
the gray smoke from several chim-
neys over the subsequent rise. As
they entered the small town, they
saw that it was old and neglected,
suggesting poor conditions, which
also meant there was likely no
work to be had. The one tavern
was at the end of the main road,
adjacent to a stable that lacked a
solid roof. Still, people were com-
ing out of the tavern, and they
seemed to be in good humor. This
was their lot, and they were wel-
come to it, Jareth thought.

“I’ll do,” Talin muttered,
although it was clear she’d prefer
anywhere else. There just wasn’t
another option in sight.

They rode down the street,
attracting subtle and obvious
stares through windows, but the

pair ignored it all. To Jareth, it
meant thankfully getting off the
horse in favor of a hot meal. Hav-
ing been practically raised in a
castle, he’d realized how unaccus-
tomed he was to riding, and his
thighs ached each day. The idea of
sleep no longer had much appeal.
A wind whispered as if trying to
speak as they stopped before the
stable. The wizard strained his ears
to make out the words, but none
formed. It was his weary mind, he
concluded, playing tricks on him.

A young teen emerged from the
shadowy interior, silently reach-
ing for the reins. She was maybe
fourteen, her hair piled under a
shapeless hat, her faded shirt and
mud-splattered vest well-worn but
whole. Her blue eyes took them
in, and Talin nodded at her. There
would be no haggling with her
over fees; that was for the tavern
owner, but no doubt she would
groom and feed the horses and
hope for a tip of some sort.

Jareth smiled at the girl, who was
close to his own age. “Where are
we, lass?”

She paused her movement and
turned to glance over her shoul-
der. “Do you often stop in towns
without knowing where you are?”

“We do when we’re new to the
area,” he replied, giving her a broad
smile.

“The village is called Henor
in the land of Pelantor, and the
tavern is Clandry’s,” she recited.
“Heard of us? Best ale and goat in
the province.”
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“T’ll take your word for it, lass,”
he said.

“It’s Zorari,” she shot back. “I’m
no one’s lass.”

“Is Glandon still magistrate?”
Jareth suddenly asked.

“Sure, been in charge since I was
born.”

“And does Clandry’s mother,
Bethon, still make those cheese
tarts?”

“Wait, how’d you know their
names but not where you are?”

A cold prickle of unease snaked
up Jareth’s spine. How did he
know that? She was right and
now eyed him suspiciously. He
felt Talin take a step closer, loom-
ing over him, and they exchanged
concerned looks.

With a gesture, he conjured a
bright light that danced from his
fingertips, leapt into the muggy air,
and skittered into the barn, draw-
ing the horses’ attention. They
tugged, and the girl followed, still
looking over her shoulder.

Talin was frowning. “We haven’t
been here, how could you know
that?”

He shook his head. Then he
thought of the whispering winds
and wondered if there was a con-
nection.

They entered the tavern and, as
had happened everywhere since
Chiconth, were suspiciously eyed.
Apparently, few traveled to these
lands, which certainly helped
explain the lack of a proper map.
Strangers were rarities, and poor
people tended to expect trouble

when they entered an establish-
ment. Five men gathered around
one table playing a game using
painted stone markers. Two more
leaned over a well-worn, pitted
wooden bar, swapping gossip with
a young man behind it. The odor
of cooking wafted to Jareth’s nos-
trils, and his mouth watered in
reply.

Talin studied the interior, no
doubt looking for concealed
weapons and eyeing exit options.
Then she chose a table and heavily
settled into a small, rickety chair
that groaned under her weight.
Her back was to the wall, and her
beloved sword dangled from her
hip, scraping the hard-packed dirt
floor, muddy in spots from foamy
beer. Jareth slouched into a chair
beside her, stretching one leg out,
getting a subtle nod from his com-
panion that things looked safe
enough.

A balding, middle-aged man,
presumably Clandry, filled two
tankards and brought them to the
table. Talin nodded in acknowl-
edgement, then ordered two bowls
of whatever was freshest and
secured rooms for the night.

When it was clear that the new-
comers posed no danger, the oth-
ers resumed their game and con-
versation. Talin eyed Jareth, adding
to his feeling of unease. Knowing
those names had just come to him,
yet he knew no one here.

“There’s deviltry at work, isn’t
there?” she asked quietly. “I hate
deviltry.”
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“I know,” Jareth replied, drink-
ing deeply to avoid further ques-
tioning. Instead, he tilted his head
back and listened to the conversa-
tions. It was a bad harvest, mean-
ing a harsh winter, and the locals
were speculating on the reasons.

“Never saw beasties like those
before,” a gruff man said. “Huge
they were, ate half the field in an
afternoon.”

“Then came to me for dessert,”
the man next to him said, laying
down two tiles. “Had to torch the
field to get their larvae.”

“Someone’s pissed off some god
or another,” a third man, younger
than the others, added. “Those’ll
be back, mark me.”

The rest of the evening passed
peaceably enough. They never
saw Zorari again. Instead, they
focused on the goat stew, and as
Talin drank two more tankards of
ale she deemed “passable enough”
she added the new town name to
the map and scrawled the prov-
ince name in the general vicinity,
uncertain where the borders might
be. The locals never engaged them
and slowly drifted to their homes
as Clandry wiped the place down
before finally showing them
upstairs to two spartan rooms. He
gestured to the washing space and
then bade them good night.

to his surprise, and perhaps to
s worry, no nightmares came.
Instead, his thoughts turned to the
sudden knowledge of the names

JARETH dreaded sleeping but
i

he possessed. That didn’t bode
well, but he couldn’t reason why
or what it all meant. He tossed,
turned, and dozed only lightly as
the first rays of the sun streaked
through the threadbare gauzy cur-
tain.

After washing, he went down-
stairs where Talin was at the bar,
drinking something steaming and
speaking with the young man from
last night. Both stopped as the
mage approached, and he shot his
companion a questioning look.

“We have a job. Well, you have
one,” she began. The man reached
behind him, filled a chopped mug
with the same steaming concoc-
tion, and placed it before Jareth
before leaving for the kitchen area.

“Their boss, Glandon, heard
about your magic light and wants
you to investigate the fields, study
the new bugs that ruined their
crop. They want it eradicated.”

“So, I’m an exterminator? What
happened to party magician?”

“This world has little call for
dancing lights but plenty for rid-
ding it of creeping evils. Take the
coin, mage. It’s more than you’ll
earn juggling plums,” she said,
looking straight ahead. “They’re
convinced it’s some magical pun-
ishment and want to be relieved
of it. The least you can do is wave
your hands around and see what
you can learn. It’s a few coins, but
it will help.”

Jareth added juggling to the
lengthening list of things he needed
to learn.
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The barman returned with
a plate heaped high with the
renowned tarts, warmed from the
oven. To Jareth’s delight, they were
as good as he had heard—wher-
ever that came from.

Once done, Talin said she
intended to check on the horses
while he walked the fields, and
sent him off to do his new work.

INCE the town itself was

small, it wasn’t long before Jar-
eth found himself in the remains
of a farm. The sun hid behind
clouds, and the first chill breeze of
Fall was cool on his skin. A hand-
ful of farmers kept their distance
but watched his every move. None
returned his wave.

Ignoring them, Jareth knelt and
surveyed the field. What was left
of the plantings were desiccated,
browned leaves and some gray
stalks, with deep divots in the land
and hundreds of large insect car-
casses. The insects were huge as
advertised, maybe the length of his
middle finger and wide as any two
fingers. They were no species he
had ever seen or heard of. He held a
few in his hands, their brittle nature
meaning they crumbled as he
touched them. Opening his senses,
he tried to feel something, anything,
of what they had been. But what-
ever animated them was long gone,
and he only felt emptiness.

He had studied botany and
insect life, but it was all in service to
spellcasting or understanding the
castle’s specific ecosystem. None of

this meant anything to him, a glar-
ing gap in his knowledge he would
need to fill.

Crunching footsteps broke his
reverie, and Jareth whirled about
to see Talin coming toward him
at a dead run. Even from a dis-
tance, he could tell something was
wrong. She normally exuded con-
fidence, but here he saw... fear?

“What’s wrong?”

“Could be nothing,” she said,
huffing the last few feet.

“You never run, so it’s not noth-
ing,” Jareth challenged.

“I went to the stables to check
the horses. They were fine, rested,
and brushed. But that girl—”

“Zorari,” he filled in.

“Her. She was standing by,
doing nothing, but her hand was
rubbing something inside her vest.
Slowly.”

“So?”

“Well, at first I thought she was
with child, but she’s too lean for
that. I kept watching, and she just
stared at me. Then the _
horses reacted to some- ‘4%
thing I couldn’t see and
when I turned back, |
she was holding some- -
thing. It was oblong and
glittered in the light. A
jewel, a big one, with a
piece of filigreed setting &
still attached like it had &
been pried off some- i
thing larger. 1 .
should know, g
done it a few f;
times myself.”

/&

.
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“And?” He didn’t think a piece
of jewelry was likely to scare his
companion so.

“She looked up, directly at me,
held that thing higher and said,
“Tarru-syn’. Sound familiar?”

He began to shake his head when
he stopped, his eyes going wide.
“Tarusin! Tarru. Syn.” Sweat broke
on his brow. His heart began to
beat faster, and his breath caught.

“What’s it mean?”

“I still don’t recognize it. It
sounds like a name, and when I
said it, my stomach dropped. And
now... now I sense something in
the air. Nothing good.”

Talin’s sword was out, and
she slowly turned in a circle, but
neither saw anything. Then she
stopped to stare directly at Jar-
eth. He tried to open his mouth to
ask why, but he couldn’t move a
muscle. He was breathing, thank-
fully, and it grew loud in his ears
as panic flooded his mind. She
snapped her fingers and he didn’t
blink in response. She poked
him and he remained transfixed.
Her scowl told him she was per-
plexed, which didn’t do his panic
any good. It grew worse when his
world went black.

When light returned, he couldn’t
blink in reaction but everything
looked the same, so he couldn’t
tell how long he’d been out. The
one difference was the arrival
of Zorari, still lovingly caressing
the object Talin had described.
It was mesmerizing, a large jewel
that reflected the dull sunlight,

sparkling in a rainbow of colors.
Jareth wished to study the dam-
aged setting to try identifying any
markings, but he remained immo-
bile. At least his panic subsided,
allowing his mind to process the
proceedings. Of all the things
Kokmen had taught him, observa-
tion was among the most impor-
tant, as was attention to detail. But
the gaps in his training were going
to be his downfall.

Zorari smiled his way, and Jar-
eth’s skin began to prickle. She
then raised the jewel, which caught
the sunlight, coruscating energies
flowing from it, around it, and
crackling in the air. At least his
hearing worked. The light grew, the
crackle accompanying it, reaching
a crescendo that hurt his ears.

Beyond Talin, the collection of
farmers that had kept their dis-
tance were now advancing, each
brandishing their tools as weap-
ons. A spade, a hoe, and a shovel
were visible and he could hear
them shouting, although the
words were unintelligible. Then
Talin placed herself between him
and the would-be attackers, block-
ing his view. He strained to look
beyond her to see Zorari, but she
was in and out of sight, Talin’s
body effectively shielding him.

Jareth had no doubt his com-
panion was more than a match
for the unskilled attackers, nor did
she have a reason to kill them. He
prayed she would merely disarm
them, but no, they rushed her and
her blade whistled through the air.
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A hand clutching the shovel went
flying across his limited field of
vision. He watched her whirl, not
a thing of beauty but closer to a
force of nature. She swung, piv-
oted, and ducked, clearly hoping
to scare the men off. Instead, they
continued to mouth gibberish and
press their attack.

He saw her face register this, and
a mask of determination slid into
place. Her pace quickened, and
soon one man went flying backward,
another crying familiar curses as she
hamstrung him. In less than two
minutes, the men were subdued,
and he noted with a tinge of pride
how his friend was barely breathing
hard. This was less work than her
sparring matches. Had it been him,
Jareth would have treated the clearly
possessed men more kindly, but that
wasn’t Talin’s style.

As she moved, Jareth had darted
his eyes from her to the men to the
teen. Once Talin had finished and
was wiping dirt and blood from the
blade on one man’s pant leg, the
frozen mage focused entirely on the
girl and the jewel still clutched in her
left hand. Had she grown?The jewel
seemed smaller in her palm and
was practically swallowed up as the
change began in grisly earnest. Her
arms elongated, the hands practi-
cally dragging the dirt. Her shoul-
ders broadened, her chest widened,
and there was the sickening sound
of sockets popping, tendons strain-
ing, and bones grinding together,
then snapping completely as the
girl changed. She burst through her

worn clothing, her back broadening.
A forked tongue, twice the size of
any human’s, tasted the air. A hid-
eous hiss came from her throat, and
then her darkening skin split, reveal-
ing something gelatinous with vis-
ibly pulsing red veins. Her blue eyes
had grown black. The long arms
now ended in writhing tentacles
where there had been fingers.

Jareth wished his nostrils had
been frozen because the stench
emanating from her transformation
was horrible. His gorge started to
rise, but was held in place like the
rest of him.

Then he spotted the jewel, now
embedded where there had been
a wrist and hand. It continued to
gleam, pulsing regularly like a heart-
beat. He knew, without needing his
mystic senses, that separating or
shattering the jewel was the most
likely way to stop this creature. He
hoped that breaking it would also
free him, something he wanted to
share with Talin but couldn’t.

“I’ve seen a lot of beasts, but noth-
ing like this,” Talin muttered. “This
would even give me nightmares.”

True to her nature, she rushed
past him, sword raised, and con-
fronted the girl-thing. Its tentacles
rose to meet the attack, and the
sharp blade couldn’t penetrate the
viscous coating, sliding off the sur-
face, resulting in a loud oath. The
thing stood its ground, its intentions
unknown. It had possessed the girl,
then come to the field where he was,
as if it didn’t want him probing the
remains of the insect attack. That
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confirmed to Jareth that there was
a connection.

Talin, for her part, continued
to swing and stab at the motion-
less creature, which, if anything,
seemed to swell in size. It was the
most hideous thing he had ever
seen, and that included his barely
recalled nightmares. This would
give him new things to keep him
from sleeping.

“What do you want?” she
shouted at the creature. There was
no mouth, so no reply. Instead,
the jewel brightened in time with
the pulse, building up its ener-
gies. Moments later, a bright burst
of brilliant light emerged from
the tentacle, aimed straight at the
swordswoman. Her blade was

swift, raised in defense, and
perfectly placed to deflect
& the blast, which came at
Talin with enough force
to move her several
feet backward, her heels
digging fur-
% rows in the
ground.

A portion
of the energy was deflected
from the blade and struck Jareth,
knocking him over, and now he
knew how it felt to be a cow
when he and his friends had

gone tipping them in the dark so
many years in the past.

He struck the ground, and what-
ever had turned him to a statue
broke. Jareth could move once
more. After taking one deep lung-
ful of breath and flexing his fin-
gers for reassurance, he rose to his
feet. The creature had not moved,
nor had the jewel built up another
energy blast. His magical gear was
back at the tavern, and he dared
not leave the field to retrieve any of
it, uncertain if anything would help.
All he had was his training, his wits,
and the surrounding area. While he
had been schooled in geomancy, it
was not something practiced often,
given its toll on the wielder as well
as the unintended consequences to
the land, which tended to dislike
being manipulated. But really, was
there a choice?

He thought back to the lessons,
to the spells, and the warnings that
came with disturbing the natural
order of things. Still, that creature
was anything but normal, so he
would have to try. As he consid-
ered, he noted the stunned farm-
ers were rousing themselves, still in
its thrall, so he’d have to be quick
about this. The increased glow of
the jewel suggested another blast
was being readied, adding to his
problems. He didn’t notice how
long the first blast took to manifest,
so he would have to act quickly.

His breath was fast and shallow,
but Jareth wiped the sweat away
from his forehead, and found the
magic in his core. It was there, an
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ephemeral extra organ, one that
gave him access to power that
just needed shaping. Geomancy,
he recalled, required a conduit;
it could not just fly free in the
air. His eyes scanned for some-
thing that would work, settling
on Talin’s bloody sword. She was
busy using it to scare off the farm-
ers while trying to slice into the
creature, without effect. He placed
his hands into the dry earth, fin-
gers splayed, and willed the energy
to flow through them.

Talin twisted and grabbed one
farmer into the air, using him as
a shield as a second, brighter blast
emerged from the bejeweled ten-
tacle. A look in her eyes told him
she was tiring, and he had to hurry.
The spell formed on his lips, and he
whispered to the dead dirt, reach-
ing below to where life still existed.

The magic responded to the
summons and welled up in his
chest. It just needed direction.

“Talin, plunge the sword into
the ground,” he called.

“I won’t be defenseless!” she
shouted, kicking at another farmer.

“It’s the only way to stop it,” Jar-
eth yelled.

They exchanged a look and she
did as he bade her. The sword went
deep into the field, crushing dead
insects as it plunged through them.

The creature’s third burst was
growing, ready to emerge. A dif-
ferent tentacle wrapped around
Talin’s legs, trapping her.

Jareth’s energies welled up, and he
withdrew his hands from the ground

and aimed them at the sword.

His voice rose as he completed
the spell, surprised to add the
name Nurjin, one he didn’t rec-
ognize, to the other beings he
beseeched for aid.

The spell completed, the ground
vibrated, then shook. The sword
quivered and the blade radiated
dull green energy, an unexpected
color for this sort of spell, that suf-
fused the girl-creature. A sharp,
burnt stench filled the air.

The creature shrieked without a
mouth. It shivered—and began to
melt.

Then came silence. Jareth
breathed deeply, looking to see
Talin rubbing her legs where resi-
due had stuck to her breeches.
Around them, the remaining farm-
ers shook their heads, clearing away
whatever spell held them. The one
who’d lost a hand just stared at the
stump in stupefaction.

Jareth approached the puddle
of foul-smelling goo that had once
been a creature and, before that, an
innocent teen. He risked touching
it, his fingers covered in the remains,
searching for the jewel fragment. He
withdrew an empty hand and audi-
bly sighed. So many questions and
nothing to answer them.

ACK at the tavern, the mood

was somber as they mourned
the well-liked girl. Clandry was
freely pouring drinks without ask-
ing for payment as everyone took
stock of the jarring events. Jareth
learned that the tavern and its
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attendant stable had been in the
same family for countless genera-
tions, but no one had seen any-
thing like that jewel before. Or
knew how the girl had found it.

At one point, Jareth inquired
about the location of the town
records. He was directed to the local
church, a low, wide building at the
other end of town. The priest sul-
lenly took him to a rear room and
allowed him to study their tomes
and scrolls. Despite the exhaustion
he felt, he read deep into the night,
curious and unwilling to sleep. He
found no mention of Tarru-Syn
or Nurjin, but he suspected they
meant something, as did his sud-
den knowledge of other names. He
scribbled the names on a scrap, only
to watch with horror and fascina-
tion as it burst into flame.

E returned to the tavern and

slept soundly without dream
or nightmare. The following morn-
ing, Talin had already saddled the
horses and was ready to quit the
town. Clandry met Jareth on the
stairs and begged the wizard to
purify the space. Talin tersely nod-
ded, although her eyes told him to
hurry.

Jareth readied himself, adding
purification to the list of things he
didn’t know and needed to learn.
Only the promise of some gold and
the pleading look in the owner’s
eyes convinced him even to try.
He summoned his magic and used
old incantations, as well as some
he had made up; he found himself
mentioning Tarru-syn, causing him
to shudder, while a distant crack of
thunder rolled in the air.

The moment he completed the
spell, Talin hauled him onto his
horse, her hand outstretched for
Clandry’s coins. Stuffing them into
a pouch, they galloped from town
with Talin in the lead and Jareth
feeling confused and worried.

They had ridden for an hour
before she turned and asked,
“What was all that?”

“I wish I could tell you, Talin,
but as the gods are my witness,
this showed me how little I know.”

She smiled at that and cracked,
“That I knew.”

“I need to study more, get bet-
ter, be prepared.”

“For what?”

“For whatever else we find.”

The End
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