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The forests of P’Piar were cold this time of year. Colder than the imagination can begin to dream up. The freeze hits you no matter how many layers you wear, no matter how hard you exert yourself. It seeps into every crack in your garments and drives right to the marrow. Stand still too long and you might find yourself nodding off and never waking up. 

The trees were white, covered in ice, with sharp jagged spikes hanging off the ends of their branches. At night, you might be roused from your sleep to hear them popping like cannons. In the morning, the sun brought a cold,grey light that burned the eyes but not much else.

And there were hunters in these woods. Men riding stallions, wearing the royal silver armor of P’Piar, looking for the likes of me. Looking for the likes of the man shivering next to me.

“I’ll be damned it’s cold,” he said softly, trying to dig his hands deeper under his armpits.

There were five of us, not counting myself. Our leader, and I mean that in the loosest sense of the word, was a man we had taken to calling Iron Knuckle. He wore a thick strip of metal across both fists that he used to break bones. Iron Knuckle was currently somewhere ahead of me, tracking through the trees as a scout and keeping an eye out for the hunters.

Somewhere out there, too, was P’Piar’s Ace of War, the commander of the forces that sought us in this frigid forest. Few men were capable of such cruelty as the Ace of War was. On the war-torn border of P’Piar and Jendisc, men say he burned down a village and had his soldiers murder the women and children in the town square while the men, who had been loyal to Jendisc, were forced to watch. Then the Ace of War himself had cut their tongues out so they would never be able to speak about it to anyone and forced them, naked, towards the Jendisc capital city.

And now he was stalking through the brush, looking for any trace of us.

“Dammit all,” the man beside me said again. He whipped out his long knife and began to flip it idly as we walked. He was always doing that, playing with his knife. In fact, he was missing one of his fingers because of the habit. Upon first meeting him, I had asked what had happened to his finger. He had given me a sideways grin, showing me several yellow teeth, and told me that he had flipped his knife one too many times after getting drunk at a tavern. That was that.

After a while, we became closer, often taking watch together. Soon I learned his name was Claude, and he had come to P’Piar for the same reason we all had: to earn a living.

The king of P’Piar was fighting a war, one that he would inevitably lose (though we couldn’t have known that at the time). He needed every able-bodied farmer and mercenary in the country to rally to his cause. Of course, he didn’t give anyone much choice: flee, and your life was forfeit. Civilians, fathers, brothers, craftsmen, and peasants who had been caught evading service were hanged all over the country. Soon people took the message and enlisted in the capital. They were told they must renounce their gods, their religions, and their beliefs. They were forced to swear their lives to the crown, and they did. 

The king of P’Piar was a tyrant, a man who valued himself more than all else, even his realm. When he first took the throne, years ago, his first order was destroying all the churches in the country, to “fix his predecessor’s error,” as he put it. He closed court, threw the courtiers out into the streets, and told them that if he ever saw them groveling at his feet again, they would find themselves in a casket. He fortified the First Tower, the residence of the kings of P’Piar since the beginning of days. On every ivory balcony he stationed archers. In every doorway he ordered the construction of murder holes. He ordered an iron portcullis to be built in front of the ancient front gate, the archway that was built by the founder of P’Piar, Gray Alexander, so that enemies could not achieve egress into the First Tower. The king also named a new Ace of War, a low-born man from the peasant sector of the capital who had been imprisoned for seventeen years for murdering, stealing, and arson.

Anyone caught whispering their dislike of the king was charged with treason and executed. The royal knights were dispatched to every hamlet, port, and farming colony to keep order. What they were really looking for were “traitors”. Young men were forced into service at the capital, taken from their families by force if necessary, and educated in the art of killing. Oftentimes the “traitors” were parents as well.

Perhaps the most disturbing stories of all were the ones passed from lips to ear in the dark corners of shady establishments. The whispers said that the king had a legion of scholars in the capital researching some force, some energy. A darkness, they said, a madness of the mind. Pure undivided chaos, some claimed, while others thought that it might be a new kind of poison for use on the Jendisc army.

Claude stopped suddenly.

“Someone’s coming,” he whispered. We dove into a nearby row of bushes and held our breaths. Claude flipped his knife through his fingers.

Stepping out from behind a copse of trees was a small man wearing a cloak. He had dark hair and a pair of spectacles bridged his nose. I stood up from our cover and waved silently.

“Iron Knuckle’s found something,” he said in a mild accent as he stumbled over. We didn’t know his name because he wouldn’t tell us, so we had taken to calling him Wacky for his sudden exclamations. I suspected he was educated formally, as he knew how to read and write, but he often would cry out in his sleep of horrible visions. And sometimes when I looked over at him while we trekked through the forest, I noticed his brow knitting and unknitting itself, his eyes glazed over on some faraway object.

We followed silently behind, through the frozen garden of pine and ice. The ground was stiff underfoot. 

“Wonder what the bastard has for us this time,” Claude muttered to himself. 

We were an unlikely company, to be sure. After arriving in P’Piar, we were put through training and assigned to a squadron of knights that had the responsibility of leading skirmishes against P’Piaran refugees trying to cross into Jendisc. The pay wasn’t spectacular, but it was something, and we mercenaries formed a sort of bond out there on the border.

Then one night, maybe after drinking too much, Wacky came into my tent. He was extremely flustered, and shaking me by the shoulders to wake me up, franticly mumbling about something he had found. He and I knew each other from the training camp in the capital, and we had both been sent together out to the border. He was as close as to what could be called a friend, I suppose.

I sat up groggy, trying to make heads or tails of what he wanted. He kept mumbling about finding “it”, and waving some parchment in my face. Before I could even open my mouth, the guards that had been on duty at the tent came rushing in behind him. There were three of them, and they would soon end up as my traveling companions.

It turned out that Wacky had stumbled upon some document that belonged to one of the knights that led our small force, a document that Wacky said he had been sent to find, though by who or why he would not say. The problem had been, and still was, that the knight to whom the document belonged knew exactly who had pilfered it, and had come straight to my tent, threatening to kill all five of us for treason upon seeing us conferring together. Somehow we had managed to escape that place. I don’t remember the details. Vaguely I recall weapons being drawn, of a scuffle, and combat with the knight. All I know is that I ran until my lungs burned, ran into the forest, ran in any direction. Eventually I met up with Wacky again. He said he was being chased by the three guards, and that they wanted to kill him. I remember when they came upon us, remember somehow convincing them that five of us in the wild were better than one, and that if they brought us back to camp, they would be killed, too. No mercenary would choose money over living. So it was. We headed north.

That was 10 days past. Whatever Wacky had discovered, it was important. Important enough that the Ace of War himself had taken to hunting us here in this frozen landscape. Our flight was not without tension, however, as I feared that one of them might try and kill Wacky in his sleep, or steal his treasure. It had come close several times, but for now we were as one, single-minded in our purpose to make it out of P’Piar and the reach of the knights.

Claude had stopped ahead of me, and I bumped into him so lost was I in my recollection. Wacky gestured to a couple of shadows that were crouched down in the hollow of a tree trunk. One of the shadows stood. Based on the outline of a sword slung over one shoulder, I took it to be D.H., the only member of our band with a real weapon (the rest had been lost in the events of the camp). He beckoned us closer.

D.H. was what we called him after he had made a crack about him being the only one with a weapon meant that he would be the last one to leave the scene of a battle, probably as a corpse. Claude called him a regular hero of the disposable kind.

“No sign of the knights,” D.H. said. The shadow beside him stood as well. That was Iron Knuckle. 

“We have other things to worry about,” said our leader. He spat. Iron Knuckle was of average height, and he wore his cuirass over mail. His hair was an orange-red, worn short, and it sat atop an average face, though it was slightly scarred on the left cheek.

He cocked a finger over his shoulder into the forest. 

I followed it and for the first time noticed the brown huts that stood in a small opening not twenty feet from where we stood. There didn’t appear to be any movement.

“Have they seen us?” Claude asked.

“Ain’t no one there to see anythin’,” D.H. murmured. He shifted his weight to the other foot.

“As far as we can tell, there’s nobody living here,” Iron Knuckle said. “Thought maybe all five of us should have a look around.” 

Claude flipped his knife from hand to hand.

So we left the cover of the trees towards the small grouping of thatched cottages, eyes scanning every shadow. At one point Wacky gave out a sharp cry. D.H. shot him an icy stare and made a motion with his sword, but Wacky didn’t seem to notice; his eyes were far away.

We crept slowly, Claude brandishing his knife while I clutched a rock in my hand. After circling the perimeter, Iron Knuckle decided to inspect the interior of some of the huts. We swept in, weapons at the ready, but were greeted only by dust and rats. Not a piece of furniture was to be seen, not a trace of human life.

“I don’t get it,” D.H. said. “Where’d they all get off to?”

None of us had an answer. As far as I could tell, the village had been abandoned for months. Curiously, we had found a fire pit in the center of the buildings with charcoal at the bottom. 

“Someone’s been ‘ere,” D.H. observed. 

“Recently, too,” was the response from Claude. “I’m willin’ t’bet that whoever it was will be back. Think it was the knights?”

Iron Knuckle shook his head.

“Can’t be,” he whispered. “They’d have left a bigger mess behind. If you ask me, I’d say this was a single person.”

“Well, in any case, at least we got a place to keep warm for the night.”

“No, we keep moving. We came across the hoof tracks right after we left you two earlier. They’re still in the area, and patrolling in every direction I’d wager. Whoever left this here will pose no danger to us.”

Weary and aching with cold, the rest of us followed Iron Knuckle out of the village and back into the forest. The sky turned from blue to pink, and then finally to a dark black. Wacky was struggling to keep up, so I threw his arm over my shoulder and helped him along.

“I must…return,” he groaned. “I must get back…give him the…papers.” His eyes were seeing the otherworldly again.

Around midnight, from what I could tell, Iron Knuckle took us into the brush and cleared a camp spot out of a shallow depression in the ground. It would hide us from view, and to further enhance the effect, we threw leaves over ourselves to blend in. Claude and I drew second watch, thankfully, so I got a couple hours of dozing in.

I was roused by D.H. in the darkness sometime later.

“Silent as the grave,” he whispered to me before taking the spot I had vacated. He happily muttered something about the ground still being warm.

Truth was, we were woefully short on blankets or clothing. Iron Knuckle had somehow thought to grab a couple of bedrolls before fleeing the camp on the border, so we threw those over us when sleeping, though it meant huddling close together to keep warm. We couldn’t afford fires for fear of being captured.

I found Claude sitting atop a log near the lip of the depression. He was of course playing with his knife, this time shaving a twig. I took a seat next to him.

After a while he turned to me.

“You’re awful fond of him.” 

I continued to stare into the night, brushing an insect I felt crawling on my leg. Claude continued.

“Respect is one thing. I’d gut that silly bastard, you know.” He was silent; then, “Take his body back to the camp, tell ‘em I had no part in this whole thing.” He sighed heavily after a while, as if giving up on the idea. “Wish I knew what he has. Gotta be worth something pretty. Maybe we can hawk it in the next town for a couple o’ horses.”

I stood up then, and took several steps away from him.

“Hey, where ya’ goin’?”

I reached into a pouch at my belt and dug out the rock I had found earlier. Claude seemed to take the point and stopped playing with the knife, instead grabbing the handle and walking up to my side.

What had I seen? Something. There was something past the first few trees surrounding our makeshift campsite. I scanned back and forth, trying to figure out whether or not I was hallucinating. After a couple minutes, I made to turn back to the log. A flash out of the corner of my eye stopped me dead.

“Hey, you hear that?” Claude asked. I did. It sounded like somebody singing. “It sounds like somebody is singin’ or somethin’,” my partner echoed.

We both crouched low and snuck off towards the light I had glimpsed. It was hard to discern visually where we were going, and a couple of times I almost tripped on roots and rocks, but we followed the sound, getting ever closer to…to what? I suddenly realized I had no plan for what was to be done. Claude looked at me, and I discovered that he had no idea as well. 

When it was apparent that we were almost on top of this thing, we dropped to our bellies and crawled up to a low bush.

Sitting there, in the middle of the freezing forest, in the middle of the night, was a skinny old man. He had his legs crossed and his eyes closed, humming a little ditty to himself softly. Hanging from the top of a staff that was stuck in the ground nearby was a lantern, the source, I realized, of the flash I had seen earlier.

Claude motioned that he was going to sneak around behind the man and try and grab him from behind. Seeing as how he had the sharp weapon, I nodded my agreement. I followed him with my ears until the soft humming of our prey drowned out his movement.

I waited there for what seemed, to me, to be far too long. I began to wonder if this was not some sort of elaborate trap by the P’Piar knights. I wanted to get up and run back to the camp; I wanted to wake the others and get moving again, with or without Claude. I think I grimaced to myself at that thought, and I tried to justify that I had no attachment to these people. I could kill Wacky, too. I would, and I would bring his body back to the camp and try and explain to the knights that we had chased him down that night. We had tracked him through the forest, done our duty as we were paid to do, and were still loyal to the crown. Or at least the crown’s gold.

Like a bolt of lightning, Claude came out of the trees behind the man. One hand took the man by his thin hair, and the other held the knife blade to his throat. The old man’s eyes snapped open and locked with mine immediately. For a long while we stayed like that, frozen in time, in a moment of brutality and survival.

“I must apologize, I think,” the old man said finally.

“You’ve got one shot,” was the answer from Claude. “Say the wrong words and I’ll cut your throat right here.”

The old man didn’t move. His legs were still, crossed, his hands still in his lap.

“I am an old man,” he said. “I’m a monk, a wandering monk.” I stepped closer to him. “All I have is what the kind strangers of this world offer to me.”

It was true. At the ground beside him was a food pot, and aside from his staff and lantern, the area was empty.

“Seems a mite strange that a monk would be wanderin’ around out in the forest this late,” Claude said. 

“Yes, you are right.”

“What’re you doin’?”

“As I said, I am but a traveling ascetic. The forest is quiet. The air is still. An ideal place for my meditations.”

I glanced at Claude and nodded. My partner did the same.

“Alright, up with ya’.” He took the old man by the arms and lifted him to a standing position. “Let’s go ask the others what they think of this one.”

The old man smiled at me then. 

“So there are more of you,” he stated. “I meant not to startle your party, I assure you.”

We began marching back to the campsite, our new guest clearly in front of us. I held his staff and pot while Claude had his knife handy. I couldn’t make out the details in the light, but the pot had some sort of raised relief on the surface, and I rubbed it with my fingers. The iron burned with the cold.

When we arrived back to the camp (it took us a while as we had lost the direction from which we had come upon the monk), we woke Iron Knuckle and D.H. 

D.H. wanted to kill him outright, monk be damned. 

“We need another person followin’ us like we need a new hole in the face.”

“He wasn’t armed?” Iron Knuckle asked Claude.

“Nope. Just the lantern and staff. And pot.”


Iron Knuckle looked the old man up and down. For his part, the monk calmly took in the site, regarded each of us, including the sleeping Wacky, and waited for the judgment.


“No,” Iron Knuckle said at last. “He’ll come with us. I’ll assume his was the fire we found in the village. You know this area well?”


“The forest is my home,” answered the monk.


“Good. We need a guide. You’ll lead us as far as the northern border. After that, you’re free to go.”


“I do know the trail well, yes. I do again apologize for causing this trouble to you.”


“Make no mistake,” our leader continued, “do us wrong and we will kill you. We will move fast, without much rest. If you need to be carried, we will carry you. But you will be quiet, and you will lead us in the direction we need to go.”


The old man nodded and said, “I do not seek to trouble you. I seek only the truth through my meditation. Have no fear from one such as me.”


The rest of the night was uneventful. Claude and I were relieved of watch, then roused again, and finally, as dawn broke, we all six munched on berries and mushrooms D.H. had found several days before. They were cold, which would usually have been a small pleasure. Instead, they gave a chill to the inside of my mouth that spread slowly to the pit of my stomach. 


We journeyed in the wake of the old monk, who was surprisingly steady on his feet. He was amiable enough, always responsive to our suggestions, and he seemed to know where he was going. He even found us some tubers that were growing in the shadow of an old pine tree.


Several times we came across horse tracks, and Iron Knuckle studied them intently, trying to discern how many there had been and which direction they had gone. We never sighted any of the knights, but I had the feeling that our time was running out. My gut grew ever tighter the further north we traveled, and I knew it was only a matter of time before our luck ran out and we came upon the horses themselves and not just their tracks.


Wacky continued to get more belligerent. His sleep was interrupted by incidents of shouting and flailing. During the day he would look without seeing, mumbling softly, and clutching the pouch that contained the stolen document. It eventually got so bad that the old man had to mix some stream water with an herb he produced from a pocket on his robe. The mixture was fed to Wacky, and he slept soundly throughout the night.


The monk, for his part, became one of us. He took watches and let the others of us get some sleep. At first D.H. and Claude were opposed to the idea, but as the march wore on and the fatigue grew inside them, they finally acquiesced and collapsed into slumber. Iron Knuckle, however, always made sure to take watch with the old man. Several times I caught them speaking to one another as I fell asleep. Whatever they had to say seemed very important.


As we took our evening meals, the old man shared with us his techniques of meditation and explained that developing our talents at it would allow us to see the truth of the universe. I simply humored him and turned my attention to other things afterwards, but Iron Knuckle seemed to practice at it before we drew watches. I didn’t like the familiarity he had developed with this mysterious traveler, but I kept my mouth shut. 


One day, while taking a brief rest by a small creek, the old man told us that we were almost to the border; perhaps one more day, he said. The mood seemed to lighten just a bit. We hadn’t come across tracks in a day and a half, and it seemed as though were home free. Somewhere in the back of my mind I envisioned the Ace of War riding through the capital, dismayed and angry that he couldn’t catch us.


That night, I drew first watch along with the old man. Iron Knuckle was napping lightly beside Wacky, and I decided to let him rest there for a bit. He, of all of us, had exerted himself the most on this trip. I didn’t understand why he had been so eager to go along with my plan of escape from the beginning, back in the forest the night of the events at the camp, but since then he had sort of adopted the rest of us.


The monk was standing against a tree, his eyes closed, inhaling deeply. I came to stand beside him.


“I see the truth,” he whispered in time with his breath. “I see all there is to see, clear as the crystal river. All I do I do for Him. Mind, concentration, seeing, truth. Action, life, knowledge.”


His musings were deeply hypnotic, and I found myself sucked into my own thoughts.


Where would I go after this? I could not return to P’Piar, that was certain. I would have to find a way to make some money beyond the border. Perhaps I could do odd jobs between villages. The people this far north did fall under the rule of the three kingdoms, and many strangers and outcasts made their home in the frigid north. I inhaled deeply and opened my eyes.


I was alone.


The old man was no longer against the tree, and in fact was nowhere to be seen. I circled our camp. Iron Knuckle was still asleep, as were Claude, Wacky, and D.H.


Coming back around to the original spot I had stood, I looked out into the forest. Where could he have gone?


I decided I would have a look a bit deeper out into the wilderness. I walked around the camp again, this time in larger and larger circles. The old man had disappeared. I could find no sign of his being there; no tracks, no lantern, nothing.


As I rounded a large boulder that lay in my way, I heard a whooshing sound in my ear, and the next thing I knew I was laying on the ground with blood coming out of my head. I tried to rise and gain my senses, only to be cracked across my shoulders by something.


The old man suddenly was atop me, staff in hand. He leaned in towards my ear.


“I do all I do for Him. Mind, concentration, seeing, truth action,” he whispered. “Action.” He cracked me across the forehead with his fist. “Life. Knowledge.” I struggled in futility. He was remarkably heavy all of a sudden. “Archaon,” he said. “For every victim must be killed without blood. For every death, He will remain in the beyond.” He had discarded his staff now. I tried desperately to punch or kick him, but my body would not cooperate.


“My eyes see unclouded. Undivided chaos is lurking there, my child. Outside of time, in the castle of the king. Undivided chaos.”


He was no longer talking to me. His eyes were glazed over.


“We are the Phthisis, guardians of undivided chaos. Every victim, bloodless death. The Phthisis keep the chaos at bay. Every victim. Undivided chaos. He must not return to this world. The Phthisis make it so. He must stay in the heavens, He must not be allowed to return. Bloodless sacrifice.”


His hands had come to my throat now. I felt his icy fingers around my neck, and slowly, ever so slowly, he began to squeeze. Something within me snapped. Every muscle in my body started to strain against his weight. I managed to lift myself off the ground for a moment, him atop me, but his grip was iron. Somewhere off in the distance I heard a shout.


I gripped his wrists, clawed into them until his flesh began to come off in strips. He seemed not to feel it; he only kept speaking of the Phthisis, of undivided chaos. Suddenly I saw his eyes come into focus. He cursed.


“Too early! They are too early!”


Somehow I found myself alone again. The old monk’s fingers still pressed into my neck, or so I thought, and I grabbed at my throat to pry them away. But as I touched my own skin, I felt the blood begin to pulse through the arteries there. I rolled over and saw the scrub brush rustle as the old man ran off into the night.


All at once I stood and gasped, running back to the camp. I had to warn the others. The old man had tried to kill me. They had to be warned before he attacked them.


I finally found my way, with much tripping and stumbling, to the place we had decided to rest that night. But instead of Claude and D.H. and Iron Knuckle and sleeping Wacky, there were horses. Four of them. A knight in silver armor was toeing an empty bedroll on the ground.


“They must have just run off,” I heard him say. One of the other knights pulled his horse around at the sound of my crashing through the undergrowth. He drew his sword and pointed it at me.


“Halt!” he yelled. Another mounted knight pulled up next to him. 


In that moment, my will failed me. I recall going to my knees, yielding to the men there. Of my companions there was no sign; to this day I believe that they somehow escaped. I never saw them again, but I must believe that they made it past the northern border and into freedom.


As for myself, the knights interrogated me harshly. They asked me the whereabouts of my fellows; I told them I did not know. I told them of the old man who had tried to strangle me in the woods. One of the knights laughed.


“Fucking old man wanted a piece of the pie for himself,” said another. “Those crazy monks, I tell you. The commander should just put an end to the crazy shit that cult has goin’ on.”


I was questioned more, about the location of a document a traitorous knight had handed over to a spy more than two weeks ago on the border of Jendisc. I told them I didn’t know what they were talking about.


That was a long night. Through one swollen eye I caught sight of the rising sun the next morning. I was chained inside a wagon, bruised and bloody. The wagon bounced along the frozen terrain of the forest, jostling my limp form against the wood.


Some weeks later, I was unloaded from the wagon in the capital of P’Piar and thrown in a dungeon to rot.

