
..... A Single Step        Richard Slade 

The frosty air gnawed at Tim's ears and nose.  Clouds raced across the full moon, and the faint path 

vanished into the whispering darkness of the trees beyond the little clearing. 

He was very still, listening intently for any hint that the strange figure he was following might have 

substance enough to snap a twig, or leave a footprint.  His hand crept into his satchel to grip the 

small knife within.  Far behind him, the dogs of his little village had stopped barking. 

Moonlight flared across the mossy space again, and Tim could see the narrow clay path that led 

through the woods to the abandoned farm by Malvern Hill.  He walked on quietly, holding the knife 

tightly in his left hand, and a heavy stick in his right; much good it would do him if that figure turned 

suddenly back upon him. 

As each cloud swept across the moon, Tim stopped and listened, then moved on when the light 

again reached through the bare twigs and branches into the shadows of the dark, oak tree trunks. 

The path turned between two bent trees, into the open field.  He stopped and surveyed the hillside.  

The figure had left the path where it passed near the old, sagging barn, two hundred paces distant.   

Ducks muttered quietly from the safety of the pond near the path, and a vixen screamed at the 

moon.  The figure paused at the corner of the barn, aglow in the sudden cold blaze of moonlight, 

and then vanished as thicker clouds swallowed the light again. 

Tim fought for breath, and stared at the long frosty slope that stretched from the wood to the 

crumbling buildings. The dark earth of the path snaked up the hill, past the old farm, towards 

Malvern Hill.   

He took a few faltering steps into the open.  The racing clouds released another flood of light across 

the hillside, and then swept it away as quickly.  Each time the light failed, Tim felt blind.  It could be 

watching him even now, waiting for him to come within reach. 

Shaking, he turned towards the safety of his cottage, just as another shock of moonlight struck.  A 

tiny, glimmering, red drop gathered the light and threw it up at him from amid the glittering ice 

crystals beside the path.   

Tim glanced over his shoulder before creeping towards it.  In his trembling fingers, he beheld a red 

glass button, just like those on the red coat that his sister, Abertha, had been wearing when she 

vanished in the autumn. 



He spun around to face the old farm, but nothing stirred.  The ducks had ceased their muttering, and 

only the pine needles sang softly in the wind. 

Tim looked again at the bright button, that faded as the light faded, becoming almost as black as 

drying blood.  Abertha had disappeared when the leaves were as red as her coat. Their mother had 

gone to her grave as the last leaves fell.  He pushed the button into the pocket of his shirt, took a 

few deep breaths, and started up the path. 

Two hundred paces seemed like a thousand by the time he attained the crest. He stopped to wait for 

the clouds to free the moon again.  The ground between him, the old barn, and the cottage beyond, 

was empty. 

The weathered timber slabs of the barn's walls and crooked door shone silver in the moonlight, 

made stark by the dark crack between each slab, and the triangle of blackness between the door and 

its frame.  Tim tried to see into the shadows and failed.  Thick darkness shrouded the veranda along 

the front of the old cottage and he could see neither door nor window within it.   

Keeping his distance, Tim circled left around the barn, through the hissing, rattling, frost-dried 

weeds, until he had was looking at the house from the side.  When the moon lit up the frosty hills 

beyond, he could see no waiting enemy silhouetted on the veranda.  No smoke rose from the ragged 

chimney top, no glimmer of candle or lantern lit the window. 

He had been here before with the men of his village, searching for bandits, when neighbouring farms 

and hamlets had lost sheep, chickens and other goods. When the searchers had combed every ruin, 

cave, and glen in the district at the end of last summer, the old place had looked piteous – now, 

menace lurked in every shadow. They had found nothing then, nor had there been any trace when 

the searchers had passed through again in the autumn, seeking sign of his sister. 

Tim crept closer to the house, pausing each time the light faded, stretching his senses to detect any 

noise or movement.  He was still ten paces from the three stone steps leading up to the veranda 

when the moonlight flared again, and a tiny red light winked at him from the middle step. 

The light dimmed and Tim waited, breathless, until the moon brought the tiny gem to life again.  It 

called to him, but the brighter the moon, the deeper the shadows above the steps.  He could not 

force himself any closer to the darkness.  Instead, when an owl screeched close behind him, he 

turned and ran, until house and barn were safely distant. 

Bent over, fighting to get his breath back, Tim looked at the low ridge behind the cottage.  It seemed 

to crouch over the derelict building, like a great cat with a paw stretched along either side of its prey.  



He looked up the looming, icy, boulder-studded slope.  No shadow seemed large enough to conceal 

any threat, so he began a zig-zagging climb towards the barren top.  From there he could see the 

gaps in the roof, where shingles had fallen away.  

Nothing moved in the fields beyond the cottage or along the path that meandered beyond them, 

past the ruin on Malvern Hill, down into the wood that sheltered the Vale of the Mills.  He turned to 

look along the ridge top, and gasped in horror.  Twenty paces away, two dark figures loomed. 

He began to back away, until the moonlight came again, and revealed two rough hewn stone 

obelisks, man-high, sheltering in a small hollow on the top of the ridge.  A pale, dirty mist was 

writhing about the feet of the stones, curling up the side of one, stretching tendrils towards him 

across the sward. 

From the depths of memory came his grandmother's voice, weaving tales of evil and danger, of 

barrows and wights, and the perils of standing stones.  Tim fled, straight over the side of the ridge.  

The frost took his feet from beneath him, and he slid, rolled, and bumped, all the way to the flatter 

ground below.  Without looking back, he charged away through the weeds, down the slope towards 

the path that lead back through the woods to his home. 

Down the hill, the mist above the pond had grown and stretched long fingers across the open the 

path.  Tripping and stumbling, Tim ran faster.  He leapt across a sliver of knee deep mist, and slid the 

last ten paces into the shadow of the trees.  

A bramble wrapped trunk brought him to a sudden stop.  He bounced backwards onto his rear.  

Stinging pain seared across his face and hands as he fought for breath.  The knife and stick flew from 

his hands. He started to feel around for them.  The stick came to hand quickly, but the knife was 

gone.  At the entrance to the woods, the mist seemed to glow and billow.  A burst of moonshine 

showed gauzy tendrils creeping in along the path, carrying the sour reek of the marsh. 

Tim took up his stick and fled deeper into the woods.  Tree trunks and branches clutched at him as 

he ran. He kept running down the path until he reached the cart road, where he stopped and looked 

back.  Nothing moved. 

He began walking towards the village, thinking.  He should have called someone for help, but who?  

Most would have been asleep, and none would have taken kindly to being woken with a tale of a 

strange figure on the road.  Nor would he have seen it leave the road for the path if he had gone for 

help.  Such thoughts took him almost to the brow of the hill above the village before he noticed a 



flickering orange glow in the misty air ahead.  Remembering the candle he had left on his kitchen 

table, he began running over the crest, straight into a crowd of people bearing torches and lanterns.   

"Hold there, who are you, and what are you about?"  

It was Matthew Cooperson, and Tim could see he was pointing his father's old spear at Tim.  On 

either side of Matt men were pointing pitchforks and staves, and others holding up axes, sputtering 

torches, or candle-lanterns. 

"It's me, Tim Cletthau.  I'm going home." 

"Is that blood on your face boy?  Why are you scratched?" 

A low growl came from several of the men, and some of the women behind them began muttering.  

Tim had stopped, bent over with his hands on his knees, trying to get his breath back.  He stood up 

again, taller than most of them – a gift from his outland father - and answered. 

"I followed something strange, through the woods and up to the haunted farm." he said, "The dogs 

roused me – they were barking something fierce, and when I came out I saw it, going up the road." 

"Saw what lad, what?" 

"I don't know.  It was strangely shaped, though upright, and there was a darkness about it that 

seemed to flow and ripple under the moon.  It was heading up the cart road.  When I stepped away 

from my door, it seemed to look towards me, though I could not see its face, and then it hurried 

away. It took the path into the woods.  I did not see it again until I reached the fields on the other 

side, and then only for a moment before it vanished." 

The muttering grew louder, and Matthew stood silent for a few breaths, staring at Tim. 

"Strangely shaped, you say?  How so?" 

Timothy looked at the spear point and fork tines that had formed a half circle around him, then at 

the grim faces of the men behind them. 

"Why do you face me as if I am an enemy?  What trouble is this?" 

"Answer, lad, and then we will answer you – what shape had this figure you claim you saw?" 

"I did see it.  Tall, and bulky – lopsided, too - I saw no arms, nor could I be certain if its head was 

square between its shoulders.  It was strange, and as I said, the shape seemed to flow and change as 

it went.  I followed it through the wood to the abandoned farm by Malvern Hill.  It seemed darker 



than any shadow, until it looked back at me from beside the barn, where it seemed for a moment to 

glow as bright as the moon.  Then, it was gone. What has happened to bring so many out in the 

cold?" 

"Peace, lad, let me think" Matthew said, as he turned to look at the men on his left. 

"Harold, what say you?  Does that fit with what your good wife says she saw?" 

"Why don't you ask me yourself, master Cooperson?" cried Mathilde, Harold's wife, "I can answer 

without any help from my husband.  And aye, that's a fair description of what I saw, and likely t'was 

lopsided because my Elouise was slung over his shoulder. What have you done with her?"  Mathilde 

shouted at Tim, and began to wail. Tim gasped.  Two other women put their arms around her as she 

sobbed. 

"Well lad, what say you?  We see the scratches on your face and hands.  More blood than that will 

be spilt this night if we do not receive a fair answer." 

"I did not see Elouise" Tim said "not this night.  I spoke to her yester-morn, by the well, and her 

mother and sister were standing near.  It is truth; I swear it on my mother's grave.  Here, another 

strange thing I found, when I stopped at the far side of the woods, look."  

Tim reached into his pocket and held out the red button he'd found on the path.   

"See, it is a button, like the ones on the coat my sister wore the night she disappeared.  There was 

none like it anywhere around here.  My father brought that coat back from the wars." 

Old Margret edged forward, between the extended weapons, and squinted at the button. 

"Yes, that it is.  Where did you find it?" 

"Next to the path, where it passes out of the woods below the old farm.  When that thing vanished, I 

was afraid, and turned to come back here.  It was then I saw the glint of red in the frost beside the 

path.  I might have seen another one, on the steps of the old house, for I crept up the path, and 

went round the barn, in case it was waiting for me.  But I had neither lantern nor torch, and it was 

dark under the eaves, so I dared go no closer.  But the same red spark was on the step as I found 

beside the path." 

"So you came back and found us here, then lad?" 

"No, I didn't.  My sister's loss was the death of my mother, and though I feared to enter the house, I 

thought I might get above it.  It is built hard against a low hillock that flows down either side of the 



walls.  Though the frost made it slippery, I climbed up to the top, so I could see if there was any 

smoke from the chimney."  Two of the women gasped, and Margret made the warding sign of the 

horns. 

"Tell me you did not, boy, for that is no hillock, but a cursed place, from the long before.  A barrow it 

is, and not a safe place to be." the old woman said. 

"Old wives tales" scoffed Matthew. 

"Aye, and I am an old wife, and tales I could tell that you would do well to listen to.  No one should 

be on that mound at any time, but especially not at night, and more so upon the mid-winter full 

moon.  My dear granny knew all the places and stories of this vale, and feared no one, but that place 

she feared." 

"Did your granny say anything about a mist; a mist that flowed out from between the standing 

stones and reached for me?" Timothy said.  The old lady made the sign again as she stepped away 

from him. 

"Tell me you did not go between those stones" 

"They stood rough and dark in the moonlight, with a strange mist writhing about their feet and 

creeping up the sides.  When it began to creep towards me, I fled back down, past the house, where 

I saw another mist, thick upon the duck pond.  As I ran down the path, that mist reached out for me 

across the path.  I was so afraid, I dared not let it touch me, so I leapt over the first finger, and the 

second, but that one seemed to rise up and curl back towards me.  My face I hurt when I ran into a 

tree in the darkness of the woods." 

The old lady straightened a little, and crept forward.  Tim stood still, mesmerised by the intensity of 

her stare.  She stretched out a clawed hand, reaching for his forehead.  Tim felt her icy fingers move 

upon his face and cheeks.  She closed her eyes, crooning softly, and swayed a little, then plucked at 

his face.  He flinched as she held up a long, bramble thorn that had been stuck in his cheek. 

"It is as he says" she said, stepping back a pace and looking around at the others as she showed the 

thorn to Matthew.  

"He has taken no harm from the barrow, and his bruises tonight may teach him to watch where he is 

going, or maybe not.  He is, after all, a man, and so not often given over to good sense.  Tell me lad, 

when you went up there, were you armed?" 



"I had this stick" Tim said "and the knife that was my father's, but I lost that somewhere in the 

woods." 

"A good steel blade, that one, but too small to be of any use against the evil in that place. Your 

father had a sword, once, too.  A sword that might in the right hands be of some use.  I wonder what 

happened to it after he died."  Margret angled her head to one side and squinted at him.  Matthew 

had stepped closer to examine him, too, and plucked some pieces of bark and bramble from his 

coat. 

"This isn't bringing my Elouise back" Mathilde wailed "Harold, you have to find her.  Are there no 

men here?" she added, glaring around at the half circle of farmers. 

"Were you not listening?" Margret said "No one here has the skills or power to face what is in that 

barrow.  Your daughter is gone."  Mathilde screamed, and began beating her husband's chest with 

her fists.   

"We know not yet if what the lad says is true." Matthew said "let us go up and find this other button 

he spoke of.  We have torches.  We can search the house and barn, and the woods, too, for that 

matter. He can lead the way."  The spear moved to point again at Timothy.  Around them, cries of 

yes and no broke out, as Mathilde spoke in favour, and Margret against.  Matthew tried to shout 

them down. In the end he had to resort to poking some of the men in the ribs with the butt of his 

spear.  While he was doing so, Margret beckoned to Tim. He bent down and put his face close to 

hers. 

"Do you still have it, lad?  The sword, where is it?" she said. 

"Father said it was never to be used, except in the greatest of need.  It is a thing of death and 

slaughter, he said, and a bringer of evil to the world." He paused, staring into her rheumy eyes, and 

continued, "It is safe where it is." 

"These fools mean to go up there, and will take you with them.  The girls are lost, that is certain, but 

a sword such as that might keep greater evil from them, and you.  Where is it?" 

"In oil cloth, in the bottom of the potato bin, in the pantry" he said "should I fetch it while they are 

talking?  In truth, I have taken it out and practiced with it, once or twice, but I am no great 

swordsman" 

"I know, I've seen you, up there behind the Ash Grove, but stay.  These fool men will want to go 

soon, and will not let you out of their sight.  I will send someone to bring it to you" 



The crone slipped away to the other side of the crowd and soon two cloaked and hooded women 

walked briskly back towards the village.  They were out of sight when Matthew regained control and 

started issuing orders. 

-o-o-o-o- 

Tim almost fell on his face when Matthew pushed him out into the open.  As he regained his 

balance, an iron grip clamped onto his elbow. 

"Where's this mist, boy?" Harold asked from his other side, "Is that what scared you?" he added, 

pointing his pitchfork at the thin wisps of mist hanging above the pond and hillside.  Timothy shook 

his head 

"It's gone, but it was here, and up there; it came from the stones" 

"C'mon, get moving."  Matthew said, and pushed Tim ahead along the narrow path.  Tim looked left 

and right as he marched up the slope.  There seemed to be a slight, misty shimmer, on the barrow's 

edge, behind the buildings.  Ten men and two women followed behind, along the narrow path 

through the frosted grass.  Tim looked at the pond again, but the mist seemed calm.  The ducks were 

still silent and the wind had fallen - the only noise was the shuffle and stamp of feet, and the heavy 

breathing of some of the older and stouter men. 

Tim stopped, just before the barn.  Matthew gave orders in a hoarse voice, and three men with 

torches pushed through the gap where the barn door hung, half fallen from its hinges.  Light 

flickered and danced beyond the gaps in the wall slabs, and then all three trooped out. 

"Nothing" said one. 

"C'mon lad, where is this other button, then?" Matthew said, propelling him by the elbow towards 

the house-steps.  The moon had passed its zenith, and steps were hidden by the shadow of the 

veranda eaves.  Tim could see nothing.  Matthew called for light, and torches and lanterns were 

thrust forward. Tim held his breath and the blood pounded in his temples.  Matthew pushed past 

him, and reached down. 

Tim looked past him, at the flame lit veranda.  The front door was ajar, a sliver of blackness between 

its weathered timbers and faded door frame.  He shivered, and a hand pushed in front of his nose. 

"Answer me lad" 



"It's the same" said a woman behind them, and Tim focused on the little red button in the hand 

before him. 

"Faugh! This cannot be.  A season of storm and rain and passing crows, and two shiny baubles such 

as these remain untouched. This is a deceit." cried Harold. People behind him began murmuring.  

Tim looked at Matthew, and then at the door.  Matthew's gaze followed his.  He gripped Tim's elbow 

and marched him up the steps, onto the veranda, and the others crowded up behind them. 

"What will we find in there, eh?"  Harold said, brandishing his hay-fork at Tim's belly. 

"I don't know, I had no light, and feared to approach.  It could have been waiting for me" Tim said. 

"It; there is no it" Harold cried, and the tines reach closer to Tim. A young woman's voice cried out 

from the foot of the steps. 

"Margret says there is great evil within, and we should not enter"  

It was Julia, one of Elouise's friends; the tall, pretty redhead whose cool gaze could almost always 

make Tim stammer.  She pushed through the crowd to Tim's side, cradling a long bundle. 

"The crone is full of frog's croaks and moon dust.  We are going to solve this mystery, now" Harold 

said, waving his pitchfork at the door.  Matthew pushed at the door with his spear, and two 

torchbearers held their lights closer.  The bottom edge of the door dragged across the floor boards, 

letting the flickering light in to the small room.  Julia leaned close to Tim and handed him the oilskin 

bundle. 

"She told me to tell you that if these fools go where she thinks they are going, this alone will see any 

of you come back alive" Julia said, as she began to unwrap the cloth from the sword, "It is a beautiful 

thing, do you know how to use it?" she added, a slight smile playing at the corners of her lips. Tim 

could not speak, but his hands found the hilts, as they had often done in his secret practice sessions. 

"What a mess" came Matthew's voice from inside "Where's the lad, bring him in here" 

"I'll bring myself" Tim said, as he stepped through the door, sword point first.  Matthew looked over 

his shoulder, cursed, and swung his spear around.  Harold gave a squeak, and dropped his fork. Tim 

looked around the room.  A broken stool lay against one wall, cobwebs hung from rafters, and dust 

lay thick on every surface. 

"Is this where your 'figure' went, lad?"  Matthew said, carefully eyeing the sword. 



"I told you, it rounded the barn and was gone from my sight.  I was at the wood's edge, and could 

not see step or door from there." Timothy said. 

"It is empty" Harold said. 

"It has been thus for a long time, by the dust and the cobwebs." Julia said from just behind them. 

"What's through that door?" Matthew said, pointing with his spear to the rough plank door in the 

rear wall of the room.  Tim shrugged. Matthew reached out with the tip of the spear and pushed.  

Shadows danced along the walls as the door opened a few inches, then stopped.  Tim held his 

breath, and the others fell silent. 

"Over here" Matthew ordered "when I push it open, hold the torch as far into the room as you can.  

Yes, two of you, one on each side, come on."  He turned and looked intently at Tim, who nodded and 

stepped closer.  Harold retrieved his pitchfork and retreated to the side as Matthew pushed the door 

fully open and stepped between the torches.  Tim followed close behind. 

The back room of the house was smaller and dirtier than the front had been.  The broken remnants 

of a cradle lay on the floor next to one wall, amid a few dirty rags 

"Bring some light in here" Matthew called, and a torchbearer stepped in behind them.  Tim held his 

sword out and looked behind the door.   

"Your figure did not come in here" Matthew said, turning his spear towards Tim. 

"What have you done with my daughter?" Harold shouted, and Tim stepped back against the side 

wall, holding his sword up.   

"Someone has come in here, more than once.  Look at the floor." Julia said, pointing.  The lantern 

light showed a scuffed trail through the dust that crossed the room and ended at the back wall. 

"See the marks in the dust? Is that a panel there?  It swings open." Matt said. 

"You are not going in there, are you" said Julia "because Margret was certain that you should not." 

Tim turned his head to look at her, and the men gave way as she pushed forward a step. 

"Should you not be going back to the village" Tim asked. 

"We were going to" she said "but it is suddenly very foggy out there, and we thought it better to 

wait for an escort, preferably with a lantern or two, and perhaps something sharp and pointy, too?" 

she added, looking at the sword. 



"Foggy?" Tim asked. 

"That's what I said, foggy.  You really need to wash your ears out more often" she said with a smile, 

and some of the men chuckled. 

"It will not open.  There is a string here for a latch beyond but though it lifts, the doors remains fast" 

Matthew said "Trefor, your axe might open it." 

The smith stepped forward and raised his axe, as the others.  Three blows sent splintered planking 

spinning across the room.  Trefor kicked at the shattered panel but it held firm. 

"A lantern, here, let me see what is inside," Matthew cried.  He pushed the lantern through the 

gaping hole and then his head.  With a satisfied grunt, he reached in with the other arm and lifted a 

baulk of timber out through the hole.  The broken panel swung in, revealing a dark tunnel through 

the stone.  From the darkness beyond the lantern's reach came a scraping noise and the rattle of 

stone on stone.  Matthew grabbed a torch from the man next to him, and charged into the hole, 

spear point first. 

"Come on, there's someone in there" 

Tim followed Matt's torch down the low, narrow tunnel, into a larger space.  In its middle, a stone 

coffin rested, its lid broken on the floor next to it.  Matt had stopped at the far end of the chamber, a 

few paces past the coffin.  He was wreathed in smoke, and Tim saw that it was rising from coals and 

bits of burning wood that were scattered across the floor in front of  a smaller opening in the rock 

wall that seemed to serve as a fire place.  Stones were falling from somewhere above, landing on the 

hearth and bouncing out onto the floor.  Others had rushed in behind them and were crowding past 

Tim. 

"Elouise" Harold shouted as he pushed through the crowd, and Tim realised that the bundle of rags 

on the bed in the far corner of the room was the Cooperson's missing daughter.  Her wide eyes 

stared out from the cloth she was bundled in.  Harold was tearing at the gag tied across her mouth. 

"He's getting away." Matthew said, peering into the hole, "I can hear him up there" 

"C'mon lads, it must lead to the top of the mound.  We'll catch it there" Trefor said, as he brandished 

his axe and made for the tunnel.  Four other men followed him, but Julia pushed through the mob to 

to stop near Matt. 

"Can we build the fire up again?" she asked.  Matt grabbed the scuttle that leaned against the wall 

and began shovelling coals and wood back into the hearth.  Tim grabbed some of the rags from the 



floor next to the bed and tossed them in as well.  Flames and thick smoke billowed up.  Matt threw a 

basket full of kindling in, and the flames rose higher.  A coughing roar issued from the fireplace, as 

another shower of pebbles poured into the flames.   

Smoke and flame burst out of the opening as something crashed into the fire.  Matt dropped the 

armful of wood he had gathered and lunged for his spear, as, with a howl, something large and dark 

burst out of the flames. 

"And then, cornered by the cold steel of Redsword and Longspear, the barrow-wight called one of its 

master's dark spells. Hurling fire, it threw itself at the rescuers.  But Redsword's courage held true.  

As the flames surrounded him, he plunged his sword into the heart of the wight and slew it.  The 

cold iron of his mighty sword extinguished the demon and its fiery spells, and the lost maiden was 

saved." 

The bard held the eye of the tavern crowd for a few heartbeats and then gave a deep bow.  Coins 

pattered into the hat that lay at his feet. 

Tim Cletthau scratched at his greying whiskers and thought about that night in the barrow, almost 

thirty years ago.  The faded scars on his left hand and arm itched at night, bringing back those 

moments of terror and pain as the dark, flame-wreathed figure staggered screaming from the hearth 

into which it had fallen.  Hair and clothes alight, it had run straight onto the point of the sword that 

Tim had raised to ward it off. 

He had fallen backwards onto the floor, and the fiery thing had slid down the sword to land on top of 

him, the flames scorching his left hand and arm.  Even now, to close his eyes was to bring back the 

image of that contorted face looking up along his chest, the blue eyes of an Easterner wide with pain 

and panic. He could still see the bloodied blade of his father's sword – his sword – rising out of the 

man's back.  For man he was, even as the last of his filthy blonde hair curled away in the flames, 

filling Tim's nose with a stench he would never forget.   

He felt his own pain later, after Matt had used his spear to lever the dying man off Tim onto the 

stone floor, and after he had been able to rise and look across to Elouise, held fast in her mother's 

arms, and wrapped in a variety of cloth that included Abertha's red coat. 

Elouise had looked up to see him staring at the coat.  She had closed her tear-filled eyes for a 

moment, and then looked straight at him and shaken her head. 



Matt raised a greying eyebrow above the mug he was draining, and gave a foamy grin as he 

thumped it down on the battered table between them.  He leaned closer and leered, the scar on his 

cheek shining in the firelight. 

"Shall I correct the tale, Tim, for the sake of truth and honour?" 

"Don't mock me" Tim growled "You know there's no point.  They do not know us and I'm happy to 

keep it that way. They can keep their fables of glory and honour.  Let's go somewhere quieter, I've 

had enough." 

He stood and slipped along the back of the crowd who were gathered, enthralled, around the bard 

as he sang his next offering – a lyrical recounting of one of the many battles Tim and Matt had 

survived.  The music was good, and the singing, too – but the ballad held as little truth as had the 

tale of that night in the barrow.   

Tim remembered pulling his sword from the body, feeling the blade grate on bone as it came free.  

He had stared down upon a tall, gaunt, wiry man, bearing scars on every bit of exposed flesh, 

including the places where his left ear and eye had once been.  One side of his balding skull was 

deeply dented and scarred from some awful blow, long before.  The stinking rags and skins he wore 

about his body were held tight by a belt that bore the buckle of a Guardsman of the far off Empire, 

and the filthy, tattered cloak might once have been the midnight blue of the same, elite uniform.   

Tim had often wondered how such a one had ended up in their vale, so far from where The Guard 

had made its famed last stand, the one that saw the end of the Emperor's great invasion of Tim's 

homeland – that same battle in which Tim's father had gained the injuries that ultimately caused 

him to die while his own children were still so young. 

The bard had captured the drama of that brief skirmish in the barrow, but not the terror that had 

gripped them all, nor the luck that had placed a sword's point between two ribs.  Unmentioned was 

the sorrow and pity in Elouise's face when she saw Tim's eyes searching the red coat.  Untold was 

the darkness that grew in Tim's heart when the daylight revealed the recently turned earth next to 

the three older graves beneath the tree at the other side of the cottage. 

"Come friend, another drink will ease the ghosts" Matt said, as he laid an arm across Tim's 

shoulders.   

"It never has.  I have sailed across oceans of wine and rivers of blood, but the ghosts sail close 

behind me. 


