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Brian - Werewolf Hunter




Brian was, is, and always will be, a monster kid.

He always did well in school, but his teachers seemed to be constantly pointing out one thing - they would say he was obsessed with writing about vampires, monsters and horror at every opportunity.  They weren’t wrong. 

His room was full of books and magazines about horror, and his walls were covered in posters, pictures he’d drawn and print outs of images from old horror movies, but he did think it was a little unfair that’s all they’d talk about at parents’ evenings.  He’d get a lecture from mum and dad about spending a little less time reading about monsters and watching horror movies and more time on healthier things like real life stuff (vom!) and Brian would have to avoid watching horror movies or TV shows for a day or two until his parents had more important things to worry about. 

He did feel that the word ‘obsessed’ seemed a little strong; after all, he got good grades. And it was a bit annoying his parents seemed concerned he didn’t spend time with friends outside of school.  They didn’t realise Brian didn’t feel particularly lonely - he was proud of his extensive knowledge about vampires and werewolves and zombies, and how the other kids at school would use him as the go-to expert on horror and monsters, and come to him when they had to settle arguments, like what were the more obscure ways that Dracula could be killed - iron bolt through the head, for example - or the year fast zombies first appeared in movies.

It was true, Brian didn’t really talk to other kids outside school, but he talked to plenty during school time, and he was happy.  Even more fun was that, on some nights, he’d fall asleep and dream about going to a village that was like the places you’d see in some horror movies, like in Hammer or Universal movies.  The village was called Orland, and it was found among countryside of green fields and woodlands.  The people there talked in an accent that sounded mostly like Brian’s own, but with a slight drawl at the end of sentences, like you’d expect someone from the countryside to talk.  When he was there, he’d meet with his friend  Nathaniel, and they’d play in the village and the woods around it, sometimes with other kids. They’d often ask Brian to tell them stories, and he’d dig up stories from the books he’d read or the movies he’d watched.  He was surprised when he told them stories like Dracula, and they’d heard of it, and more surprisingly treated it as real, claiming such a being lived in ‘The Realm’.  Brian never asked them more - it was, after all, a dream - and the fun of this dream was talking about the stuff he liked to read about, or playing games in the woods with Nathaniel and the other kids. 

The village of Orland was like a set of houses you’d see in pictures about Shakespeare.  They were wooden, with pointy roofs and painted white with black-framed windows.  Carts would come and go, and there was a big tavern, a meeting hall, a church and a town square with a large well and drinking trough for horses.  There were no cars in Brian’s dream, just horses.  He could even smell them, which surprised him because in other dreams, he never got a smell of anything. The villagers were friendly, and talked pretty much like people do now, with the odd phrase that sounded like something from the older horror movies Brian liked to watch.  He liked being around them, it made him feel like he was part of something. He expected something horror-filmy to happen half the time he was there, it felt so much like a setup from his favourite old movies.

One night, mum and dad were going out for a meal, and Brian got a big cheesy pizza.  He was going to eat half and leave the rest for the next day, but it was so tasty, he ate it all.  He felt a little groggy and overfull after that, and decided to go and read. He went up to his room and started to read while lying on his bed, and it was warm and comfortable.  He felt more and more relaxed as he read, and before he knew it, he fell asleep.

Brian found himself rambling through the woods. He was walking towards the village and he was aware things seemed different.  There was no happy hubbub of noise, and the street was empty apart from a skinny dog sniffing about and some chickens wandering around. He heard some angry shouts coming from the large meeting hall, and wondered if Nathaniel or one of the other kids would be in there.  It sounded like something important was being talked about. The doors were wide open, and he could see all the adults standing inside, looking at the stage. A tall man was talking to the crowd.  Brian recognised him as the unofficial town leader, Joe Etand.

Joe was a big, happy man who would sometimes shout at the kids if they were playing noisily but also smile and joke with them if he was passing as they played.  He looked very serious now, and was trying to calm the agitated crowd so that he could speak. He waved his large hands downwards in a calm, reassuring movement, and the hubbub lessened.

“The Lord Protector has been sent for, and should arrive any time now.  We must await his counsel…”

“These are our children, Joe!” A man shouted, looking frightened and angry. “We cannot wait much longer. They have been stolen, and we’ve all seen the dark shape lurking around the village these past two nights.”

“Hold on,” another voice called, and a man climbed the stairs to the stage, and he walked up next to Joe.  It was the town preacher, head of the church congregation, Arryl Battlo. He was shorter and stockier than Joe; he looked strong, and his eyes had a piercing, hard gleam that made it a surety all the town turned up to his sermons each week.  His eyebrows met in the middle in a thick single brow, and he had a way of talking that meant he was always waving his hands about quickly, gesturing in an exaggerated way.  Brian noticed his odd, almond-shaped nails when he did this - they seemed to be as shiny as polished pebbles. He was a man the town listened to and feared.

“We do not know if any harm has befallen our children,” Battlo said. “Surely it would be wise to try to find them in the forest around the village first…”

“Our children!” An angry voice called from among the villagers. “OUR children, not your child, sir. What do you know of it?”

“I have heard of cases like this before,” Battlo said, gesturing in his overblown manner.

Brain thought ‘He’s like an actor giving a performance,’ and shuddered without knowing why.

Battlo continued, “I’ve heard of many cases like this.  The children get it in their heads to play a joke on their elders. They make up a fake monster, and scare their folks witless when they disappear. But they are just hiding for a day or two.  They build up supplies to eat and drink for a few weeks so they don’t go hungry, and then all leave one night. It’s just a child’s game.  Surely some of you parents have noticed food and drink disappearing, perhaps?”

The crowd murmured, not sure what to make of it.  Brian heard some of them mutter to each other that maybe food had been disappearing.

“Our children wouldn’t do this to us,” a man called. Brian knew him from around the village, but didn’t know his name. “I travel, sir, and I warrant I’ve travelled more than you.”

“Claude, please, none of your tall tales from other places…” Battlo replied.

“I’ll have my say!” Claude said. “You like to undermine me in front of other folks, I know this.  But what I’ve seen, I’ve seen, and what I’ve heard, I’ve heard.  And I have heard of other villages losing all their children, but not to a childish game, and not so they returned.  I’ve heard tales of the villagers looking and looking, and finding just one little girl, who could not talk, and whose hair had turned white.   When they finally got any sense from her, she told a bitter, evil tale of the children being taken by some monster from their beds, and made to work by a pack of dogsheads until they couldn’t work any more…”

“Dogsheads!” Battlo rolled the word out as a rumble. “Dogsheads haven’t been seen in these parts for centuries.  You know that.”

“Dogsheads? What are dogsheads?” A lady whispered next to Brian, to no one in particular.

A man who didn’t seem too wrapped up in proceedings because he was busy munching on an apple said in an offhand way, “Head of a dog, body of a baboon, and would bite you as soon as look at you.”

Claude went on, “And when they couldn’t work any more, the girl told how they ate the children up on the spot.  She got away because she was in a group against a bramble, and she crawled through, and the dogsheads didn’t notice. What do you say to that, Arryl Battlo?”

“This is nonsense I tell you,” he insisted.  “I’m sure they will be back any day soon…”

“What is going on here?”, someone asked.  It wasn’t a loud voice, but Brian recognised that it carried power.  

The crowd went quiet and turned.  And they bowed together as soon as they saw who it was.  Brian bowed with them, not wanting to be the odd one out.  A man in grand clothes stood in the doorway.  He had a baggy shirt with lace frills down the front, a large sheathed sword by his side, and a large silver medallion around his neck. 

“Lord Balleen Argent, our Lord Protector, thank the Realm you are here,” Battlo said. “The children have gone missing, and I was trying to calm the village.”

“Why aren’t you all out looking for them?”

“I have been trying to reassure everyone that in all likelihood, it is a joke by the children.”

“Why do you think that?” Balleen said, looking with shiny eyes and a scowl at the preacher. “What proofs have you one way or the other?”

“What about the track then?” Joe interjected before Battlo could answer. “Caleb found it in his shed the night Nathaniel disappeared.”

Brian was shocked at this news. Nathaniel was his best friend in the village, and Caleb was Nathaniel’s father.  He felt sick and a little dizzy that Nathaniel was gone.  Nate was not the sort to play a trick like that on his parents.  He loved his folks dearly in a way that Brian found comforting.  Nate talked about his parents and how good they were much more than any kids from the real world would do.  Brian remembered the first time Nate had talked this way, Brian had felt slightly embarrassed as it seemed so open and uncaring about what other kids thought, but he’d grown to like it - it was one of the many things he liked about his friend Nate.  Nate, who was now gone.

Caleb moved forward.  “Yes, I found the track.  And I heard a deep rumbling outside that I thought at first was distant hill thunder, but then I realised it might be an animal.  I went out to see what the noise was, and to call Nathaniel in for the night, but I found nothing.  My boy had gone, and the noise had stopped.  But I found a track, and knew something strange was prowling around.”

“Can you tell me what this track looked like?” Lord Argent asked.

“I can do better, Lord.  I can show you.”

Caleb led Balleen and many of the townsfolk to his shed.  It was open and without walls at each end, and there was equipment and tools stacked against the side-walls.  Caleb stopped the crowd from entering, but gestured for Balleen to come forward as Caleb lowered a lighted torch to the ground.  Brian was near the front of the crowd and saw the track.

It looked like a man’s footprint, though the heel was only just visible.  The main part of the print was more sunken towards the front, and the toes were not round, but pointed.  They looked like claws.  The size of the print was too large for a normal man, and if the source of the print were a man, then he would have been 7 or 8 feet tall.

“That could be a few prints overlaid,” Arryl Battlo muttered.  “Or it could be part of the trickery of those young scoundrels.”

“My Nathaniel is not like that,” Caleb said, but he sounded like the wind had been driven from his lungs.  He looked too overwhelmed to argue with conviction.

“A dogshead perhaps?” Joe, the town elder said.

Balleen shook his head.  “Dogsheads are small. And if Caleb heard a growl, then that’s not the noise of a dogshead. They look dog, but they yelp and howl, not growl. That looks much larger than any dogshead I’ve ever seen.”

Balleen looked at it closely. “What else can it be?”

“A werewolf,” Brian said.

The crowd turned towards Brian, and all eyes looked at him.  “What do you know of it?” Balleen Argent asked. “Have you seen one?”

“Not around here.”

“Oh, Lord Protector,” Battlo said. “Ignore the boy, he is not from these parts.  He just comes by now and again, and gets the children all riled up with strange stories.  He’s worse than Claude with his tales.   He won’t be helpful.”

Balleen’s eyes narrowed.  “Come, boy, what do you know of it?”

“I know all about werewolves. And that looks just like a werewolf paw print.”

Battlo laughed in a joyless, theatrical way.  “Come come, how would a small boy know about werewolves.  It is fancy.” Battlo stopped laughing and gave Brian a hard stare.  “Go back home, boy.  I have my suspicions that maybe you are tied up in this more than any of us, but I don’t know how. You’d best leave.”

“I do know about werewolves.  I seen movies about werewolves many times, and read lots about them…”

"Movies? What are movies?" Balleen asked.

"You know," Brian said, "films.  Things you watch on the TV."

"Tee-what? Tee Vee?" Balleen said with uncertainty in each syllable.

"Yeah. Television."

“And this shows you what is going on? Like a crystal ball?”

“Witchery,” Brian heard a villager mutter.

“Not really, it’s more a mechanical way to show stories.  Instead of reading a book to get a story, you see it going on. I like scary movies.  I’ve watched stuff about werewolves and vampires and zombies…”

Balleen’s dark eyes shone, and he stared unblinkingly at Brian. “Are you a boy-wizard?”

“No,” said Brian, “I’m just interested in that sort of thing.”

“You are a scholar then?”

“Yes, that’s it, a scholar. I go to school.”

“And they teach you about werewolves and suchlike?”

Brian grinned.  “It’s more like I teach them.”

Balleen smiled. “A prodigy then.  A student who knows more than his masters. A teacher. An instructor who educates about dark things in the Realm.”

Brian nodded. “Something like that, I suppose.”

“So you know all about werewolves? And you believe this print is a werewolf?” Balleen pointed down at the mark on the floor.

“Yes,” Brian said. “I’m sure it is.”

Balleen nodded slowly.  “I have never seen one, or hunted one, but I have heard of them, only never in these parts.  I believe the boy is right, and he is here to help us.”

Arryl Battlo snorted. “This is ridiculous.  What can a boy do to help us.  He is a spinner of tall-tales, that is all.”

“He is a good boy,” Caleb spoke up. “I see him play with my son, and yes, he tells tales, but they ring true to me.  I’ve never seen him do anything but good, and he talks like one who has seen a lot.  He calls the Realm his dreams, and who knows really what we all are?  Only the creator knows that.  This boy has a true heart, I believe.”

Balleen nodded.  “He might know nothing, but I believe he knows more than that, and not just a peck.”

Balleen jumped up on a platform, standing higher than the crowd.  “I will take this boy and hunt for your children, and if a werewolf is truly behind this, we will find him and slay him.”

Brian noticed Battlo shake his head and whisper ‘folly’ under his breath.  Battlo thought the Lord Balleen was wrong.  Brian wasn’t even convinced himself, and felt scared to go out into the woods, but he knew he had to help find his friend Nate.

“I will track the beast as best I can,” Balleen went on, “and seek out his lair.  I will slay him with my true steel…”

“Silver,” Brian said.

Balleen paused, then said, “Silver? I thought any true metal could slay a beast?”

“That’s what they believed in the old days.  Everyone believes you have to use silver these days.”  Brian knew his old horror lore.

Balleen nodded. “Silver is a metal of good.  This makes sense.”

“We’ll make you a fine sword of silver, Lord!” The Blacksmith shouted.  “And bolts too.”

“And a dagger for the boy,” another called.

And so it went, despite some further protests from Battlo, who thought the entire village had been sent mad in their grief for their children.  He skulked off back to his pulpit in bad humour whilst the villagers, given a task that seemed like a way to help get their children back, gathered all their silver and took it to the blacksmith, who melted it down, and crafted a fine sword. Balleen joined them, throwing his silver medallion into the heating crucible, watching it melt into liquid. The Blacksmith’s apprentice cast bolt heads for Lord Balleen’s weathered cross-bow. Joe Etand, the village head, presented a small silver dagger to Brian, who was a bit embarrassed to be the centre of this fuss.   Once they left him alone, Brian looked at the knife and felt cool to be allowed to own such a thing.  His mother would go bananas.

But of course it didn’t matter here, he was only dreaming.

Brian had some food and water while he waited for the journey to start, and it tasted good.  He thought it was odd, as he never remembered eating or drinking when he was here before in his dreams, but it was fine and tasty, and he felt better for having it.  He was also excited to be on an adventure, even if it was a dream.

Then, one of the villagers - who had been out shepherding and so had missed the town meeting - ran into the main square, ashen-faced and with the shakes.  Water was given to him, but it didn’t loosen his tongue. Brandy was brought, and that did the trick.  He told a tale that one of his sheep was crying out, and when he went to see what was happening, the sheep was dead, and being eaten by a large man-wolf.

“It was horrible.  It was eating the sheep, and had its back to me.   It seemed to be holding something to its stomach, like a ball or something round and big.  When it saw me, it looked at me over its shoulder with burning yellow eyes, and howled most dreadful, and seemed to clutch at the thing at its stomach even harder.  I ran back, thinking it would chase me down, but it was too hungry to leave the sheep, I think.”

“Where was this?” Balleen demanded.

The man said this was due east, and Balleen urged the villagers to hurry, and stock his horse with food and water for 5 days for him and Brian, and with oats for a horse and pony for the same length of time.   The Lord knew the lands in the East, and knew that there were some blighted places without grass for the horse.   Water was less of a problem, streams were abundant in the area.

The sword was finally cast, and Balleen thanked the smithy greatly.  “A finely balanced weapon,” he said. “We must name it. Any suggestions, Brian?”

“Caliburn?” Brian suggested.  He’d read once that Caliburn was one of the names also given to Excalibur, the greatest sword he’d ever heard about.

Balleen nodded. “Caliburn is a good name for a good sword.”

With that, the Lord Protector and the boy set off, Argent on a fine black horse, Brian on a small black pony called Daisy. Brian had never ridden before, but got on confidently, knowing he would be fine - it was, after all, his dream, and only an idiot would dream he couldn’t ride in an adventure like this.   And it turned out he could ride like a natural.  

They struck east, the sun behind them but still high in the sky, and some of the villagers cheered. Before they left, Caleb wished them luck, and urged Brian to bring Nate home soon.  He also gave Brian a chain with a little ball as a pendant.  It was silver, and he said it was a charm against evil and would protect Brian. “I wish I had made Nathaniel wear it,” he said, just before his goodbyes.

The path to the east was quiet, and they rode on without seeing anything except the odd rabbit, and once, a peacock.  It’s weird cry made Brian jump, it sounded lonely and angry. The road veered south, and Balleen and Brian left it, going through the sparse woodlands.   Balleen was silent, and Brian didn’t want to disturb him.  He looked gloomy, and busy with his own thoughts.  Brian noticed their own shadows slowly lengthening as the day moved on and the sun was moving towards the horizon behind them. Brian ached a little from the riding, his thighs twitching now and again with a repeating strain as his pony moved.

They hit a stream, where Balleen dismounted.  He dipped his hand in the water, cupping it and lifting it high.  He watched as the drops of water dribbled out, and Brian saw the sun glitter in the drips.   Then he took another handful, sniffed it, and put some to his lips.  He looked faraway for a few moments, then nodded to Brian. “This water is true. The horses may drink from it, as can we.  Jump off boy, we will rest a while.  I’ve a thought that I’d like you to tell me more about werewolves and their habits.”

Brian climbed off, his feet instinctively knowing how to place themselves as he dismounted. Balleen took the bit from Daisy, and guided her to the stream so that she could drink.   

Balleen got some hard biscuits out of his saddlebag, and told Brian to drink from his water bottle. “Sup as much as you can,” he said, “we will refill here, and plentiful water might not be present when we approach our prey.”

They sat on some rocks and drank, and chewed on the crunchy biscuits. 

“So, lad, tell me about werewolves,” Balleen said.

“Well,” Brian began, looking a little nervously into the dark woods around them. “One sort of werewolf, the most common, only turns into a werewolf when the full moon rises.  He can’t help that, he always turns then. And he became a werewolf because another werewolf bit him.  Some gypsies can tell if a man is a werewolf, and can see the sign of the werewolf, a pentagram, drawn on the hand of the man that turns into the beast.  Another sort has more control, and can stop the turning for a while if he really tries, though it gets harder as the moon rises.”

“And silver is the only defence?”

“It’s the most famous.  A silver bullet from a gun or slingshot, a silver arrow, a silver sword or club, they can all work. Also, some werewolves don’t like wolfsbane.”

“Wolfsbane? Monkshood?” Balleen said. “Hah.  This isn’t the right land to find that.  If we get higher, we might find some.”

“Those werewolves who are bitten by other werewolves also tend to hunt the people they love the most when they are human,“ Brian went on. “They can’t help themselves, they have no control when in wolf form.”

“What do they look like?” Balleen asked.

Brian shrugged and said, “They come in all shapes and sizes.  Some look just like men, but with claws for hands and feet and big teeth, and fur on their face.  Some have pointed ears too, and their faces turn into snouts.  Others become like very large wolves, almost like a bear.  Some only walk on all fours, but most can walk on two feet.”

“Like the track we saw at the village,” Balleen noted.  “How do you know all these forms? Have you studied with a mage?”

“From books and TV.” 

“Tee vee, hmmm,” Balleen repeated, looking a little awestruck.  “This Tee vee, it has moving images and sounds, and instructs you?”

Brian shrugged.  “I guess. I just like watching horror movies.”

“And in it you see horrors? And you grow wise to their ways?”

“Yeah. I know loads about vampires and werewolves and mummies and monsters.”

“And who is your master?  Tell me his name, I may have heard of him. One of the great wizards?”

Brian thought about the only teacher who actually seemed to be in tune with him about his horror movies. “I guess that’s Mister Clarke, my chemistry teacher.”  He was the one teacher who Brian knew liked horror movies, and they would sometimes talk about the old films where there was a mad scientist’s laboratory and stuff like that.

Balleen said, “Mister Clarke.  He must be a powerful mage and alchemist.”

Brian shrugged, “I guess he is.”

Balleen thought on a bit, staring into the dancing fire. “Not all men who become werewolves are bitten, isn’t that right? I know a little about them, though not as much as you and the mighty and powerful Sir Clarke.”

Brian laughed.  “Just Mister Clarke. Not Sir Clarke.  And yes, some werewolves aren’t from a bite.  They are magic.  A man can put on a magic belt or cloak, usually of wolf fur, and that changes him.  He can change when it suits him, and I think that also means he is much more in control than someone who changes because they were bitten. And I know there are some who aren’t really werewolves at all, but just think they are.  They change at a certain time of day, or on a certain day of the month, or something like that.  They stay looking like a man and don’t change at all, other than acting like a wolf, getting on all fours and snarling.  They aren’t magic, they are just ill.  In the head.  You know, have a mental health issue.”

“Truly you are scholar, mage novice and scientist.  Clarke sounds like a mighty and formidable master,” Balleen pronounced.

After a while, the sun began to get very low, and Balleen told Brian to gather dry grass and wood, and he disappeared for a long stretch, making Brian feel lonely and more than a little scared.  There was birdsong, and as it got darker, Brian saw bats flitting about, catching bugs in the air.  This was something he’d never seen before, and it delighted him and he paused his gathering for a bit to watch the little creatures dart and weave in the air.  He  carried the wood to their stopping place, bundling it up, when Balleen appeared carrying two dead rabbits.  Brian had never eaten rabbits before, and Balleen noticed the boy look shocked at the dead things.   He walked away from the site, and prepared the meat out of sight of Brian. He was aware that seeing such things may put the boy off eating, and wanted Brian at full strength.

When Balleen returned, they built a bundle of twigs and wood, and stuffed the dry grass into the pile, and Balleen pulled out matches and lit the fire.  He carefully blew on the lit grass till it caught properly. A small fire started. Then Balleen asked Brian to clean up their plates and cutlery (gathered from a saddlebag) at the nearby stream, and when Brian got back, the rabbit meat was on skewers over a fire. 

The man and boy sat down again, and resumed their biscuit munching as the sun disappeared and all around grew darker still, as the rabbit meat cooked. Brian told Balleen more about werewolves, and Balleen listened without comment, but was paying close attention to every word.

The next day they started early, and Balleen found werewolf tracks almost immediately.  He looked concerned. “These are very fresh,” he said. “Do you know what this means?”

“We’re going to catch it soon?”

“Perhaps.  But more important - the beast was near our camp in the night.  It may have been watching us while we slept.”

Brian felt an icy feeling seep through his body, and shuddered.   

Balleen shook his head. “I should have brought more men.  Someone could be on watch through the night - that’s not easy with just two of us.  However, we cannot let the beast come near as easily without detection - I will stand watch through the night from now on. Our best bet is to catch and kill the beast as soon as possible though, and at least these tracks suggest it is near.”

Balleen seemed cheered by the nearness of the werewolf, but Brian was not so taken with the idea. He knew they had set out to hunt the beast, but hadn’t really thought about what would happen when they caught it. 

The tracks led due south, so they changed away from the east and the rising sun, and went due south.  The sun warmed Brian’s left side as his right stayed cold, but the air warmed quickly and he got more comfortable. His limbs went from a little stiff to more limber and relaxed, and Brian was cheered a bit by this.

They rode all morning, with Balleen occasionally pulling up the horse and inspecting branches of trees that pushed into the path, and checking  the ground.  And he indeed found some tracks that may have been werewolf markings. They made slow time going up a large rise, and when they got to the top, Balleen abruptly halted his horse, and jumped off.   He knelt down by some shrubs and thick grass, and was looking at some purple flowers that stood out among the green and brown vegetation.

“You know what this is, Brian?” Balleen asked. 

Brian shook his head. Balleen continued, “Tis Wolfsbane.  We can use this against the creature, you said. No time for any preparations now, but we can take some with us.  I will have to take care, the poison in these plants can be deadly.”

He went back to his horse and put on thick gloves, and got a small purse from his saddlebags.  He gingerly picked the flowers and part of the stalk from the flower and dropped them into the bag without examining the plants further.  Brian thought they looked pretty, and not deadly at all.  It never occurred to him before that pretty flowers could hold a lethal poison.

Once Balleen had taken all the heads from the flower, he pulled the string on the bag shut, and packed it away, and remounted.  “Not much would stop me on this hunt, but that was one thing that was too good to miss,” he said, smiling at Brian.

They rode on, and at noon, Balleen spied something on the horizon, and pulled out a telescope from a saddlebag and looked through it.

“I see it!” He exclaimed, grinning.  He handed the telescope to Brian to look for himself.  There, on the top of a distant hill, was a werewolf.  Brian gasped as it turned and looked at them.  Even more, it seemed to look straight down the telescope at Brian.  He noticed not only its wolf features and snarling mouth full of big teeth to eat you all up - but it wore some sort of wide belt - and instead of a buckle, there was a second wolf head!

“Two heads for my wall,” Balleen said. “Come boy, we can catch it!”  Balleen spurred his horse forward. Brian put the telescope away and followed, seeing the small distant figure of the werewolf turn and run - disappearing on the other side of the hill.

They headed on, first down, then up, and then down again, following the only clear path.  As they descended, they peered down on a deep, long vale, disappearing into woods.  “We need to ride harder,” Balleen said, spurring his horse to make to move faster.

As they rushed down towards the vale, Brian was not much cheered by the feeling that they were descending into a dark place that looked dangerous, but being with the Lord Balleen kept his apprehension in check. The sun was lost to shadow as the tree-line hid much of the sky, and Brian shuddered at the temperature drop.   They rode on into the forest, following the only clear path. They kept riding, but they didn’t see the werewolf again.  After a time, Balleen pulled up the horse and got off, inspecting the ground.

“I can’t find a trace of it,” he said to Brian, looking grim.  “It may be sticking to harder ground, or worse, it may have lead us here to try and trap us.  We must be wary. I know these woods, and there are a few ways the creature may go - if it indeed came this far.”

Brian dismounted, groaning from his sore legs, back and bottom.  He was not used to riding fast, and it was painful. “Can we rest for a bit?”

Balleen nodded.  “We will stop now.  I need to think on this some, and we need to drink and eat, as do the horses. There is a brook not far,” Balleen gestured. “I will scout around for signs of the beast in a while.”

They sat and ate some of the left over rabbit meat and more biscuits, once the horses were unbridled and left to chew grass and drink from the brook.

Balleen scouted around, and came back, pleased.

“I’ve found more tracks, we are still on its trail.  We will rest just a little and be on our way.”

He slumped down, and looked thoughtful.  Brian said “It’s the weirdest werewolf I ever heard of.  It seemed to have two heads.  One on a belt around its middle.  I’ve read of men that wear magic belts to become werewolves, but not two-headed like that. I think I remember finding out about one where there was a wolf symbol on the belt maybe…”

“This is no ordinary werewolf, I believe.” Balleen said.  “The belt suggests magic, and magic can be hard to overcome with mere weapons. And it’s puzzling, it seemed to be going slow, but then must have moved like the wind when we caught sight of it, almost as if…”

“…it wanted you to follow it,” a female voice came out of the dense wood around them.

Balleen jumped his feet, hand on sword hilt, but he didn’t draw.  He glared into the thick undergrowth, in the direction of the voice. “Friend or foe?” He said without a hint of fear.

Brian found that reassuring.  He was scared silly at the voice from a stranger - maybe a group of strangers.  He had been well aware of how little they could see into the thick forest as soon as Balleen had mentioned that maybe the werewolf was trying to trap them.

“It is I,” said a figure, striding confidently into view. It was a warrior woman, tall with long black hair. She was smiling, and Brian thought she was beautiful, and looked a little like his mother. “Greetings, Lord Argent.”

“Valerian!” Balleen said with relief in his voice. “A pleasure to see you.  One day we might actually meet somewhere civilised instead of these desolate places where we bump into each other.”

Balleen introduced Brian, who shyly said hello.  She intimidated him.  She seemed so tall and fierce, and he noticed two swords strapped to her back in an X shape, as well as a large knife strapped to her leg.

“What brings you here, Lord Argent?” Valerian asked, sitting and taking a biscuit offered from the Lord with a short nod of thanks.

“We are tracking children who have been lost from Orland.  Many have disappeared, and there were tracks and a sighting of a werewolf.”

“I’ve seen the thing, and more.  It is leading you a merry chase.”

“How so?” Balleen asked, his eyes narrowing.

“It was deliberately leading you into these woods, and I saw it make off in a different direction. It’s no ordinary werewolf either.  It has a belt with a wolf head.”

“Yes, we saw it was…strange, not like any werewolf I’ve heard of, ” Balleen noted.

“I suspect it has laid a false trail for you,” Valerian suggested, standing with hands on hips. “Did you find more tracks or signs of passage?”

Balleen nodded. 

“It’s not animal, this one,” Valerian said. “It went off in that direction when it got to hard ground where you couldn’t track it.” She gestured towards the north-east. 

“Our original goal,” Balleen said.

“It wanted to draw you away from what is there.  I’ve seen it. A mine, filled with children enslaved by dogsheads.  They are forced to dig for something.  And this werewolf is their leader.  And he’s no ordinary shape-shifter, this one is a moon beast - a man who has chosen the mantle of a wolf through magic, not the traditional way for such powers to pass to a man.  In most cases, only the bite of a werewolf can make another werewolf, but this one - I suspect is a powerful and dangerous magician.  And in my experience, when a magician is digging, it is not ordinary metals or gems he is after.  He is after something to increase his power or wealth.”

“How many children?” Balleen asked.

“Twenty, maybe more.”

“How many dogsheads?”

“Ten, a dozen.  Something like that. They are stupid though.  If you approach with the wind in your face, they will not smell you coming, and their eyes aren’t good in the dark.”

“Eccch, if only I’d brought a few men.” Balleen said. “A dozen dogsheads are probably enough for three warriors to manage, but it will be hard for me and Brian to overcome this.” He looked carefully at Valerian. “Can you assist?”

She looked thoughtful, and said, “I’m sorry Lord Argent, I have pressing business elsewhere.  And it’s in the opposite direction to where I need to be.   If it’s any consolation, I did go out of my way after finding this mine, then watching the moon beast up to no good in these woods, and that has made me late already.”

They heard the low growling.  They turned to see three sets of glaring eyes, three sets of teeth - three large wolves.  The eyes glowed with hate, and their yellowy teeth were big and set in a snarl. Valerian looked behind them and said, “Wolves. And that’s not all of them, I’ll warrant. There’ll be more.”

She drew her cross-swords, brandishing a blade in each hand.  Balleen likewise pulled his sword with a metallic sweeping noise. 

“He lead us in to a trap!” Balleen shouted.

Brian was terrified and couldn’t move. Balleen shouted for him to draw his knife, and Brian did so with held breath, looking at the shaking knife blade and the wolves, back and forth. The wolves stood where they were, but Brian became aware of movement at their sides. Two large shaggy wolves leapt at Valerian on one side, and a single wolf came at Balleen on the other.

Valerian moved slightly, swinging both blades, impaling one wolf on one sword and slashing at the other.  It yelped and fell to one side, and lay there, licking at the wound in its flank.  Brian thought it looked like she was dancing with the creatures rather than fighting them.

Balleen was not so graceful, but more powerful and unyielding.  He held up a mailed gauntlet and let the beast bite on the armour running up his forearm.  He lifted it; its underside was bare, and drove the sword in hard, right through the big monstrous animal, and it thrashed for a few seconds, and then fell dead. 

Then the three wolves they saw first ran at them, forming a triangle that headed towards Brian.  

“Brian, fight or you will die!” Balleen shouted, slashing out at the wolf he could reach, cutting into its side and driving it into the ground.  Valerian likewise went for the other rear wolf, the one nearest to her, driving both swords between its ribs.  It died instantly.

But the front wolf bore down on Brian. It leapt at him, and he unfroze, and threw himself backwards, and the jaws of the wolf snapped where his face had been. The beast was still mid leap and landed partly on Brian, driving the wind from him. He felt its claws scratching into his chest through his clothes.  He struggled to push it away and got lucky, grabbing its throat and pushing back. He could feel its hot, meaty breath on his face, and feel its spit and foam flicking on his cheeks and brow.  It was big and strong, but Brian was terrified, and the terror gave him strength to hold it back. Then he started stabbing at its neck, trying to get it off of him, and the wolf got angrier, and snapped at him even harder and faster. 

Then Brian heard a whoosh, and an arrow embedded in the side of the wolf’s head.  Valerian had dropped her sword and pulled a bow and fired in one sweeping movement.  The wolf wasn’t dead though, and still snapped at Brian.  It felt weaker though.  Brian stabbed at it again, pushing the knife hard into it, more to push it away than to injure it.

Balleen stepped forward and stuck the sword deep into its side, and the wolf flinched and stopped moving.  It flopped onto Brian’s legs and belly, feeling very heavy.  Brian didn’t notice, the adrenalin pumping through him kept the sensation from sinking in.

Balleen pulled the wolf off Brian, and helped him up.  Brian was shaking like it was a deep winter day, and gasping. Balleen looked hard at him, staring into his eyes.

“You are a warrior now, lad.”

He looked at Brian shaking and trying to get a grip on himself, and looked at Valerian, and laughed mightily.

*

After they cleaned up and dumped the wolves’ bodies a way away, Balleen talked to Valerian as Brian just stared into space. As they talked, Balleen had put a small pot of water over a fire, and as it simmered, he dropped the picked Wolfsbane into the pot.

“You look like a witch making a potion, Lord,” said Valerian.

He shrugged. “What best to fight magic but potions?”

Valerian nodded, but stood a little away.  She knew what Wolfsbane could do, and was wary of the steam rising. Balleen was equally careful, dropping in the flower heads and stalks at arm’s length, with his gloves still on.

Valerian looked around them to check they weren’t being watched, a look of concern on her face, then said,“These were big healthy wolves, lord, well fed, not the kind to take on three travellers.  They’d pick much easier prey.”

“Agreed, good lady.  The magician, or whatever he is, lead us here to trap us.  Perhaps he thinks we’ve perished.  If so, that gives us an advantage of surprise, does it not.”

“Yes, that’s true.  Now, my Lord Argent, I must really be on my way.  Deeds elsewhere beckon.”

“I understand, dear lady. You have done more than plenty for us, and we are grateful.”

He stood and went to his saddlebags, and came back with a small jangling purse, offering it to Valerian.

“It would honour me if you would accept this for your intelligence and your sword-arm.”

Valerian took it and tucked it away.

“I thank you, Lord Argent, and wish you best of luck.”

She then turned to Brian. “You were brave, lad, not many would even try to fight such a beast, but you hurt it plenty before we got to it.”

“That was awful,” Brian murmured. Then looked up at her, and continued.  “Just awful. But thank you.”

She was about to turn and leave, when Brian went on, stopping her movement. “How do we fight these dogsheads? I don’t know anything about those, I’ve never heard of them!”

Balleen shrugged. “Like we fight any animal. With blade and arrow.”

Valerian looked thoughtful.  “The dogsheads did not like fire.  I saw a child stumble with a torch and accidentally set some hangings on fire. The dogsheads whimpered and ran, yelping like puppies, and would not be impelled to help put it out, even as the moon beast roared at them.  The moon beast had to put it out in the end, with water and possibly some magic, I couldn’t tell.”

Balleen said, “That’s something we can use.  Again, you have given us more than plenty, and we are grateful.  Consider my services if ever you need a favour, good dam.”

Valerian smiled in a lopsided fashion, again reminding Brian of his mother. “Good hunting, brave warriors,” she said, and turned and left.

“She’s such a boss,” Brian said. “Why does she have a man’s name?”

Balleen raised an eyebrow, and grinned.  “She’s no man.”

It was another little mystery, another odd thing about this world Brian wondered about, then dismissed.  Of course, it didn’t matter here, he was only dreaming.

*

Balleen kicked out the fire and let the potion he’d made cool down, then found a distinctive brown leather water bottle and poured in the mix, taking care not to spill any. He wistfully thought to himself he’d have to discard the bottle after this adventure, it would be too dangerous to ever risk drinking from it again.  Then they mounted and rode. 

The man and boy turned to the direction that Valerian told them about, though not quite directly.   Balleen decided to take a path that lead roughly the right way, but through thick woods, across hard ground.  “If this creature is trying to misguide us, there’s every chance it is tracking us instead of us tracking it. If we can avoid its eyes and leave no track, it would aid us greatly. I suspect it cannot stay away from the mine for too long. It will know there is a strong chance of the dogsheads getting out of hand and not keeping the children working.”

They picked their way forward slowly at first, but speeded up once the woods were left behind. “No point in delay now, we’re in the open, and the sooner we get to the cursed place, the better.”  

Their mounts took them swiftly to the journey’s end, and Brian felt excited, scared and sick.  He thought of his friend Nathaniel and that made him feel determined to help.  Not brave exactly, but prepared.  ‘Plus, it’s just a dream,’ he said to himself, but felt less certain about that than before.

Balleen pulled up his horse, and Brian’s little mount stopped too.  “We need to go on foot from here.  I do not know the powers of the dogsheads or the moon beast, but if they are anything like dogs or wolves, they will pick up the scent of the horses long before they pick up our scent.” 

They tied the horse and pony, and Balleen unpacked something from his saddlebags. A small glass ball with a stopper, about the size of an orange. ‘I bought some fire oil, and I think we can find a use for it,” he said, smiling grimly at Brian.  

Brian nodded back, his lips dry and his tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth, and he knew if he spoke just then the words would come out fuzzy.

They crept through the woods, and a low grinding noise came to Brian’s ears, getting more like hammering as they moved closer.  They arrived at high ground, on a small ledge above an open rift. Brian could hear metal hitting rock, along with yelping and the odd growl.  Balleen held a finger up to tell Brian to stay quiet, and then gestured for Brian to look, without sticking his head out too far.

Brian saw this: an open area, lit by a fire and some torches, and he felt ill. Children, big and little, were being watched over by ugly creatures that were like large baboons with the heads of fierce dogs.  Much like he’d imagined they would be, only bigger than he’d expected. The children were going in and out of the mine, wheeling in empty barrows and bringing out the same barrows laden with rocks and earth and what looked like jewellery.  Gold goblets and candlesticks and all sorts of trinkets rattled in the loaded barrows as they were pushed out into the desolate ground outside the mine exit. The dogsheads moved on all fours, but sometimes stood on their rear legs to make a threatening gesture to hit any children not working hard enough.

As they watched, The Lord Protector whispered to Brian, “There are five dogsheads down there.  There may be more around. I would like to see this moon beast to get a measure of the thing, because if we could kill the thing swiftly, It’s likely the dogsheads would scatter and not bother us much. They look fierce, but they are cowardly beasts when it comes down to it. If we can make one run, there’s a fair chance his compatriots will run too.”

They watched a little more before Balleen went on. “The moon beast doesn’t seem to be here. If we cannot see him, we can use fire and surprise to overcome these things mayhap.”

Brian could feel his heart beating in his throat.  He was scared but excited at the same time.  He saw his friend Nathaniel just then, and almost called to him, but remembered their situation and stayed quiet and hidden.

Suddenly there was a chorus of yelping coming from the mine, and a small boy was herded out by three yelping dogsheads, who pushed him roughly.  He was holding a large glittering jewel.

Balleen whispered to Brian, “I know what that is, I have heard of it in legend.”

Brian looked at it.  It was a large white, glassy jewel, and seemed to shine from the inside.  It looked beautiful.

Balleen continued, “It is a Moon Diamond, they can imbue sorcerers with special powers.”

“Like what?”

“Invisibility. Immortality.  The ability to raise the dead. That sort of thing.” Brian thought that sounded really bad.  

They watched as the poor boy got shoved this way and that, and the jewel was finally taken by one of the larger dogsheads.  It gingerly took it in its weird baboon hands, and clumsily shuffled off on its hind legs, towards a large doored opening in the side of the cliff, next to the mine opening. After a minute it emerged from the door, and closed it shut.  The door was a big thick wooden door with iron bracing and hinges.  The other dogsheads yelped in what seemed to be glee and they gestured that the children could stop working, and Brian and Balleen watched as they led the children away.  The children looked so weary and tired, and Brian felt himself get angry at their treatment.

“We must make haste,” Balleen said. “The moon beast has been looking for this jewel, no doubt, and now it has been found, these monsters won’t have much use of the children. For work, at least.”

Balleen looked grimly at Brian.  He seemed to be about to say more on this matter, but changed his mind. He led Brian away from the mine entrance and across the hill that sat over the mine.  They moved quickly, but Balleen kept gesturing to ensure Brian stayed out of sight, and they worked their way towards where the children had been taken.

The rocks were good cover but difficult to cross quickly, and it took a little time to get where they were going.  There was a small encampment with a single fire, and the children had been put into makeshift cages.  The two warriors didn’t need to try and approach quietly; two dogsheads were there, jumping and waving their arms and yelping excitedly.

Balleen snarled, “Those beasts think they will be feasting tonight on the children. The fiends.”

Before Brian could respond, Balleen pulled out his crossbow and barely taking aim, shot one in the side, and it fell dead.  The other whirled, and snarled, but Balleen ran towards it, drawing his sword.  The dogshead leapt forward to meet him, its features ferocious and raging, but he ran it through before the beast was on him. It groped at him weakly, one of its odd baboon hands pulling at his arm, and then it died too.

Brian scrambled after Balleen, looking at the fallen monsters, glad they were no longer alive.  The children cowered in their cages, still scared. Brian saw a ring of keys in one of the dogshead’s hands, and he pulled the set from the dead grip. It wasn’t easy. The thing was still clinging to the keys despite being dead.  He tried a few and unlocked one of the cages.  

“Brian!” A voice called, and Brian saw it was Nathaniel.  They were happy to see each other, and unlike the other cowed children, Nathaniel smiled and laughed, and asked Brian how he got there.

Brian began to explain that he and the Lord Protector had been tracking the beast and found them, but Balleen cut him short.

“We can explain all this later, but for now get all the cages open, and lead the children back to the village.”

Brian asked, “Where are you going, then?”

“I need to get that stone. If we leave it to that moon beast, there’s no telling what ruin will befall this part of the Realm.”

“Well, I’m coming too,” Brian said, still angry at what had happened to his friend and the other children. “Besides, I’ve no idea which way the village is.”

Nathaniel said, “I can lead us back, Lord Protector.  I know the safest ways, and we will take torches in case the dogsheads come after us.”

Balleen nodded. “Yes, do that.  Go home, children. Help each other, carry the weak if you have to.  But flee, and go as fast as you can, but leave no one straggling. Stick together. Brian and I have more business to attend to. Remember, stick together!”

The children headed off in the opposite direction to the mine, and Brian and Balleen prepared themselves with drawn weapons to go to the mine entrance.  Balleen gave the water bottle holding the wolfsbane brew to Brian. “Use this on the beast if cornered, but do not get any on yourself,” he said. “I suspect it will be wolf’s bane indeed.” Brian pulled its hanging strap across his shoulder so it hung by his side. Then Balleen reloaded his crossbow and gave it to Brian, who sheathed his knife and took it. “Fire it once, and then drop it, and draw your blade.  You will not have time to reload.”

They headed to the mine, treading carefully.  They encountered one dogshead, but luck was with them as the wind blew towards them, and Balleen ran it through without noise or fuss.  They got closer, and as they neared the door, there was a yelp - they’d been seen.

Dogsheads came running towards them out of the dark.  Balleen shouted “Run!” as one got close, but Brian shot it down with the crossbow, dropping the weapon and pulling his knife.  There was a fire between the dogsheads and the heroes, and Balleen threw his glass orb into it, and swept his cloak over Brian and himself. There was a roar and hot push of flame. The dogsheads growled and yelped and fell back, some of them with small fires on their fur.  

Balleen and Brian left them as they rolled on the ground or beat fires out on each other.  They ran through the door and closed it behind them.  There was a draw bolt - luck was with them again - and Balleen pushed it closed as the dogsheads yelped angrily outside.

They looked at each other in relief, just seeing each other in the glow of candles that was coming from behind them, when suddenly they heard a snarl.  

They turned and faced the moon beast. 

It was about seven feet tall even though it was stooping, and its yellow eyes glowed fiercely.  But it had a second head, right in front of its belly, with red angry sparks in that second pair of eyes.  The head on its shoulders looked like a man’s with a dog’s snout attached, with fur on its brow and pointy, hairy ears, whilst the midriff head was more like a large wolf’s.  Both heads were snarling.

Its hands were like a man’s, but it had long sharp tapering claws, and Brian could see its feet were half human, half wolf.

In one of its hands it held the Moon Diamond, grasping it to its chest, just above its belly-head. It howled then, and Brian winced, the noise hurt his ears - he’d never heard anything so loud. The dogsheads outside stop yelping.  The room went quiet.

Balleen rushed it, swinging his sword, but the beast was fast, and parried the blow.  It knocked the sword from Balleen’s hand, and its free claw grabbed his throat, and got a good grip.  It pulled him towards both snarling mouths, and Balleen could smell something like rotten meat on its stinking breath.

Brian jumped forward and stabbed.  He prodded the knife at the belly-head, but the werewolf swiped at him, knocking him back, sending the knife spinning out of Brian’s hand and into the darkness.  Brian scrabbled to find it in the shadows, but couldn’t find it.  He was aware Balleen was wrestling with the beast, so he turned, open the bottle of Wolfsbane potion, and splashed it at the monster. It shrieked, and Brian saw, with satisfaction, that a healthy splash had gone into the mouth and eyes of the belly-head, which shook and frothed at the mouth. Brian looked around, searching for his knife, running his finger tips desperately over the sandy floor. Luck was with him - he knocked something hard, and he grabbed for whatever it was -  it was too dark to see clearly. His fingers closed on the hilt.  He grasped it, turned, and stabbed at the screaming werewolf, this time striking the hand holding the jewel, and the beast roared in pain as the silver seemed to sear it.  Smoke puffed out of the wound, and Brian heard a sizzle.  The fresh wound started to glow with a bright orange light.

It dropped the jewel and threw Balleen aside and ran, knocking Brian over, but as it passed it raked a claw across Brian’s right arm by chance, giving a very nasty scratch from elbow to wrist, but not drawing blood.  It ran to the closed entrance and went straight through it, busting the massive oak door as if  it were flimsy matchwood, leaving a werewolf-shaped hole like something from a cartoon. Brian would have laughed if the situation hadn’t been so desperate.

The dogsheads were scattered by the sudden appearance of their master, who they thought would have no trouble taking care of the man and the boy. But seeing the big werewolf run made them take flight too, in every direction. The burning fire, the dark shapes that threw out fire and then overwhelmed their master, was too much for them, and they felt running away was the best option.

Balleen lay there, nursing his bruised, scratched neck and Brian sat up, grabbing onto then clutching the jewel.  Balleen panted for a bit, rubbing around his chin and shoulders, and then grinned at Brian.

Brian smiled back, and said, “We beat it. With wolfsbane and silver!”

“And some guts too,” Balleen murmured.

Balleen got up, and said they needed to leave, and leave now. Brian stopped only to gather the crossbow from outside, and they left the place behind as quickly as they could move.

*

When they got to their horses, they found their mounts had gone.  Brian was upset because they found dogshead tracks nearby, though Balleen reassured him. “There is no sign the horses were eaten by the dogsheads, the signs indicate its more likely some of the dogsheads ran this way, and the horses were panicked and pulled themselves free. Or someone else came along and took the horses, perhaps.  Our mounts were not harmed in this place, whatever happened.”

They had to travel back on foot in the end.  Balleen managed to hunt up food, and there was enough water here and there to get by, and they tended to their own wounds as they rested.  Balleen had just suffered bruising on his neck and he rubbed it vigorously to stave off some stiffness there and in his shoulders, and Brian’s scratch looked long and red, but the skin was not broken, and each day the red mark got less and less. Balleen was concerned at first that it may either get infected, or may contain some lingering residue of poison from the evil moon beast’s claw.  But he relaxed when it didn’t worsen and stopped commenting on it after the sunset of the second day on the path back. Brian kind of liked the big scratch from elbow to wrist.  It made him feel like a proper warrior.

But of course, it didn’t matter, he was only dreaming.

*

Within three days they reached the outskirts of the village.  The children had got there before them, and even had time to recover - and children can recover very fast - and there were already celebrations underway.

When Brian and the Lord Protector arrived, the people of the village roared in joy.  It seemed all the children had returned without exception, and Nathaniel had told the townsfolk of how Balleen and Brian had rescued them. 

They jabbered around the two heroes, and Balleen gave them a short account of fighting the beast and it running away, and how they’d gotten the Moon Diamond.  

“The beast is still afoot then?” Joe Etand asked.

“Aye.  I just wanted to return to make sure the children were safe, then I will go back out into the woods and slay it,” Balleen said.

“Not alone, Lord.  We will help you,” Joe said, breaking his jovial mood for a second to show he meant business.

“Ahh, let us celebrate a while first,” Balleen said. He pulled out the jewel, and Joe Etand and Arryl Battlo were most impressed.  The crowd ooh-ed and aah-ed.

“Congratulations, sire,” Battlo said, “May I see the jewel?”

Balleen handed it to the preacher, who cooed over it, weighing it in his hand. “You will profit greatly from this, Lord,” he said.

Balleen shook his head. “I think this belongs to the village now. It will make up for the suffering and worry that losing the children has caused.”

“Most generous, Lord!” said Battlo, who continued to weigh it up whilst looking into its shining depths. “We will be a rich village from now on.”

Just then, Balleen noticed his horse tied to the livery stable. “How did that get here?”

Joe Etand said, “Arryl Battlo came back with it. He said he found it wandering nearby, a few days back.”

Balleen frowned, and looked at Battlo.  And noticed this right hand was wrapped in a bandage.  The same hand that Brian had stabbed on the moon beast.

“Give me that back, Battlo,” Balleen said.

“You know, in the hands of a good magician, this jewel could grant such power that none in the Realm would be stronger. Even the Dark Lord would be beholden to such a being,” Battlo said, smiling.

Balleen ordered, “Give me that back, Battlo.”

Battlo smirked and said, “No, Lord.”

Balleen drew his sword, but the preacher threw something down that flashed and banged, and threw the crowd back. Balleen landed on his back, but jumped up, and saw Battlo fastening a belt-girdle with a large dead-eyed wolf head on the front, hampered only a little by his bandaged hand. And as he latched it closed, the wolf head came to life, and Battlo grew hair and teeth and claws before everyone.  The crowd gasped as one, and there were screams of terror mixed in. Brian drew his dagger, but registered the belly-head had one dead eye and a withered face, and thought to himself with small satisfaction, ‘I did that.’

“What big teeth you have, Battlo,” Balleen said, looking down the shining silver sword that he pointed to the monster.

It growled, and seemed to be aping the words of a man in its snarl. ‘Was is saying “All the better to eat you with?”’ Brian wondered.

 It grew taller and the screams got louder.  Brian saw the bandage fall away, split open by the growing hand-paw, the wound on its hand open and bleeding afresh, and glowing a faint orange from where the silver had split the skin.

It leapt at Balleen, who slashed with his sword, desperate to avoid being grabbed at the neck a second time.

The moon beast kept hold of the Moon Diamond, so was limited to fighting with one arm, and it was so intent on Balleen it didn’t notice Brian. 

It slashed its claws through the air again, swiping at Balleen, who tried to counterattack with his sword. The beast was too fast, and knocked the blade from his hand with a swipe. Balleen fell backwards. The crowd went quiet, knowing the beast had the advantage. They were transfixed, knowing in their hearts the monster would kill the lord - and powerless to stop it.  Who, after all, could stand up to such a beast?

Then there was a high piping tune, and the beast looked towards the noise.  Brian was whistling, like to a dog.

“Good doggie!” he said, raised his crossbow, and fired a silver-headed bolt into the right eye of the moon beast.

It roared in pain, and dropped the Moon Diamond.  The eye with the arrow glowed orange, and got brighter and brighter, and something like bright red ashes started floating up from the wound. It fell on its back, shaking violently, howling (though much less noisily than before) and immediately started to shrink back down to the size of a man, and its features mixed with the features of Battlo.  The man-beast shivered and kicked its heels into the ground whilst its hands clawed at the earth. The belly-head yelped and howled, but it withered and the flesh turned to ash and the ash scattered into the air - Brian covered his mouth and shielded his eyes to stop the dust getting in - until only a wolf’s skull was left.

“What a world,” said the semi-transformed man beast in a guttural croak, and it fell still. 

The crowd remained silent, mesmerised by the fight and fall of the beast.  Balleen stood and looked at it.  He  leaned over the thing, and picked up something.

“It’s dead,” he announced, as he raised the Moon Diamond high for all to see.

*

The village celebrated into the night.  All was right in the world tonight, and the children were safe, and the danger had passed.  Lord Balleen said Brian was a great mage and warrior, and will be remembered throughout the Realm as the boy-hero who bettered a powerful sorcerous shape-shifter. He would be legend forevermore.

Brian got sleepy as it grew later and later, and Nathaniel took him to a barn where he could rest, and he slept, and his mind sank into restful blackness.

*

Brian woke up in a comfortable bed in his own room, and the sun was bright through the curtains.

‘What a great dream,’ he thought to himself, and got up to have breakfast.

He told his mother about it, and she thought it was wonderful, and that he should write it all down.

It was only when he went upstairs to wash and dress, and he was brushing his teeth that he noticed the long, fading scratch on his right arm, from elbow to wrist. And a little silver charm around his neck.




















More Stories about The Realms




THE BOY WHO GOT LOST IN DREAMS by M.F.Cain




Tom Apple falls into a Dream Machine and finds himself in The Realm, a place where dreams have become real. He encounters monsters, a dragon, a golem and a band of warriors, as he is pursued by a powerful enemy, The Dark Lord. He finds himself in a mighty battle between the light and dark sides of the Realm as the Dark Lord seeks a map Tom holds that will allow the Dark Lord to recreate the Realm in his own image… Can Tom stop the map falling into the wrong hands, and escape the Realm?




Search the internet for ‘boy who got lost in dreams cain’ to find this at e-book stores everywhere.
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