The Fate of a Traveler



by The Scrubmage

The snow fluttered down onto Corneria, dusting its tiled rooftops a dull white. Outside a three-story building, the inn, a dark figure paced and muttered, carving an ovular path through the new-fallen powder. As it caked around his dark-swathed legs, he gave a start as if taken with an idea, ceased his mutterings, and began to walk off towards the dark forest that ringed the city.  

He was Castin, and his clothes marked him an adventurer. His boots were a dull, faded black leather, his dusky breeches torn in spots, and his black jacket speckled with mud. His midnight cloak was clasped on the left side with a gleaming silver buckle in the shape of a quarter-moon. His thin sword bulged near the hilt to keep rain out of the scabbard, which swayed slightly from side to side as he walked. 

Castin, like many adventurers, searched for relics. He did so not for money, nor for fame, but for the knowledge he could extract from them, the verification of legends surrounding them, the knowledge of their use. In short, he adventured to discover, not new land, but old things. Before coming to the northern backwater that was Corneria, he had done exhaustive research, and discovered that an extremely odd artifact was somewhere nearby. This artifact was odd and terribly puzzling- a large jar that made fire, ice, wind, and caused minor, local earthquakes. It was also rumored that whispers could be heard coming from within its clay walls.

Castin reached the eaves of the forest and walked on, watched over by dark, leafy sentinels. The leaves cast off from generations of oaks and beeches that crunched beneath his boots wore only a thin mantle of snow. Peering about in the dimness of the lifeless wood, he spotted a promising structure.

While dashing towards the likely home of the urn he sought, he heard a noise –a rustling, and stopped. Again he peered about in the near-darkness. He scanned over the pile of rocks, rocks he supposed had been worked, that he imagined contained his treasure and found nothing. He looked to the left –to the murky heart of the forest, a dark, swift creek, the rising moon, and again found nothing. 

He heard a rustling again, closer this time. He brought his hand to the hilt of his sword, fingering the annelets. He turned slowly about, ready to strike. A cold, biting wind swept over, flapping his cloak and raising a small cloud of leaves at his back. 

Dismissing the rustling as the wind, he strode off toward the mossy ruins, filled with relief, but disappointment as well. He was not a violent person, but the trip to Corneria had been somewhat less than exciting. The wind whipped over him again, this time biting him sharply on his thin cheeks with teeth of snowflakes. With his cloak swept over his shoulder by the wind, he ducked behind the pile of rocks, shaking from excitement and chill.

Though he had finally reached his destination, his elation was sorely interrupted by a nauseous odor. The odor was an odd mix of smells -it seemed to be made up of horse manure, cow manure, bird guano, rotten meat, blood, and sweat. A shadow fell over him. Looking up quickly, he found himself staring directly into a stubbly, fanged simian face –an ogre! 

He leaped to his feet, dodging a hairy, mottled-green arm. With a jerk, his sword slid smoothly free of its black scabbard. He thrust upward at the beast’s eye, but it dodged, and Castin’s sword pierced its upper lip. Blood streaming over its fangs and hairy chin, the ogre let forth a deafening, inhuman bellow and brought his club down hard on the stump next to Castin, sending fragments of rotten oak flying in all directions.


The massive, powerful swing left the creature off-balance. Castin thrust his sword into the ogre’s exposed chest. The blade encountered no resistance. It went straight through the hulk’s torso and the foible, glinting, burst from its back. Castin’s sword, in to its ricasso, was stuck. Red, fetid blood poured over Castin’s sword hand and he was helpless to extricate it.


The beast, enraged, threw open its huge maw and, bellowing, clamped down on Castin’s shoulder. Castin felt pain, terrible numbing pain in his side. Bright, silvery spots danced before his eyes like living quicksilver, and then all was black.


He awoke sometime later, with the earthy scent of discarded leaves strong in his nose. The sunlight of a new day shone through the canopy above him, brightening the forest. There was a throbbing, dull pain in his shoulder and down his left side. The ogre’s massive form lay a few feet to his left. 


As he stood up, his side flared with pain and again living quicksilver filled his vision. He propped himself up on a nearby oak, leaning on his right shoulder. Resting, he surveyed the area. 


The forest was much the same as before, but Castin was now able to get a good look at the ruins. He could now, in the bright sunshine, see that his “ruins” were nothing more than a pile of mossy gray stones. The ground below them was torn up, as if something heavy had been moved around there recently. 


Castin, delirious with pain though he was, noting that the moss grew on all sides of the pile, instead of only the north, came to the idea that the stones were dragged there and piled up to cover something below. He took it upon himself to move the stones and discover what was beneath.  

Despite his serious injuries, Castin was in no way unfit to extricate the stones. For, because he was a collector of things magical, he had access to an object with great and magical curative properties –the scabbard of his sword, which has still, luckily, at his hip.

The scabbard’s curative properties were activated when it was filled with water. The drinking of this water would then cause the wounds of the drinker to be instantaneously healed. 

And so, Castin did this. He walked, all the while buzzing with pain, to a nearby “spring” (actually just a muddy puddle), filled his scabbard with the ale-brown water, and quaffed it.

His left side tingled for a moment, and after that, it was a bit numb, but hale. He, after a minute or two of stretching, was able to move the top stone off of the pile. After an hour or so, the pile was gone, revealing a jagged-sided hole. 

Castin, lathered with sweat, peered into the hole. Its sole inhabitant was a muddy lump.  He picked it up, and brushed the mud off. It was a jar.


It was made of pale clay, and speckled with four symbols: a red flame, a blue drop of water, a mountain, and a gray whirlwind. Castin could hear faint noises from within. He grinned and pried off the lid.


A huge whoosh came from the jar, and Castin was knocked flat on his rump. Right before his eyes stood four figures. A woman, cloaked in flame, with terrible, bright eyes, bearing a massive spear, a man, with sea-blue eyes, skin mailed like a fish’s, holding a sword of branched coral, a dwarf, covered in dirt, eyes exactly like two coals, wielding a great, pure silver, pick, and a child, his gray hair continuously stirred by a wind felt by no others, carrying a leafy beech-switch. Silver orbs shined above each of their heads.


They spoke as one, “Traveler, you who released us, thank you for your deed. In payment, you shall be the first to experience the madness we shall bring upon the world.” 


And with that, they raised their implements. Castin became a gibbering maniac that very instant. For the rest of his short life, he scuttled about the forest, raving at innocent wayfarers and living on bark.

Such is the fate of those who pry at things tied to the creation of the earth, even unwillingly.

