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Mystery of the Sea-light

I

Laced with cold froth, large waves
bounced wildly off the rocky shore. Throughout the night, they
loomed as sea-ghosts herded by the tempest that whipped over the
Gotanian coast. Over the coastal city of Gob, the wet wind chimed
with the angry curses of merchants whose ships happened to remain
in the waters outside the sheltering harbor. It rained heavily, but
that did not stop the patrons of the Lighthouse Inn from filling
the city’s busiest tavern up to the rafters. The curvaceous figures
of the waitresses wound their way among tables carrying mugs filled
with wine and beer and plates heaped with salty seafood. Smoke
blurred their vision, but they moved swiftly. Lit by many candles,
their white teeth gleamed through the haze and their red lips shone
like wild strawberries as they took care of the requests that
flowed from half drunken mouths.

“What will we do?!” yelled
one tubby man, a fat-necked ship-owner supporting his round head
with his hands, ornate with jewelry. “It’s all your
fault!”

“I did not send the storm,
Tandula,” answered a slim sailor, squinting his fair
eyes.

“Shut up!” shouted Tandula
slamming his hands on the table. “You came long before the storm.
And what did you do? You went around, instead of going straight
into the harbor. What kind of navigator are you?!”

“It was dark and I was
looking at the wrong light,” the sailor’s voice
trembled.

“What other light? Only one
lighthouse has stood out there for half a century. Who’s going to
pay for the goods and ship and… Get out of my sight! You’re
fired!”

The sailor stood up but said nothing.
He swallowed the resentment he felt, knowing how much influence
this wealthy merchant could exercise along the coast. Then he
turned without a word and strode out of the inn.

“You must be very tired,”
came a deep familiar voice from behind the merchant. A
broad-shouldered man approached the table and sat unbidden beside
him. The man’s blue gown was ermine-trimmed at the wrists. Two
silver buttons shone below his thick, dark, goat-like beard. The
gilded leather purse that hung from his belt was a talisman of his
and the ship-owner’s shared social standing. “It’s not his fault,
Tandula,” the newcomer added calmly.

“You own a ship, Demion. You
know how I must feel,” said the merchant wiping his small eyes with
his bulky fingers. “Don’t even try to persuade me to hire him back.
I don’t care about your connections here.”

“That’s fine. I had no such
intention.” Demion raised his hand and called a waitress. As he
called her, he quickly eyed his friend again: “I only wanted to
speak with you about the general plight of merchants these
days.”

The waitress came and he ordered: “A
good Azmaranian coffee will clear my friend’s head,” he winked at
him then turned to the girl: “Make it strong and dark, and as black
as your beautiful eyes!”

“Oh, thank you, Patron
Demion,” the girl chuckled, her long eyelashes trembling. She
hastened toward the kitchen, swinging her dark pony tail over her
porcelain white neck. Soon, with the smell of strong coffee under
his rounded nose, and with the influential voice of Patron Demion
echoing in his ear, Tandula started to listen.

“Not long ago, a new light
began to appear a league southwest of the lighthouse.”

“What a mystery,” Tandula
smiled cynically. “It was a fishing boat with a lantern on its
prow, obviously.”

“What fishing boat could
carry a flame as bright as the one cast by the
lighthouse?”

“I’m no expert. That’s why I
hired that sea-dog,” said Tandula, sipping his coffee.

“Well, that sea-dog is an
expert and even he was fooled by the strange light. Other ships
were deceived too, and all of them missed the harbor. As you can
imagine, fixing the damage will be a costly business; not to
mention transporting the cargo from those unfortunate
knorrs.”

“Finally some facts!” said
Tandula leaning back into his chair. Just as he opened his mouth to
say more, a dwarf who sat at the next table burst into raucous
laughter. The dwarf’s companion, a fair-haired man, had just
reached the punchline of a joke. Tandula puckered his brows and
snarled into his goatsbeard: “Dirty hole-digger.” Then he leaned
toward Demion: “Let me tell you what this mystery is all about –
nothing but a game to extract more money from people like you and
me. Forget the story and hire some good seafarer from Galda. That’s
what I’m going to do.”

“A seafarer from Galda is
sitting right beside us, at the table with the dwarf,” Demion
paused, his eyes went stiff and earnest. He hunched toward his pal
and talked to him half whispering: “The whole business of the
second light is getting worse. Last time, when the freights were
being transported from a ship that ran aground, the caravan was
attacked by pirates. They anchored behind the shore and attacked
us. The prefect’s guard held off the pirates, but the strange light
continued to appear. One night my navigator, a few crewmen and I
went closer in a boat. Beside the wreckage of an old galleon, a
small shoal could be seen poking out of the quiet sea. All of a
sudden, shark-like creatures appeared below the ship, five or six
of them, moving around the shoal. Then one of the creatures came
out carrying something in its jaws and instantly, a light broke
through the surface of the water, brilliant and white. The sea
creatures started to swim madly in all directions, diving and
surfacing around the one who had cast the light. A crewman stood up
to throw a harpoon at it, but something like a long tentacle
flashed out from the deep and dragged the man into the
water.”

“What was it?” Tandula
showed a trace of an interest by winking and sniffing.

“Whatever it was, we never
went there again. I suggest that we speak to the man from the
coastal tribe of Galda and his fellow dwarf. I called them earlier
but wanted you to be involved.”

“The hole-digger and the
caveman?” Tandula quickly looked at the two fellows who, at the
moment, were flirting with their waitress and making her laugh.
Dwarves were strong creatures with limbs thicker than humans, but
this one had exceptionally muscled arms, which he proudly displayed
wearing a sleeveless hauberk. At his belt hung a small, one-handed
axe while a two-handed axe rested next to his sturdy, sandaled
feet.

“You’d better quiet down. He
and the privateer from Galda have already helped this city to get
rid of a dangerous criminal. I thought it might be worth asking
them to investigate the mysterious light.”

II

A dwarf and a man walked on the hot
pebbles of the beach, while the waves cooled their sandaled feet.
On their right, the cliffs frowned, displaying their maritime pine
bark trees like teeth, all along the edges.

“We better find shade soon,”
said the man. As he walked, he tied his ashen and gold hair into a
low pony tail, revealing chestnut-brown eyes and long eyebrows like
the wings of an eagle. A black leather strap was girded twice
across his waist above a russet, checkered kilt. A sea serpent
drowsed on his rounded shoulder: a tattoo made years ago the day he
entered the order of the Sea Ophidians.

“Sure, let’s rest. We‘re not
limited by time,” spoke the dwarf, mopping the sweat off his thick
brows and long mustache, which hung in two braids over his reddish
beard. Everything but the tip of his nose was shaded by a pointed
straw-hat.

They dropped their backpacks and took a
good gulp each from their water-skins.

“You look funny in that hat,
Lofar.”

“And what am I supposed to
wear in this sun? A helm?” the dwarf sat on a rock, wetting his
ruddy cheeks. “A year ago, when I came here, a guardian at the gate
asked me: ‘Aren’t you dwarves supposed to wear helmets all the
time?’ Baaah. These folks don’t know anything about my people,
Galtar.”

“At least they know that the
helm is an important part of your gear. There are many things that
you dwarves distinguish among your kin by helmets, is it not
true?”

“Sure. We recognize that
somebody is tired when he puts on a sleeping-helm, the one with
earplugs and blinds. Please tell me you’re not more ignorant than
the parrots, eh?”

Galtar smiled widely. Lofar labeled the
citizens of Gob as “parrots” for two reasons: They dressed funny
and talked a lot. In the distance, at the end of the bay, they
spotted the victim of the last storm - the wreckage of Tandula’s
ship.

“Behind the inlet we’ll see
another ship, the old war galleon that has sat there from the time
of the Gotan wars,” said Galtar, gazing at the wreckage.

“The ghost galleon, eh?”
said Lofar. He took off his hat and started to fan himself with it
to cool down. “It’s far. We shouldn’t go there on foot, my
lad.”

“No. For that we’ll go back
to the boat,” said Galtar. “I wanted to walk up to this spot to
check for any sign that could guide us, but all I can see are a few
dried sea-stars.”

III

As the man and dwarf headed towards the
boat, two pairs of malevolent eyes watched them, hidden in the
bushes above the gorge.

“See, we had no reason to be
scared,” said the older, bald man. He had wound a black strap
around his head to cover the burn mark on his forehead – the sign
of a dangerous criminal and a lasting present from Patron Tandula
and the city-jail in Gob.

“I wasn’t scared, Tika,”
said the younger one, whose head was shaved at the sides. He was
naked to his waist, wearing white pants laced with red ropes. Two
curved knives were stacked at the back of his monkey-strap – an
Azmaranian wide belt made of monkey skin. “They’re heading to the
ghost-ship, prefect’s dogs.”

“Nay. A Dwarf and a
Northman, look. No feathery caps. They aren’t the prefect’s
soldiers.”

“Could be fishermen,
Tika”

“Dwarves don’t
fish.”

“The sun has almost set. If
they stay, we’ll check em’ in the dark,”

“Ay,” confirmed the other
and they climbed down the slope. They knew the area quite well, for
it had been several weeks since they had started sneaking along the
shore. The monkey-belt had been forgotten by his fellow pirates
during the prefect’s hunt, and Tika was a fugitive from the city
prison. Boiled in the same cauldron of fortune, they had managed
not only to survive, but had become seasoned looters. According to
the account of a monk (who happened to have had nothing to give
them, and so had lost a finger in place of a change purse), the
looters had explained their industry clearly: “We are in the same
business as the prefect, only he takes what he likes through his
taxes. If you can’t pay your taxes, he cuts off your ear. You have
more fingers than ears, so consider our tax a mercy.”

Stars scrambled through the clouds that
floated over the open blue sea. The two adventurers stepped out on
the coast again dragging their boat out from the water. Galtar
dislodged a large crab that had been in the midst of exploring the
vessel’s prow. They took out their gear and placed it in a small
improvised tepee. On the horizon, a streak of daylight still
persisted.

“Some distant land exchanges
night for day, my friend” said Galtar. The faint light drew a
silhouette of the wrecked galleon that now lay half a league from
them. “We should sleep in the boat. It will be cold in the morning,
but we can use its wattle cover.”



“No thank you,” said Lofar.
If the tide grabs the boat I might be in the middle of the sea
surrounded by sharks by the time I wake up.” The dwarf tapped the
ground and added, “Good old land. By the fire is much
better.”

Galtar’s eyes flew slowly over the top
of the cliffs. He went stiff for a moment; his eyes
closed.

“You smell a ghost in the
wreckage, or what?”

“I am enjoying the fresh
air,” said Galtar and yawned. “I’ll sleep in the boat. I prefer to
be snagged by planks. After years on the sea, it’s become the only
bed I can sleep in.”

“Whatever suits you,” said
Lofar, laying his axe on the ground beside him.

A whiff of salt-tinged air drifted
across the shoreline. Exhausted by the long day of rowing and full
from their meal of fish, the two fell asleep. Soon, the night
closed about them. In the dark, two vultures observed
them:

“What a snort,” whispered
Tika. “That dwarf must have been spawned by a grizzly
she-bear.”

The young pirate drew out his curvy
knife: “Let’s go.”

Tika raised his large club spiked with
shark teeth. He licked his fingers, and then touched a couple of
spikes, stroking them as if they were feathers. “I will crush the
one in the boat.” hissed Tika and grinned. The monkey-belt nodded
and whispered: “Deal. You crush the bastard in the boat and as you
smash his skull, I’ll jump over him - yup and up - onto the dwarf.
Stack-stack,” he jerked his knife in the air exhibiting stubbing.
“I’ll scream like crazy as I do it,” he said, queer joy of lunacy
gleaming in his pupils. “That’ll scare the shit out of them both.
So let me jump over him first and then, Tika, you’ll crush the
man’s head.” He drew the second knife. Its blade shone coldly. Tika
nodded nervously, licking his ever dry lips. Moving through the
warm nightly air, with a tail that swayed from the pirate’s belt,
the two men resembled a monkey and a gorilla. “Let’s do it,
now.”

Releasing a dreadful cry, the
monkey-pirate jumped and flew over the boat, swinging both knives
at the sleeping dwarf. At that same instant, his companion slammed
his club down, crushing the human inside the boat.

“What?!” grunted Tika in
surprise. His club sank into a pile of animal skins. From behind
the boat a broad sword crossed the path of the flying monkey with
one vicious swing. The attacker fell like a sack dropped from a
loaded ship.

Lofar jumped on his legs, grabbed his
axe and swung, awake at last. “Maholdax!” yelled Lofar. Before his
eyes, the young pirate lay squealing in pain that was intensified
by the minute as salty waves began to bite at his wounds. The other
man stood before Galtar’s blood-stained blade. Tika dropped his
club on the ground and fell to his knees: “Mercy, mercy for this
lost soul,” he cried.

“Who sent you?” shouted
Lofar. Suddenly awakened. With his bushy eyebrows, messy hair and
beard, the dwarf looked devilish. “Speak or I’ll cut you in three
halves!” grunted Lofar through his burly teeth.

“Nobody… nobody sent us,
good and merciful patron dwarf,” yelled the man, removing the strap
from his head. “Look at the sign above my eyes; look at it. Patron
Tandula ordered them to burn it… to brand me like cattle because I
had taken some of his bread. What kind of life can I have with this
on my face?” cried the man.

Silence. Only the stammering moans of
the fallen pirate could be heard. Lofar and Galtar eyed one another
as if thinking: “Who or what has the power to unbend such life once
it is so scarred?” Suddenly, the man jumped up and ran away, into
the night. Galtar and Lofar sprang after him, but too soon the
fugitive disappeared behind the galleon. The young pirate gasped
for a moment or two, exhaled and grew quiet. Only the monotone
sound of the waves remained. Galtar took a torch from the boat and
lit it with the remaining cinder from the campfire.

Then the stillness was shaken again. A
scream broke out from the galleon and a sudden flicker of light
appeared among the debris of the stern. It faded quickly, moving
down towards the water. Galtar started walking towards the ship,
instinctively throwing quick looks towards the sea.

“Where are you going?” asked
Lofar. No answer came. The dwarf grabbed his helm, took up his
throwing axe, and then slung his two-handed blade over his
shoulder. With sure steps, he strode by the water, following his
friend. “Ready to fly,” snarled the dwarf, fastening his belt. “You
obviously smelt the attack earlier, but let me sleep.”

“Your snoring was such
perfect bait,” said Galtar, chuckling at once.

“Clever seaman,” Lofar
arched his eyebrows and stroked his beard twice.

A large hole yawned at the side of the
angled shipwreck, half sunken into the sea. The stem was rotten,
eaten by the teeth of time. From its entrance they could smell the
stink of the worms that lived in its wooden skeleton.

“The light came from
inside,” said Galtar, extending his torch.

“You don’t think that fellow
set a trap?” said Lofar, thrusting his helm fast shading his
eyes.

“No. I know who he is now,
my friend. I recognized the prisoner ”

IV

Galtar stepped inside. The large dark
hall loomed like the open jaws of a dead sea-monster. The floor
planks shrieked under their feet.

“Tika, come out!” shouted
Galtar.

No answer. From the gallery above them
came a clanging of chains. Lofar gripped his axe
tightly.

“Tika. If you help us solve
the mystery of that light, you’ll be a free man again,” spoke
Galtar, circling cautiously with his torch. The froth strewn
surface of the water that filled the ship shimmered under the
flame. A crack could be heard from above and something fell down
with a large splash. In the faint light, they spotted a long,
fish-like skin. As soon as the thing hit the water, it swam away
and into the darkness. The ceiling now broke with a louder crash,
just above the place they stood. A mess of chains and ropes poured
down onto their heads. They hopped aside swiftly, only to see the
chains jerk to a stop in mid-air. At eye-level, a sudden, horrible
picture appeared: with his arms and legs tangled up in the chain at
painful angles, hung Tika. His body continued to swing slowly. His
eyes stayed fixed and bulging in their sockets. The steady pace of
the waves returned again, filling the interior with a whisper-like
hum.

Galtar fanned the torch over the
surface of the water. As the light fought its way through, he
spotted the edge of a richly carved chair. There, under the water,
someone was sitting. It was a skeleton, captain of this old
galleon. His tattered uniform, dark red, trimmed with silver and
yellow silk floated ghostly around his body in streaks. He was
leaning over his heavy desk with his fleshless hand still holding a
quill feather-pen. Something stirred underneath the desk. A long,
snakelike creature came out and around the skeleton. It seemed as
if the creature was illuminated by itself. It looked as if it had a
long, silver head. It surfaced. The light filled the space and long
shadows splashed the walls. Now they realized - of what they
thought it was a large luminous head, was in fact its torso - the
torso of a human.

Before them a gorgeous golden-haired
women swam in place. Her long unruly hair fell down along her waist
and into the water, spreading like the rays of a sinking sun. Long,
olive-colored eyebrows bent over her coral eyes. She blinked
slowly, looking at the two warriors. Below her small, narrow nose
her flesh-red, puckered lips smiled. Locks of her shiny hair
streamed along sides of her white neck, and down covering the tips
of her soft, apple-like breasts. Thin cloud-like light floated just
below her supple waist and around the dim glow of her small silky
belly. Her loins appeared rosy, as though she were standing in deep
water with both of her legs held together. Then a wide emerald
fishtail swayed at her side.

“A mermaid.” whispered Lofar
in awe.

In her slender hands she held a mirror
- a rare souvenir made by the Gotanian glass-masters for high
officers and hung on the walls of their kingly galleon cabins. As
she peered down to the mirror, into her reflection, the light
shone, bouncing from its silver surface towards her eyes and back
again. This newly intensified illumination suddenly bursted into a
bright daylight, blinding the two adventurers. They raised their
hands to protect their eyes. At that instant, something surfaced
between them and the mermaid. It leapt out of the water
unexpectedly and lunged at Galtar. He dodged convulsively swinging
his blade. The tearing of flesh could be heard and he felt warm
liquid spouting into his face. It was blood. Lofar drew his
one-handed axe from his belt shouting:

“Ready to fly!” the dwarf
hurled his axe forward without hesitation. The mirror broke into
pieces with a glassy clink. As the axe sank together with the
shards, the illumination diminished. The mermaid looked at them
silently. Cautiously, the creature went closer to them and, to
their surprise, she expressed no fear at all. The mermaid held no
anger in her eyes, but something different; something that both
fortune-hunters had carried in themselves. They could not help but
meet her gaze and by looking, a deep brooding emotion was aroused
in their hearts. A gloomy light was cast into their minds;
never-ending homesickness, memories of days that had passed. For a
moment, they lost themselves in her eyes, distant dawns and nights
through which they had once lived, long ago. In their minds, the
meaning of life called for an answer. And it came, but not as a
word or sound or vision. It came as a feeling of unity, the feeling
of being a part of the God above all gods - the creator
himself.

She turned then into the water, and
swam toward the creature whom Galtar had just hit with his sword.
That creature was a male, her kin - half human, half fish. A long
drawn track of red blood was left behind as they dove, diminishing
together in the waves.

V

A seagull screeched above the boat. The
man and dwarf rowed through a sunny day.

“He thinks we are
fishermen,” said Galtar, following the flight of the
bird.

“Sorry, pal,” Lofar shouted
up in the air. “We have no fish. You’ll have to find of your meal
alone.” Then he eyed his friend who had been gazing somberly at the
open sea before them. “You haven’t said a word since we finished
the job, Galtar. What made you so sad?”

“I don’t know,” Galtar
sighed. “You hit and broke the mirror, but I killed two men, two
lives that were already broken. I don’t feel good about
it.”

“Come on, seaman. A pitcher
of red wine will wash it away,” said Lofar confidently. “You only
killed a monkey, and you saved my life into the bargain. The other
chap was most likely strangled by the man-fish, or a ghost, but not
by you. And if you’re talking about the man-fish, he’ll be fine
down there.” Lofar looked into the blue waves over the boat’s side.
“After all, he charged at us.”

“He probably thought that we
were about to attack the mermaid,” said Galtar. “That was exactly
what had happened when Patron Demion found her. It wasn’t the
tentacle of a monster, that killed their crewman, it was the
man-fish.”

“I’m still puzzled,” said
Lofar. “How come the light from the mirror was so
bright?”

Galtar paused for a bit, thinking.
Then, after taking a deep breath of fresh and salty air, he
said:

“There is a legend that says
that by looking into a mermaid’s eyes one can see the deepest and
darkest places in his own soul. If she looks into a mirror, then
her eyes will reach the inner light of her divinity, which can
bounce back, dispersing freely into the world. I can only suspect
that she was astonished by her beauty after finding the mirror
inside the wreckage. Her underwater sea-lords would not allow her
to bring down anything that belongs to the surface world, so she
probably came here each night to enjoy her own image. It was her
beauty that caused the chaos of these last few days.”

“I’m happy that I didn’t
hurt her. And to be honest, I find no satisfaction in destroying
such a divine pleasure of her,” said Lofar pulling the brim of his
straw-hat over his nose. “Bah. I don’t feel good about it
either.”

“A pitcher of wine…” said
Galtar smiling at him; and they finished the thought together: “…
will wash it away!” Lofar’s moustache shook as they
laughed.

“I wouldn’t mind seeing such
a beauty again,” said the dwarf and took the grip of the oar in his
large, sturdy hands.

“Me too,” added Galtar. “So
does the man-fish. It seems that the sea-fellow followed her for
the same reason we would.” The fair haired sailor gripped the other
wooden handle. Together, the two long oars splashed at once and
dove into the waves, pushing the boat towards the lighthouse that
soared in the distance, above the rocky bay.

The end
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