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The Darkness Within
Thea woke up with her heart racing and a cold sweat covering her body. “It was just a dream, Geraldine,” she said to her parrot, but it had seemed too real. In her dream, she was sitting at her desk going over some sea charts, here on board the Demon’s Bane, when the room suddenly became colder. Someone was whispering behind her, but when she turned to look, she only saw a dark shadow in the corner of the room. The shadow kept whispering something, not in English but in Chaosia, the language of magic and the demons. Thea couldn’t hear exactly what it was saying, so she went closer to it. The dark mass was also difficult to see. It was flickering and waving about, like a shadow cast by firelight. Despite the creature’s eerie nature, Thea felt calm and relaxed by its chant-like speech and random motions. She began to feel at peace, when suddenly it sprang. The shadow creature elongated into a black cylinder and plunged into Thea’s chest. Then she woke up.
While getting dressed, she asked her parrot, “Can you feel it, too, Geraldine?” referring to a sensation that the shadow was there or nearby. Thea’s body kept shivering from sweat and the cool evening air, and her mind kept thinking about the dream. The parrot only paced from side to side and squawked. It didn’t seem to be in a talkative mood. Thea needed to find someone else to talk to about the dream and the dark shadow.
The Demon’s Bane, a freelance pirate hunting ship sailing the Southern Ocean, had landed on an island while Thea slept. She knew that the only people on board would be the captain, writing his memoirs in his room with a “Do not disturb!” sign on his door, and the cook Gohan. The other crew members, a motley bunch of riff-raff, were already ashore. Many were ex-pirates who refused to ship slaves to Aquane, the sea demon, and vowed to stop her. Others were drummed out Coast Guard members who couldn’t survive its strict rules and regulations or green adventurer wannabes who didn’t care whose side they were on, just as long as they were at sea and causing mayhem. There was also a disproportional amount of wizards who had lost their jobs as wind tamers on pirate ships when Aquane guaranteed calm winds and fast waters to vessels that paid her a yearly tribute of slaves.
Thea von Finkelstien, the ship’s navigator, was one of the ex-wind tamers. She was different from the others aboard the pirate-hunting ship. Although she had grown up as a peasant farmer, she was later adopted by a rich count. So she had a mix of pastoral humbleness and naiveté, and refined courtly manners. Most of the others were loud, rude, and obnoxious. When the crew were arguing, drinking, or boasting, Thea would stand quietly in the back, hidden in shadows. She was well liked by most of the crew, but there was an uncanny nature about her. Perhaps being a vampire had something to do with that.
Since she was a vampire, Thea had to sleep during the day and work at night. She tried to be awake a little in the mornings and evenings to see her friends and get instructions from the captain or Petra Gran, the first mate. During these times, Thea would use a parasol and the Umbra spell to protect herself from the sun’s rays.
Although it was early evening, she didn’t need her parasol to visit the ship’s cook, who rarely left the ship. “Gohan, can you feel it?” she asked referring to the combination of fear and calmness that she felt in her dream and even now while awake.
“Yes, little one, I feels it. Can’t put me finger on what it is, but I feels it,” Gohan said. The ship’s cook had been a zombie for several years. He smelled like half-rotten meat and tended to lose little pieces of flesh while cooking, but he made superb gumbo. His grandfatherly nature led Thea to confide her thoughts to him.
“I’ve never felt anything like this before, but it seems so familiar,” she said struggling for the words to describe what she felt. In the end, she gave up hunting for the right words and said, “It’s just creepy.”
“Yup, dat it is, little one. Dat it is,” Gohan said.
“What do you think it is?” she asked.
Gohan stirred his gumbo slowly while collecting his thoughts. Patience was needed when talking to the zombie chef. Finally he said, “Well, little one, I can’t say. It feels similar and frightening at de same time. Part of me, but not me. Like looking in de mirror and seeing yourself but de you in de mirror is laughing at you.” Then the gentle old zombie chuckled and changed the subject, “Hey, if you go out hunting tonight. Could you pick up some nice meat for me gumbo. I tink de others are getting tired of rat meat.”
“Okay,” Thea replied. She wanted to tell Gohan about what the captain had told the officers yesterday — that the island was haunted. But the captain forbade them from telling any of the crew. So all she said was, “I can understand. I’m sick of rat’s blood, too.”
When at sea, Thea mostly drank the blood of rats on the ship. She would then secretly, by the captain’s order, give the rats to Gohan for the gumbo. Occasionally, her best friend, Brigette, would allow Thea to suck her blood, but Thea didn’t want to abuse their friendship by doing it too often. Now that the ship had landed, she could hunt for something different.
The young vampire rowed to shore with her parrot, Geraldine, on her shoulder. Together, they entered the jungle and started hunting. Thea found a fresh water stream with many tracks, so she decided to climb a tree and wait there for some nocturnal animal to come for a midnight drink, giving herself time to think.
The moon and that other planet both shone brightly, but Thea’s thoughts were of darkness. “What did the shadow say in her dream?” she wondered.
“Brawk, something stinks. Something stinks,” squawked Geraldine, whose first owner had been obsessed with smells and the emission of stomach gasses.
Thea held her breath and froze. She felt the same eerie presence that she had felt in her dream. Her heart began to pound heavily and the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. The dark shadow was near, very near.
Then Geraldine flew into the air and headed back toward the ship. “Geraldine, wait. Come back here!” Thea cried as she followed her parrot, using the Flight spell. Geraldine flew to the ship and went into Thea’s cabin. Thea tried everything to get her bird to come along with her, but Geraldine stubbornly refused to leave her perch. With the hunger growing inside her, Thea was forced to drink rat’s blood one more night.
In the morning Thea rowed back to the island. The whole camp was buzzing when she arrived. Brianna, one of the day guards, had disappeared. Petra was furious as she walked around yelling at the night guards. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?” she barked at Simple John.
“Well, she said she was just going over there for a quick pee,” John said while pointing to the edge of the jungle, “I didn’t dare stare at her while she did that, so I walked away and figured that she had gone back to bed.”
“Grrr, you could have checked,” Petra growled.
“Ms. Gran, Ms. Gran,” Odin-eyed Jack said while running up to the first mate, giving Simple John a chance to escape. “I want that thing destroyed or sent out to sea on a raft,” he said while pointing at Hank, a giant wolf-like fenre, who was the “pet” of Patty, the ship’s newest member. “He’s torn apart my favorite blanket and left a foul ‘present’ the size of Mt. Crumpit on my sleeping bag. Ten bronze pennies say he ate Brianna as a midnight snack.”
“I’m sorry,” Patty apologized. “He just got a little hyper after being cooped up on the ship. He needs to run around a bit, then he’ll be fine.”
Petra looked up into the sky and muttered, “Why me?” Then she said in her firmest officer voice, “Patty, if you can’t control that beast, we will have to store him in the cargo hold. Can that thing track people with its nose?”
“Yes,” Patty replied, “he has an excellent sniffer.”
“Good, then he can run around all he wants, while hunting for Brianna. Now clean up his mess,” Petra ordered.
Then she turned to Odin-eyed Jack and said, “I’m sure that your mother will gladly make you a new blanket,” which would have been consoling if it hadn’t been dripping with sarcasm.
“You can’t trust it,” Jack said. “Just look at the fangs on it.”
Hank then turned around and gave Jack a toothy smile that said, “You’re dinner.”
Tired of all the gossip and bickering, Petra addressed the entire crew, “Okay, since we’ll be combing the island for signs of pirates and their loot, we can also look for Brianna at the same time.”
Petra then organized the crew into several search parties, which wasn’t easy. She had to keep in mind who wanted to kill whom. To keep on eye on Hank, Petra put Patty on the team that she would personally lead. Before the search teams left, Hank had started digging in the beach.
“What’s that monster doing now, digging a grave to bury me in?” Odin-eyed Jack asked.
“Look! He’s found something!” Patty exclaimed. Hank had uncovered a large chest. Others with shovels finished the job of digging it up. The chest had “Red Scare” and “Treasure Chest #430” painted on it in large black letters. The Red Scare was the pirate ship lead by Captain Dolfins.
“Dolfins’s such an idiot,” Elona said. “His stupid love for bureaucracy makes finding him too easy.”
Brigette protested by saying, “Dolfins is not an idiot. He’s just detail oriented.”
“Hah,” Elona said, “you’re just saying that because you slept with him every night. God, you were such…”
“Don’t go there, girlfriend!” Petra interrupted with a stern look at Elona, but it was too late.
“…a slut,” Elona finished.
Brigette started crying. Petra ordered the others to get to work, so they would stop staring at Brigette. Thea, who had been observing everything in silence, went to Brigette and put her arm around her. Thea was used to consoling Brigette’s sensitive feelings. All four of them had worked together on Dolfins’s previous ship, the AquaExpress, and were good friends. Good friends, however, often say things that hurt the most. Elona was particularly good at saying stupid, hurtful things.
Petra mouthed, “Apologize!” to Elona, who reluctantly came over and apologized.
Brigette sniffed a few times and stopped crying. She hugged Thea and said, “Thanks, Thea. Why are you always so sweet and nice to me?”
Thea didn’t answer. She just smiled and gave Brigette another hug. After Brigette and Elona left to help with the digging, Thea told Petra about what happened last night.
“Do you think that this shadow killed Brianna?” Petra asked.
Thea replied, “I don’t know for sure, but it’s likely.”
“What should we do if we find it?” Ms. Gran asked, although she already knew the answer wouldn’t be helpful.
“Run away,” Thea said with a wry smile. “You can try to fight it, but I don’t know if swords or magic will work against it. If a team finds it, they shouldn’t confront it. All the wizards should be there for that.”
“Girlfriend, I wish you would have told me that before the other search teams left,” Petra said with a sigh.
Thea went to sleep, but her day was again filled with nightmares. She was walking in a cave. She held a lantern, which made her shadow long and life-like. As Thea explored the cavern, the lantern slowly dimmed, and her shadow continued to grow in size. She herself grew happier. In the end, the light was nearly extinguished, she was laughing hysterically, and the shadow was, was…
Thea woke up screaming, but she couldn’t remember what shadow had been doing. She couldn’t go back to sleep, so the young vampire helped guard the camp until the others came back.
The search teams all returned empty handed in the evening. Rumors were flying around the camp. Brianna seemed to have vanished without a trace. Even Hank, with his super-keen nose, couldn’t find the trail leading to the missing crew member. Everyone was feeling edgy and tense.
Petra told Thea about the day’s events. “That beast,” she said referring to the fenre, “was acting really strange today. After being so useful here on the beach, he acted like a scared puppy later in the day. He just paced back and forth, growling from time to time, which made the others uneasy. Then, as we went farther into the jungle, he started whining and looked scared. What could frighten such a fierce predator?”
Thea could think of many things, dragons, demons, sea monsters, but she kept her thoughts to herself.
Petra continued, “Then the big lug sat down and refused to continue. Patty commanded him to get up, with her sternest voice, but he wouldn’t budge. When we went back to the camp, he raced ahead like he was possessed.”
“Geraldine acted the same way last night,” Thea said. “I’ve never seen her so scared that she wouldn’t stay on my shoulder. This morning she wouldn’t come here with me.”
Among the crew, Hank was the leading suspect for Brianna’s disappearance. Others said that Thea had killed the guard or maybe that Gohan had needed more meat for his gumbo. Petra spent the evening listening to the latest theory from yet another crew member. In the end she refused to hear anymore accusations without proof. She doubled the guards and warned them to be extra alert during the night.
Thea thought that the crew should be told about the shadow and the island’s haunted reputation, but she didn’t want to overstep her authority. So she told Petra that she would do some advanced scouting by flying over the unchecked parts of the island as a bat. “Sleep with one eye open tonight,” she told her friend.
“Okay, girlfriend,” Petra said with a laugh at Thea’s motherly tone, “and be careful yourself. Maybe this thing likes to eat bats.”
At sunset Thea transformed. Her body slowly shrank and changed into a bat. With a shrill shriek “good night,” she flew into the moonlit sky. The hunger was strong within her, so Thea had to hunt a little before beginning to search. Luckily, Thea didn’t become as blind as a bat when she transformed. She could see as well as before, and she also gained the bonus of being able to use bat sonar.
Soon she found a family of blue deer, which were rare animals whose aquamarine hide was used to make expensive leather products. Thea caught the buck and fed just enough to keep him alive. As he ran away, a warm female voice said, “That was very kind of you. Why didn’t you kill him?”
Thea turned around, astonished to see an old, but not feeble, woman wearing safari khakis and carrying a backpack. “Why? Because I never kill when I feed, unless it is something small like a rat. I take only what I need. If I need more then I will hunt something else.”
“So vampires are more like parasites than predators,” the woman said with a smile.
Thea started to protest, but a sad look of acceptance appeared on her face, “Well, I wouldn’t put it like that. You make us sound, so icky. Like a stomach worm or something.”
The old woman laughed and walked toward Thea. Smiling she said, “Hello, I’m Monique Noir.”
“Monique Noir!” Thea exclaimed, “Author of Theory and Techniques of Doppelganger Creation?”
Again the old woman laughed, “Yes, that’s me.”
The young vampire was excited about meeting an academic wizard that she admired. Rushing up to shake Monique’s hand, Thea said, “I’m Thea von Finkelstien. Your book was very useful for me when I was working on my final thesis at the wizard’s guild.”
After they had talked about doppelgangers for some time, Thea informed the scholar about Aquane’s deal with pirates. Then, realizing that it was strange that Ms. Noir was alone on this island, Thea asked her why the scholar was there.
“I’m researching some of my latest theories on the Ancient Darkness,” Monique replied. The Ancient Darkness were the legendary beings that created the demons and then vanished from the planet. Some scholars believed that they were destroyed when people evolved. Others said that the Darkness were just a myth used to frighten small girls and boys. Monique continued, “I believe that there is the soul of an Ancient Darkness here on this island.”
“So you feel it too?” Thea whispered.
Puzzled, the woman asked, “Feel what?”
“The Darkness. I didn’t think that it was an Ancient Darkness, when I first felt it, but, now that you’ve mentioned it, I know it must be what I feel,” Thea explained.
“No,” Monique replied, “I don’t feel anything. I have done considerable research on the subject, which has led me to conclude that an Ancient Darkness was or is here. That you can feel its presence is interesting. I’m also working on a theory that the undead are somehow created by the Darkness.”
Shocked, Thea exclaimed, “No! That can’t be. We’re nothing like the demons. We’re just normal people who were turned into vampires by another vampire.”
“And how was the first vampire created?” Monique asked. Her calm, soft voice soothed Thea’s near hysterics. Thea couldn’t answer. “That is the core question, is it not, my lady von Finkelstien? Now, if you please, I must go to bed. It is quite late.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Thea apologized. She then convinced Monique to go to the camp and to rest. It was not safe, even if Ms. Noir was a skilled wizard. So the two of them headed back to the campsite.
Thea wasn’t able to do any scouting that evening, and her mind was even more troubled. Was the Darkness inside her? Would she become as evil as the demons? She needed to sleep on these and other answerless questions that plagued her thoughts.
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