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The knocking at the door continued, and Karl
stood transfixed. It was the same. Exactly the same.

He looked around the room, trying to discern
a single detail that was out of place. He couldn’t find any. Every
wrinkle of the threadbare blanket covering his cot, the arrangement
of leftover chicken bones on his unwashed plate, even the erratic
flight of a housefly as it swooped past his ear--all were just as
they had been in his dream.

He did not want to open the door. He knew who
was on the other side of it and did not want to open the door.

He didn’t have a choice. It could be--most
likely was--someone from the Asylum coming to administer another
round of leaching. If he refused they would throw him right back
inside, and he had worked so hard to convince them to let him
out.

“Who is it?” he shouted again. Still no
reply. There had not been one in the dream either, but that meant
nothing.

He paused with his hand on the latch. He took
a deep breath to steady himself. It wasn’t her. She was a hundred
miles away.

A loud buzzing distracted him for a moment.
He glanced up and saw the housefly caught in a spider’s web in the
corner of the doorframe. It struggled to break free, but the spider
was already moving towards it.

He had forgotten about that part.

He unlatched the door and opened it. There
she was, his wife Anne, just as he knew she would be. He tried to
close the door again, but she stuck in her foot before he
could.

“Please, Karl,” she pleaded, “just give me a
minute.”

“I don’t want to see you,” he said, his voice
cracking. He put his shoulder against the door and pushed again,
but it wouldn’t move.

“I know.” She sounded sad, which made Karl
angry. She had no right. “But I need to talk to you.”

“Go away.” He didn’t know why she was
there--in the dream he had been startled awake as soon as he saw
her face--and he didn’t care. He had nothing to say to her, and
there was nothing she could say to him that would make any
difference.

“Please, Karl. It’s about the children.”

His throat caught. Over the years he had
strangled his love for her until it had died, unable to hurt him
anymore. He thought himself free of her, but she had him with the
kids. They were a chord he would never cut, and she could forever
bind him with it.

He wanted to be callous. He couldn't even see
them anymore. Whatever the problem was, she should take care of
it.

He reluctantly stepped away from the door.
Anne slipped inside and shut it behind her.

Several moments passed in awkward silence.
“So this is home,” Anne finally said. Her eyes darted about the
room as she took in the squalor surroundings. A small part of him
was embarrassed by the condition, but another relished her apparent
discomfort. He wanted her to see what she had driven him to. He
wanted to bury her in guilt.

“Why are you here?” he asked. He didn’t have
the patience for small talk.

She took a deep breath before answering. “You
have to come back to Astra.”

“I can’t do that.” It made it easier that her
request was impossible. “I’m a patient of the Asylum, and I cannot
leave.”

Anne rolled her eyes at him. How he hated
when she did that.

“Come on, Karl. You were a Guard Scout. Are
you telling me that you cannot slip past a bunch of old healers and
the boneheaded muscle they hired off the street? You aren’t even
under supervision.”

“That was a past life.” A happier life, but
he would never admit that to her. “I have left it behind.”

“Your children need you.”

He barked a harsh laugh. “Are they even
mine?”

Anne flinched, and her eyes flicked to the
door.

Good, Karl thought. There’s your
escape. Leave and never come back.

She stayed.

“Of course they are,” she whispered, her
voice wavering. She was fighting back tears.

“It doesn’t matter if they are or not. They
have a new father now.”

“He’s the problem,” she said, and then broke
into uncontrolled sobs.

He resisted the urge to console her. He went
to get her a rag to dry her tears, but all he had were filthy. He
grabbed a clean shirt instead.

When she was once again composed, she
continued. “He is not a kind man.”

“Well, you should have considered that before
you slept with him.”

He would have thought to get another rise out
of her with that, but she simply stared blankly at him, almost
defiantly. “Are you going to help me?”

He shook his head. “If he is so bad, you
should have gone to the local authorities. There is nothing I can
do.”

“He is the local authority,” she said.
“Astra has changed since you left. He’s taken it over. He got
himself elected Mayor, and the Council is in his pocket.”

Karl scoffed. “And what makes you think I
could do anything? If I left here, I would be a fugitive of the
Asylum, and everyone in Astra knows that I committed myself. I’d be
arrested the moment I showed my face.”

She leaned forward in the chair, gripping the
armrests tightly. “You are the only person he has ever feared.” She
said it with such conviction that Karl was taken aback. Her eyes
blazed with a fevered intensity as she held his gaze.

He laughed uncomfortably. “Afraid I’d come
after him in a jealous rage?”

“No. He feared you before...that
happened.”

He looked at her quizzically, and started to
wonder if Anne was having delusions of her own. Karl had never met
Senka before the incident. Unless you count when he actually walked
in on their debaucherous tryst, he had never met him at all.

“Anne,” he said, chastising himself for the
concern in his voice. “I can’t--”

“Karl,” she pleaded. “Please. He’s horrible.
I don’t think that the kids can survive him.”

“Then you best go home and protect them.”

“Karl!” she said, her voice hysterical. “I
can’t face him. Only you can.”

Karl walked over to the door and opened it.
“I can’t help you. I’m sorry.”

Anne looked like she wanted to keep arguing,
but decided against it. She paused in the doorway on the way out.
“I will leave in the morning. I’ll stop by again before I go, to
see if you changed your mind.”

“Don’t bother,” Karl said, and closed the
door behind her.

 


* * *

 


Karl couldn’t sleep. The shot of whiskey
hadn’t helped him. There were too many thoughts rattling around in
his head, and his best efforts to smother them had failed.

What if the kids really were in trouble? Anne
seemed hysterical enough, but if she truly feared for their lives
would she have left them alone with him? No. She would have taken
them with her and started a new life.

The kids were fine.

He was disturbed more by the fact that his
dream had come true. He had not had one of those dreams--a dream
that was more than a dream--in years, ever since he left Astra. He
had attributed his progress to the Asylum. He may have been
admitted under false pretenses, but his treatments had been real
enough. He thought that he may have derived some small benefit from
them, even if not in the way they were intended.

Apparently not.

He had come to understand that he could not
actually dream the future. His prior belief that he could had been
delusional. His mind merely picked up on coincidences. It was
selective memory that instilled the illusion of prophecy, nothing
more. After all, he had once dreamed of growing old with Anne and
being surrounded by a gaggle of grandchildren. That had
obviously been false.

Sleep was slow in coming, but it claimed him
at last.

 


* * *

 


Karl slowly walked down a street he did not
recognize. It was nighttime, but no stars were shining in the black
sky. There was no visible source of light at all, yet Karl had no
trouble seeing. An eerie glow washed everything in a subtle
illumination that cast no shadows.

On either side of the street were the ruined
remains of buildings. The collapsed remnants were blanketed with
something that looked like snow in the dim light, but it was not
cold outside. Something about one of the buildings caught his eye.
Most of it was obscured by the white muck that covered it, but
there was an essence of familiarity which allured him.

Its roof had caved in, and one of its walls
had completely collapsed. He approached the entryway. The door had
fallen off its hinges and lay on the ground, covered in white. He
squatted next to it.

Up close, he could tell that it was not snow.
What looked like an amorphous mass from a distance was actually
fibrous in nature, individual strands piled upon each other. He
tried to wipe it off the door.

His hand stuck.

Karl panicked as he struggled to free his
hand. He pulled hard enough to lift the door off the ground, but
the strange substance held fast. He placed his foot on an uncovered
patch and pulled with all his might.

He fell backwards when he suddenly liberated
himself from the door. He got up slowly, grimacing in pain. The
skin of his palm was raw; some of it was still attached to the
door.

He looked at the door in amazement. The now
exposed patch of wood where his hand had been had the initials
‘CJ+AJ’ carved into it. He had carved those himself, right before
he carried Anne over the threshold. This was their house in
Astra.

A motion caught his eye and he looked up. It
was Anne standing in the doorway, but not the Anne he had seen
earlier that evening. Nor was it the Anne that he had left six
years ago. It was the Anne he had married, still wearing her
wedding gown.

She was radiant, the epitome of feminine
beauty. Her gown clung to her body, emphasizing a perfectly
proportioned figure that she had never quite possessed in
reality.

“Anne?” he called out, his heart aching at
the sight of her. She smiled sadly at him, then turned around and
disappeared inside the house.

“Anne, wait!” he called after her. He
scrambled after her, being sure not to touch any more of the sticky
white fibers.

There was no sign of Anne inside the house.
Aside from a broken chair and a toppled table, the room was filled
only with scattered splotches of the sticky fibers. Two large
mounds of stood ominously in the far corner. The first was
unrecognizable, a giant bulbous mass. The second was more
cylindrical in shape. A feeling of wrongness gripped Karl as he
approached it. He noticed something protruding from the end. It was
a human head. His son’s head.

“Billy!” he screamed, running to the boy’s
side. The boy’s eyes were opened wide, as if in surprise, but
unseeing. His lips were dry and cracked, and his mouth agape. The
rosy color had drained from his cheeks, replaced by a sickly bluish
hue.

There was a strange mark on Billy’s neck.
Puffy red skin surrounded a pair of holes, a bite of some kind.

Insight flooded into Karl. He understood what
had happened to his son, and he understood what the other mound
was: an egg sac. Billy was to be the first meal of whatever hatched
from it.

He had to destroy the eggs. He looked around
the room for a weapon. Lacking anything better, he seized the chair
and broke off a leg. He screamed a battle cry and assaulted the
mound.

Karl delighted in the satisfying crunching
sound of his makeshift club penetrating the egg sac. It became
lodged and took great effort to pull free again. As he raised the
club above his head for another blow, he noticed a baby spider come
out of the hole he had just made.

He brought the chair leg down upon the
spider, smiting it and the mound upon which it scurried. When he
pulled it back out again, he was horrified to see a swarm of baby
spiders spewing out of the new hole.

He started to frantically bash at the
spiders, but there were too many of them. More and more poured out.
Hundreds. Thousands. Soon they enveloped the entire room.

They crawled up his leg. He dropped the club
as he flailed about trying to brush them off. He managed to shake
off some, but others just took their place. They latched onto his
hand and crawled up his arm.

He dropped to floor and rolled, trying to
squash the spiders that now covered his entire body. As he writhed
on the floor, he caught sight of Billy’s immobile form. The spiders
covered him as well, scurrying across his face, running in and out
of his open mouth, filling his nostrils...

 


* * *



 


Karl screamed himself awake. He bolted out
his bed, kicking off the blanket that entangled him and stomping it
on the ground.

He slowly became aware of his surroundings as
the images of his dream faded. There were no spiders crawling on
him. He struggled to control his erratic breathing, forcing himself
to take deep breaths.

He had never dreamed anything like that
before. Nightmares, sure, but not like that. It had been so real,
one of his dreams that was more than a dream. There had been a
tangibility to it that could not be denied. He had felt the
scurrying of the spiders as they covered him, and the pain in his
hand as he ripped it free from the spider silk that covered the
door. In fact, his hand still hurt.

He paced the room as he tried to make sense
of what he saw. It was not a vision of the future, thank God, for
the Anne that briefly appeared was younger than today. Yet he knew,
deep down, that the dream was true, or at least a representation of
the truth.

Billy was in danger, of that he was sure. He
had seen no sign of his daughter Madeline, and did not know if that
was a good sign or bad.

He needed some fresh air to clear his head.
His little room felt too confining. When he unlatched the door it
swung in on its own volition. Startled, he jumped back as something
fell into the room with a thud.

“Anne? What are you doing?”

She blinked at him groggily, obviously coming
out of a dream of her own. “I’m...I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I
didn’t mean to bother you until morning. I just didn’t have
anywhere else to go.”

“So you slept on my doorstep?” he asked.

She stifled a yawn as she nodded. “Don’t
worry,” she said as she picked herself off the ground, “I’ll find
someplace else.” She began to shuffle away.

“Wait,” he said. She paused and looked back
at him warily. “There’s no need,” he continued, swallowing the lump
in his throat. “We should leave tonight, while it’s still dark. It
will be easier to sneak away.”

Her eyes went wide. “Thank you!” She hugged
him tightly, taking him by surprise. He stood there dumbly for a
moment, then patted her on the back.

“I’m sorry,” she said as she released him.
She was blushing. “I’ll let you pack your things.”

“It won’t take long.”

He dug through an old trunk and found his
belt knife. He wrapped up some salted meat in a rucksack with a
rabbit snare, a clean shirt, and a water skin. Then he was out the
door, pausing only long enough to kill the spider in the doorframe
on the way out.

 


* * *

 


Astra was a little more than a hundred miles
to the east. Without horses, the walk would take them at least a
week. Perhaps they could speed things along by hitching a ride on a
wagon, but not until they put some distance between themselves and
the Asylum. Even though Karl generally kept to himself, he was
still well known in the area. He was, after all, the Asylum’s only
outpatient, and notoriety was a side effect of uniqueness.

They walked most the night in silence, which
suited Karl just fine. Anne had briefly tried to fill the void by
prattling on about inane gossip from Astra, but fell quiet when he
did not respond. It was not until the sun was fully above the
horizon that he spoke to her again.

“We should get off the road. Someone from the
Asylum checks on me every morning, and they will send out search
parties when they discover I am gone.”

Anne silently nodded and followed him into
the brush. The uneven terrain was not an issue for Karl, who as a
Guard Scout tamed much more hostile environments, but it was rough
on Anne. She tripped over several tree roots that Karl thought too
obvious to merit pointing out, and she somehow managed to become
entangled in every thorny bush they passed.

His initial estimate was wrong, Karl
realized. It would be much more than a week. And they would be
together, constantly, all the while.

In the early evening they came upon a
clearing, and Karl suggested that they stop to rest. The hard
exercise on little sleep was beginning to take its toll on Anne,
and admittedly he was feeling the effects as well.

Anne spread some blankets out on the grass.
She was asleep as soon as she lay on them, snoring lightly. Karl
smiled as he watched her, remembering how adamantly she used to
insist that she never snored.

The memory made him uncomfortable.

He left to set his snare in a rabbit trail
they had passed. When he got back he kept his distance from Anne.
He intended to stay awake and keep watch, but he was tired, and he
soon found himself drifting off as well.

 


* * *

 


Something bothered Karl as he walked through
the streets of Astra. He could not place it at first; the city
looked just as he remembered. Then it struck him. There was no one
else there.

Astra never bustled like one of the great
cities, but there was always someone about. Even during the
dead of night there would be a patrolling Guardsman or two. Yet
Karl was all alone. Astra was a ghost town.

“Hello?” he called out. “Is there anyone else
here?” There was no reply. He wandered about the town searching for
signs of life, but found none. Even the trees were barren, stripped
of all their leaves.

His wandering brought him towards the market
district where he began to hear a sound. It was too faint to
identify at first, but as he followed it he realized that it was
the periodic ringing of metal striking metal. It was coming from
the blacksmith’s shop.

He peered inside the shop’s window. A dark
figure wrapped in shadows was working the bellows. The shadows were
absolute; the flames of the furnace bathed the rest of the room in
a warm reddish glow, but they failed utterly to illuminate the
figure. Karl could make out only a silhouette, which was powerful
and masculine.

The figure pulled something out of the
furnace and picked up a hammer. He pounded on the object with a
mighty heave. From this close, the sound of the impact rang so
loudly that Karl was forced to cover his ears. Two more blows
followed, then the figure shoved the object back into the
furnace.

It worked the bellows again, and the heat
that radiated out was overwhelming. It was more than Karl could
stand, and he was forced to withdraw from the window. He dared not
look again until he heard the first clang of a hammer blow.

He had never known a blacksmith to burn a
furnace so hot, or to strike with such force. He could see growing
cracks in the anvil, yet the part, which appeared to be a mask of
some kind, was hardly yielding.

Karl watched attentively as the process was
repeated over and over, ducking away when he needed relief from the
heat. He had a sense that this was significant, though he could not
see why.

He caught a few glimpses of the mask, which
was magnificent. It looked to be a perfect representation of a
human face, though he was too far away to make out the details. The
figure was trying to mold its features, but was making little
progress. The silhouette's posture emanated frustration.

It grabbed the mask with a pair of tongs and
held it up to the light for inspection. That was when Karl got his
first good look at the sculpted face. It was his daughter’s.

“Madeline!” he cried out in astonishment. Her
face looked older, as Billy’s had, but the change in her appearance
was more than what the mere passing of years could account. Her
nose was now crooked, and she had a new cleft in her chin.

The shadowy figure turned at Karl’s shout.
When it saw him, it threw the Madeline-mask in the quenching
bucket. It made a sound like a thousand snakes hissing at once when
it hit the water.

“You!” the figure shouted. It’s voice was
raspy, like a whetstone grating against a blade. There was surprise
in its tone, and anger. It lunged towards Karl, its giant arm
outstretched and reaching to claw Karl's forehead. Karl shrieked in
terror, and the world began to dim. The last thing he was aware of
was the raspy voice screaming, "You can't run from me. I'll find
you."

 


* * *

 


Karl sat up with a start, breathing heavily.
It took him a moment to regain his surroundings, but once he did he
began to relax. He was safe in camp.

“What’s wrong?” a tired voice asked.

Karl leapt to his feet, his heart racing even
faster than it had from the nightmare. He recognized the voice as
Anne’s, but it was too close. Much to close.

“Hey,” she admonished sleepily, fumbling for
the blanket that Karl had displaced with his sudden movement. The
blanket that they were sharing.

“What the hell were you doing?” he
demanded, his voice angry.

“What?” she asked with genuine confusion. “I
was sleeping.”

“Yes,” Karl nearly shouted. “with me!”

A look of disappointment crossed Anne’s face.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I woke up cold, you were shivering in
your sleep. I don’t know how to start a fire.”

It was only then that Karl became aware of
the nip in the air, and remembered that he had fallen asleep
without a blanket. He turned his back to her, choosing instead to
focus on the surroundings. It was dark out, but a subtle glow on
the eastern horizon suggested that morning was not far off. “We
can’t sleep together.”

There was a pause, followed by “OK.”

He left her to check on his snare and found a
rabbit caught in it. He slaughtered it, finding the act to be more
exhilarating than he typically did. Anne was still awake when he
returned. She looked like she was waiting for him.

“You best get some sleep,” he said as he
dressed the rabbit. “Morning is almost here, and tomorrow’s going
to be long.”

She stared at him as he worked, her nose
wrinkled with disgust. He tried to ignore her. She looked like she
wanted to tell him something, but after a minute she wrapped
herself in the blanket and soon started snoring again.

Karl stayed on guard, and this time did not
fall asleep.

 


* * *

 


By mid-afternoon Karl was beginning to feel a
little light-headed. He had given Anne most of the rabbit for
breakfast, and lunch had merely consisted of a few scavenged
berries and a comb liberated from a beehive. He thought about
nibbling on some of his store of salted meat, but wanted to save as
much of that as possible.

He trudged on. They were once again traveling
in silence, which he was thankful for, but meant he had little to
occupy his thoughts. His movements were automatic. One foot in
front of the other. His mind wandered.

He felt even more lightheaded. It was almost
as if he were floating, just a couple of inches off the ground.
Bobbing along as he went. It was a peculiar sensation, but not
unpleasant. He started floating higher. A foot now. Two. Soon he
felt as if he were among the treetops.

Before he knew it he was not floating, but
soaring. He lost all connection to his body as he flew through the
air, though he did not feel disembodied. He still had a
body, it just wasn’t his body.

He surveyed the landscape below him. From his
height he could see the clearing where they had stopped last night.
He could also see several potential camp sites for the future. He
swooped down lower, just above the trees, and was thrilled to
discover that he could see himself and Anne trekking through the
woods. He tried to shout a greeting, but all that came out was a
loud shriek.

That’s an eagle’s call, he realized.
I’m an eagle.

He recognized that this was odd, but it did
not bother him. Rather he relished it, and let out another joyous
cry. He opened up his wings to catch more air, shooting himself
gleefully upward. The feeling of the wind beneath his wings, the
slight tickle as it blew through his feathers, was the most
exhilarating sensation he had ever experienced.

He caught sight of something that gave him
pause. It was far in the distance, much father, he realized, than
he would ever be able to see with his human eyes. It was just a
speck, a tiny black dot, but the sight of it filled him with
dread.

He took off towards it, tucking in his wings
for maximum speed. He was traveling much faster than before, but he
derived no pleasure from it. He was too focused on his prey, the
tiny spec which was rapidly growing into the shape of a bird. It
was a raven of some kind, and it was heading directly towards Anne
and his human self.

The raven saw him coming and veered off to
evade. Karl adjusted to intercept. They converged.

Karl almost managed to snatch the raven with
his talons, but it dropped away at the last second leaving him
holding on to but a single tail feather. He dove after it.
Plummeting towards the earth in pursuit of his prey, he streamlined
his body and willed himself to descend faster than gravity would
typically allow. As he inched closer and closer to the raven, he
got his first good look at it.

It was no ordinary bird. Its plumage was a
deeper black, to the point where it ceased to be a mere color. It
went beyond absorbing the light which touched it; it inflicted
darkness upon the surrounding world.

Its truly defining characteristic, however,
the one that saturated Karl with an overwhelming need to destroy
it, was its third eye. It was located between and slightly above
the standard two, and was not shaped like the eye of a bird. It was
grotesquely human.

The gap between Karl and the raven was
steadily shrinking, but not as fast as the one to the ground. He
realized he would not close the former before the latter slammed
shut, but he did not break off his pursuit. He was too close
now--if he still had arms he could have reached out and touched
it--and his all-encompassing desire to destroy the abomination grew
to maddening heights with his proximity to it. He would rather dash
himself against the rocks than let up.

The raven stopped.

He could not tell if it was truly
instantaneous. His logical mind screamed that there had to be some
period of deceleration, but all his senses could tell was that in
one moment the raven was hurtling toward to ground at a pace only
slightly slower than his own, and in the next it hung motionless in
the air while he shot screaming past it.

He tried to pull out of his dive, but he
lacked the raven’s unnatural aerial agility. He was going too fast
and could only turn so much. He plunged through the treetops, still
traveling more vertically than horizontally. He struggled to avoid
the large branches, barely noticing the small twigs and leaves that
bit into him as he passed.

For a tantalizing moment he thought he would
make it. He was flattening out nicely, but then his right wing
clipped a thick tree limb. He let loose a cry of pain as the world
went spinning.

He hit the ground at a shallow angle and came
skidding to a halt, his life saved by the thick blanket of wet
leaves that covered the ground. His entire body hurt, but it was
difficult to focus on anything except the throbbing in his wing. It
splayed out from his body at an awkward angle.

He lay on his back with his eyes pointed
skyward, but he was too disoriented by the pain to process what he
saw. So while he did see the black blur hurtling towards him, it
was not until after it struck that he recognized its
significance.

The raven was a wild storm of claws and beak,
scratching and pecking mercilessly and with frightening speed. Karl
tried feebly to protect himself with his good wing. It was a losing
battle, and he soon found himself covered in a hundred tiny cuts.
His once beautiful feathers were broken and matted with blood.

His defense ebbed as his despair grew. Each
blow the raven landed drew more than just blood. He could feel his
will to fight seeping out as well. His hope. His resolve. The raven
took it all from him, leaving him with nothing but a feeling of
coldness.

He resigned himself to death. It would be so
easy, to just give up and slip quietly into oblivion. He idly
wondered what will happen to his body when his mind dies in this
form. Will it die to, or simply collapse to the ground as a
mindless husk? Poor Anne won’t know what happened to him.

Anne.

Something stirred inside him, a tingling of
warmth. He pictured her alone in the woods, standing confused and
crying over his lifeless body as she vainly tried to wake him up.
The image changed to that of his son, trapped forever in a cocoon
of spider silk, his once-vibrant eyes unseeing. Finally he saw the
face of his daughter, so distorted by the blacksmith’s hammer that
it was barely recognizable.

The coldness he felt was no longer absolute.
An ember of wrath burned within the nothingness, and its warmth
grew to fill the void until his entire body felt ablaze. The raven
must have sensed the change, for its attacks became more frantic.
Then they ceased to be attacks at all, becoming instead desperate
attempts to escape.

Karl refused to let it go.

He caught the raven's foot in his beak as it
tried to fly away. He felt a satisfying snap as he bit down. The
raven put up a valiant fight, but Karl managed to wrestle it into a
position where he could seize its body with a talon. A wave of
euphoria washed over him as he plunged his sharp beak into the
helpless bird's third eye, relishing in the pliancy of the flesh as
it parted. The blood that gushed into his mouth was the sweetest
thing he had ever tasted.

 


* * *

 


"...you okay, Karl?" Anne's voice was full of
concern.

Karl blinked, his eyes trying to come to
terms with the discontinuity of his vision. "Huh?" he asked dumbly.
He looked down at his hands and discovered they were, in fact,
hands without a single feather on them. He tested the movement of
his right arm and found it had its full range of motion. The
throbbing pain of it was quickly fading. "I'm fine."

"You seemed to space out there for a
minute."

"Just daydreaming," he said, wondering if it
were so. He had never daydreamed one of those special dreams,
though this had certainly been as vivid. He could still taste the
raven's blood.

They trudged along for another hour before
stopping for lunch. Karl rationed out portions of the salted meat
while Anne collected fresh berries. "Ew, gross," she said staring
down at one of the bushes. "Karl, come look at this."

Hidden underneath the bush was the fresh
corpse of a very large raven. It had a mangled foot, and a large
chunk of its forehead, between and slightly above its eyes, was
ripped out. Karl's mouth watered.

"What could have done this?" Anne asked.

"I don't know," he said. But he did know that
somewhere out there was an eagle with a broken wing whom he owed a
great debt.

 


* * *

 


They came across a fresh pond. Karl wanted to
refill the water skins and keep moving, but Anne insisted on taking
a bath. "I haven't washed in nearly a week," she said. "I'm
disgusting."

"You look beautiful," he said, trying to
hurry her along.

She stared at him stoically, and an awkward
pause stretched out. "Do you really think so?" she asked.

The word "yes" almost escaped his lips before
he realized it. He caught himself, but was left with nothing to
say. She was still beautiful. Painfully so. Just being
around her was almost more than he could stand, and more than once
he found himself looking at her the way he used to. He couldn't
help himself; it was like slipping back into a bad habit.

The years had been very kind to her, and the
curves that he remembered were all still there. She may not be as
pristine as he was used to seeing her--her hair was matted and she
was covered in sweat and grime--but it did not detract from her
appeal. If anything it instilled a quality of homeyness in her,
like the way a pair of leather boots feel after they've been broken
in a bit.

But he couldn't say any of that to her, and
she could always tell when he was lying, so he simply avoided the
question. "Fine, take a bath, but be quick about it. We only have a
few more hours worth of daylight, and I'd like to cover a bit more
ground today."

She nodded slowly, staring at him with an
expression he could not quite read. Karl dropped his eyes, then
decided that it would be a good time to inventory their
supplies.

"I'll be quick," she said. Karl nodded
without looking up from what he was doing.

They didn't have many supplies, so it didn't
take him very long to go through them. They were running low on
food, but he knew that already. Maybe he could do something about
that while they were stopped. "Hey Anne," he called out, "do you
see any fish in..."

He trailed off as he looked up and saw her.
She was knee deep in the water, and had left all her clothes on the
shore. Her exposed backside was facing him in all of its glory, and
his eyes trailed down it by their own volition.

"What?" she asked, and began to turn
around.

Karl spun around as fast as he could. He
could feel his cheeks burning. "Nothing. Forget it. Just enjoy your
bath."

She laughed sweetly at him. "You don't need
to be embarrassed. We are married, after all."

"No, we're not. That officially ended the
moment I committed myself. That was the whole point."

She sniffed at him. "You did that under false
intentions. It doesn't count."

"Intentions don't matter. Only the act
itself."

There was a long pause, then Anne said in a
flat voice, "It's safe to turn around now, if you want."

He turned his head slowly, prepared to snap
it back if Anne's definition of safe differed from his own. She was
deeper into the pond with only her head above the water. She stared
blankly at the shoreline.

Karl approached the pond to see for himself
if there were any fish in it. There were indeed, so he found a long
branch and sharpened the end into a spear. When he was satisfied
with the tip he kicked off his boots, rolled up his pant legs, and
entered to the water.

Anne hadn't moved. "I think intentions
matter," she whispered, but Karl wasn't sure if she was talking to
him or not. She did not look at him, or acknowledge him in any
other way. She said nothing else.
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