Bones Beneath the Moonlight                                                                           Behrendt, 1

Bones Beneath the Moonlight
Hardly a voice at all.  It crept out of that once wondrous mouth only occasionally, its words slow and lethargic, lacking the magic that had once sizzled upon the surface of every syllable.  Now, where once his voice leaped, it crawled and faltered, only repeating one thing, over and over again, hours apart.

Gildan, the Halfling bard, winced as Madaro the Magnificent’s eyes stared vacantly at the ceiling.  Thin strands of daylight were now warming the well furnished inn room, and yet it continued on, as it had the night before.  The great man was still garbed in his rich flowing silk cloak and he was still adorned with the glowing amulet of Atharea, a gift from his best and most influential fan.  Its pale crimson light spilled down Madaro’s chest to make a glow the place where the minstrel’s heart should beat.  Briefly, as they sat, Gildan mused if perhaps the heart to was silent.  If not the heart, the passion, he decided, nodding grimly to the sunlight.  In everyway, Madaro the Magnificent was still clothed for the part, for the great act, the scene of the greatest bard in all the land, one that played for kings and queens and common man all alike.  It was all still there, save one thing: Madaro now spoke with a dead voice.


“Bones beneath the moonlight,” Madaro whispered, ending with a sharp groan of pain and as Gildan watched a sliver of blood began to flow from the great man’s lip as a gnashing sound vibrated through the silence.  The blood gleamed in the light offered by the amulet of Atharea, melding into a pure red that hung there for a second, in a sickly beautiful fashion.


Blinking, Gildan exploded into action as he realized that his teacher was actually in the process of chewing on his own tongue.  “Stop that!” he screamed, meeting his master’s thin gray eyes.  He could see his reflection for a moment in those eyes that had seen and said so much.  He could see his curly blonde hair flapping up and down as he jittered in his panic.  He could see his lute, taller then he, strapped always a bit unsteadily upon his back, its length shaking as he shook there under the gaze of that eye that had seen one thing too many. 


As blood continued to flow, the red lips arranged themselves in a faint smile, and Gildan screamed, his voice cutting into the air, one more note of discord to darken the fell dawn.  Shrill and sharp, his voice resounded throughout the inn.


Heavy footfalls and a rough voice over flowing with a thick Dwarvish accent announced the presence of the inn keeper.  “What’s all this racket then, me lad?!” the inn keeper demanded as he stepped into the room, carrying a huge battleaxe deftly in one hand and a pot of ale in the other.


Gildan pointed,” My master, he’s . . .”


“Having quite a time of things this morning. Hmmm…one o’ me horses once did that when I forgot to give him a bit.  Thought I was a wee bit to heavy, ye see, and when he couldn’t buck me off, he panicked.  Damn suicidal beast, if ye ask me.” As the dwarf spoke, he stepped forward and with rough Dwarven hands, hands that seemed forged of and for forging the very bedrock of the land itself, he plunged those hands forward to attack the great man’s mouth.  A couple moments of labor and the Dwarf stood there struggling.  But at least the groans of pain had stopped. 


“Ah, this ain’t no good.  He’s cut pretty bad.  Oh, I be never hearing the end of this from the lady if I let her favorite do this in me inn.  Boy, stop standing there, and fetch me a bloody priest, right fast, ye here me?  Fetch me a bloody priest!!!” the dwarf roared, his shoulders shaking with the struggle.


Realizing that the words were directed at him, the Halfling sprung into motion, his lute banging against the floor as he moved.  He moved to open the door when the dwarf hollored,”Halt lad! Ye gonna be needin’ this.”  With that he lobbed his axe towards the Halfling who dropped to the floor.  Slivers of wood shrieked as the door flew open, the axe embedded deeply into its frame.  Gildan whimpered.  Timidly, he eyed the axe. His face peered back from the smooth steel surface of the blade, his brow cloaked with wrinkles born of worry for his master and fear of axe wielding tavern owners.


“Lad, grab the daft axe and get ye’re daft self to the daft priest, and if Benjamin gives ye any trouble, ye just give a quick swing and he’ll go right level with ye real fast. Now move lad!  Move!” the dwarf ordered.  Gildan groaned, wondering what madness wandered wild and naked through the world, as he plucked the weapon from the dead wood.  Then he moved past the remains of what had once served as a door into a hallway overflowing with smoke and the fumes of various forms of liquor.  Laughter bubbled up from the stairwell, leading the running Halfling towards the crowded common room.  As he leaped down the stairs he nearly tripped over an ugly one eyed half-elf battling the largest gnome he’d ever seen.  Unlike the other diminutive little gnomes that normally stood eye level with people of Gildan’s stature, this gnome stood just over four feet tall and seemed composed of the very rocks of the world, so grizzled and powerful was his stance.  The half-elf seemed to be having quite a time of things himself.  As Gildan moved past, he kept the axe high in the air, just in case one of the combatants was indeed Benjamin.  His eyes flashed deftly through the crowd, scanning all the occupants for whatever monstrosity bore the name Benjamin, however, all the occupants seemed suitably dour. 
 Shrugging, he moved towards the door that would lead out of the rowdy inn.  Reaching the door, he sighed in relief, thankful that Benjamin had failed to make an appearance.  He reached his hand to turn the doorknob just as a thick shadow fell over his little frame.

“What do you think to do with such an axe, child?” a deep voice boomed down at him.  Gildan spun around to behold shadows twisting in the air, the axe twirling poorly in his hands as he moved.  The heavy weapon banged against the door behind Gildan as the halfing struggled to keep its weight upright, and then, losing all control of the dwarf’s axe, the weapon tumbled downwards to stab deeply into the gnarled wooden floor boards of the inn.  Gildan ignored the loss of the weapon, so mesmerized was he by the figure before him.


“Oh, very good,” the figure declared, shrugging, as it to dropped a dwarven axe into the floor of the inn.  The figure ran a hand through its curly blonde hair, as it gave Gildan a gleeful smile.  Gazing back, Gildan breathed in and out, wondering if the evening could get much stranger.  The Halfling, Gildan’s mirror image in every way, gazed back, and winked.

“That’s what you get for steeling something, right? I mean, that axe didn’t really belong to you, did it?” Gildan’s double stated, chuckling quietly while speaking.


“I didn’t steel that axe!”


“Oh, didn’t you?  Alright then, maybe not, but what about all the other things you’ve stolen in your wretched life?  What about all the people you’ve disappointed?” the other Gildan said, spitting upon stating the word disappointed.  The spittle hung silver in the air for a moment before falling upon the cracked plank of the floor board.  “Oh, I know about all that.  You don’t deserve any of this, now do you?  What have you really done to deserve this?  You disgrace every thing you do, disappoint everyone you see. You might as well admit it and give up.  Throw yourself upon that dwarf’s axe.  Better you then—,”  The double’s words were abruptly cut off as the ugly half-elf leaped upon the replica.


“Doppelganger!” the half-elf screamed, trying to strangle the form of Gildan’s double, which abruptly began to lengthen and change until two ugly half-elves fought. From around the corner came the misshapen gnome. 


“Benjamin’s mine, half-blood! You best step back now!” the gnome said just before the three began a titanic struggle.  Gildan stood there a moment, breathing heavy, and then upon looking down at the dropped axe, buried deep into the floor, he spun about and finally exited the violent inn.

He had to get to the priest and save his master.  Explanations would have to come later.  Yet, explanations he wanted.  Why did the dwarf keep such company in his inn? Glancing back once, he saw the three still fighting.  The doppelganger twisted form again, to become a murky being constructed only of shadows.  From those shadows erupted a voice that flashed harshly out at the fleeing would be bard.


“I’ll be waiting for you, half man. Remember, I will always be waiting for you!”


The voice faded away as Gildan’s feet pounded against the brick pathway leading deeper into the small town.  A steady wind moved through his blonde hair. It felt crisp against his sweaty skin.  The sun lashed down at him, its heat powerful and palpable, its light making his search for the temple all the more difficult.  He moved his hand to block out its blaring light so that he could better scan the area.  In the distance, he heard bells trembling in the air, soon joined by a powerful and haunting chorus.  Recognizing the song as a hymn to some god, Gildan ran wildly towards the noise, his lute scraping and bumping against the brick pathway as his legs pressed forward over and over again.  At last, he stood in the shadow of the temple, its huge mass rising into the sky to at least briefly hide the burning eye of the sun.  The temple was made of old, brittle brick work, that looked to be an architectural miracle, simply for the fact that it stood.  The walls were bare, save a single sign, engraved with the burning moon and sharpened teeth that represented a god, a way of life.

Gildan collapsed upon the ground, as the name of the god tumbled numbly past his lips.  He knew whose temple this was now.  He also knew that likely, due to the small size of the outpost town, it was the only temple to be found for miles and miles. Yet, why did it have to be a temple devoted to this god, of all the gods?


Why did it have to be a temple devoted to the god of the mad?


“Narethes,” Gildan whispered the god’s name.  He clenched his fists and stood still for a moment, but the bell chimed again, and, upon memories of blood and the anguished look in his master’s eyes, he stumbled forward.


The temple had but a single opening into its interior.  As Gildan walked into the mouth of the structure, a blur of stone running downwards just behind the tip of his lute and then a heavy thud marked the simple fact that he was trapped.  Glancing back, he saw a smooth hunk of obsidian engraved with a burning moon and sharpened teeth.  Here, there could be no escape.  Gildan cursed under his breath, the only sound present.  It was as though a great hand had come down to smoother away all signs of life, so abrupt and final was the silence of Narethes abode.  Everywhere silver mirrors hung about the chamber.  Trapped within each was an image of Gildan.  From the center of the room flared an alter glowing with a blue flame that at once warmed and cooled Gildan’s blood. Flashing about an alter spun the flat icy image of a moon and teeth, and as Gildan walked closer, a circlet of fire erupted about the circumference of the sign.  The fire smelled acrid in the small chamber.


Sniffling, the would-be minstrel called out for help.  It was several moments before he received an answer.


“Come to offer that to the fire of madness, child?” the words, crisp and cold, seemed to resound off the surface of a mirror a few feet to Gildan’s left.  Swiveling about, Gildan saw a human sized figure towering above him, with long wild hair and hard eyes.  Upon the man’s back hung the beaten body of a lute; about the man’s form the mud and beer stained clothing of a bard: rich scarlet and purple cloth, a smooth silk cloak.  For a moment, Gildan wondered if the man was about to attack.  Blinking in worry, the figure retreated, and the Halfling breathed easier.


“Well,” entreated the voice, this time from another mirror.  Gazing into that mirror, Gildan found himself observing a chubby version of himself.


“No, I—he needs help.  You have to come quickly.”


“Quickly, quickly, I remain.  Except you shouldn’t.  I sense your doubt.  He senses it.  Appease him now.  Cast it into the fire, before you earn his ire.”


“What into the fire?”


“Your pride, your pride.  Cast it and burn it.  Burn it.  Burn it bright, light your night.” As if in response, the blue flame grew in size, its long snake like body slithering back and forth as a cool breeze slipped forth.  

“All wrong,” Gildan moaned to himself, backing away from the mirror and the circle alike.  As he backed towards the obsidian block, he called out, “Please, you have to help Madaro.  He, I, we need your help.  He’s hurt and you have to help.”

“Sly and spry, the magnificent one needs not Narethes.  Nor Narethes needs magnificence, nor you.  Do you?  Cast it into the fire, before it’s too late.  I warn you, time grows short.”


“What?  If you’re not going to help my master, at least let me out—,” he began, but the blue flame flashed once, the circle of fire faltered, and a creak echoed throughout the chamber.  Footsteps and breathing pounded about the area, and Gildan backed up till he heard wood grind against obsidian.  Abruptly, silver light illuminated the chamber, radiating forth from each mirror, and a young man stood in the center of the mad gods sign, offering the bard a raised eyebrow.  Gesturing with soft, perfect hands, the man beckoned Gildan forward.


“You should have burned the lute when I’d asked.  Now, he’s not going to be happy with you.  Nor with me.  It is not wise to anger the mad one.  I’ve learned that long and well.  My suffering continues on and on.  How I love my god,” he spoke with the same crass voice that had mocked Gildan throughout his short stay at the temple. “It’s a grim life, you know.”


“Please, I haven’t the time for this.  Help me, please.”


“It is grim.  I sit here and preach of his ways, and no one listens.  You, you shadow of magnificence, pluck away at that cracked and useless instrument of yours, and no one listens.  Even Madaro, at his best, no one hears.  Oh, you may think they hear, but what they really hear is only this.” He paused, and silence sat between the two. 


Coming to his senses, Gildan rushed forward to grapple the priest’s blue and silver robes. “Yes, Madaro.  Come now.”


“And help no one hear.  Oh, hardly.  Sit and enjoy this nothingness, minstrel.  Destroy your lute, and rejoice in his name, his calling, his bawling.  Ah, you doubt me.  The mad one does cry, and it is for us, to let us know true lies that he moans and croons.  Occasionally, just occasionally, he will let his cries truly resound through our mortal souls, and then, just maybe, we can have peace and eternity and nothingness.  Blissfulness.  Myth and mourning,” as the priest of Narethes spoke, Gildan felt a rush of wind, and the priest’s eyes began to circle about the room.  At last, he stamped his foot, and pointed to the obsidian block.  A brief rumble, and the way was clear out of the temple. 


“Get out now.  You are both banished from his temple until the debt has been repaid in full.  Oh, don’t look at me like that.  You knew something like this would occur. It was just a mater of time.  Consider it your calling.  Now be gone from my presence, and leave me be.  Being.  Being.  Seeing.  Be gone!” With that, the silver lights began to fade.  Glancing at one of the mirrors, Gildan saw his reflection starring back at him with eyes of pure red.  Shivering uncontrollably, he ran towards the door, all questions fleeing from his mind.  Laughter and the rushing of the wind ravaged the air as he ran, bubbling forth from the chamber.  At last, he found himself fleeing from the mouth-way of the mad.  As sunlight once more came down to warm his clammy flesh, he heard a rumble, announcing the closure of the temple’s entrance.


Choking back a sob, Gildan sank to the ground.  
A hand upon his shoulder made him look up.  Long liquid black hair framed a face that, though clearly human, reminded the minstrel of falcons and hawks.  Her eyes were sharp and searching, her thin frown hungry and disquieting.  Her long chin and thin cheeks, though smooth, held a certain sharpness at the edges, that reinforced the avian notion.  A thin silver robe flowed over her body, except for her cream hued back, which arched rigidly as she stared downwards.  Looking at the hand, he regarded its long fingernails as they dug ferally into his flesh.  Wincing with the pain, he managed to toss her hand off. 

“Who are you?” he asked, looking up a long way to meet her gaze. 

“Someone that your going to listen to--word for word, from now on, forever-- if you want Madaro to remain magnificent,” she told him, her voice monotone.  Shivering again, he got up. 

“You’re a priest of Narethes?”


“I’m no priest.  I am of Narethes, however.  Now, lead on.  I am eager to have you in my debt, child.” As she said the word child, her lips at last turned up in a smile. Looking at that smile, he wondered if he should turn from the accursed town, turn from Madaro, and run until he was far away. “Come.  I think we will get along just fine.”

Repressing the thoughts, he pointed towards the inn.  “It’s this way.  We . . . must hurry.   This way.” Seeing where he was pointing, she shoved the Halfling aside and began to stride towards the inn. 

“Well, come along, child.  It’s this way.  Come along.  We have work to do, and I have so much to show you.” She strode with a quick angry stride, her feet covered in thick black shoes that glimmered darkly in the sun light. 


“Yes,” he managed, panting to keep up. 

“Yes what?” she asked, pausing in her tracks.  He stopped, looking agonizingly in the direction of the inn.  When he didn’t answer, she gripped his shoulder again, her fingernails sharp and hateful upon his flesh. “Yes, my lady.  That is how you will address me in our travels, child.”


He swallowed, and reminding himself that it needed to be only so long as Madaro remained unhealed, he nodded his head and managed a subdued, “My lady.” Smiling again, she moved forward. 
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Where to go from here:

Halfling realizes that only temple in town is dedicated to God of the Mad. Is it really worth it? But then he thinks of how pale his master looked, the blood, and his eyes. He goes. At temple old man…clearly crazy, talks to self, but makes potent comments about all societies (fantasy and real) and eventually says that his girl will help him. Girl is very beautiful. Liquid black hair flowing freely, etc. she is also quite mad. Actually an angel of the god of the mad, but he doesn’t know that. Old man orders them both out angrily, and crazy girl goes with him, holds hands with him and Halfling feels mixed thoughts. They come to save his master, but their will be a price, one that the Halfling must pay…etc.

HAVE OLD MAN CALL GIRL BOY? 6-27-05

SCENE: LIKE FUN HOUSE. LOTS OF MIRRORS. MAKES GILDAN LOOK HUMAN SIZE AND SMALLER AND EVEYTHING IN BETWEEN. MAYBE ONE OF HIS REFLECTIONS CAN TALK TO HIM, MOCK HIM, MAYBE ITS EYES WILL GLOW RED. AND THEN THE PRIEST AND HIS “BOY” WILL STEP OUT FROM BEHIND THE MIRROR. IN CENTER, A SPINNING DISK OF COLOR? SMELL OF ENSENCE? 

TAUNT GILDAN ABOUT HIS LUTE, HIS ILL CARE OF INSTRUMENT, HIS DESTINY TO LIVE IN OBSCURITY AND POVERTY.
Benjamin is just the name the dwarf calls the doopleganger. He represents bad emotions, guilt, and self-inflicted limitations. 

Dwarf will ask where his axe is when Halfling comes back. 

On revision: switch first paragraph to be something more vibrant. X
