Messenger

The stars burned hotly over head as the tiny boy’s frightened reflection stared back at him from within the confines of the crystal ball.  As the silver fire of the heavens flashed and flared above in the night sky, images of terrible things flickered in the crystalline depths.  A great and grisly eye and tentacles snapped men apart in a hungry fervor, blood flowing freely in the air, young Welose saw his form wrapped up by the aquatic beast and then slammed hard into the fury of the ocean….a wild beast of a horse, its hooves warring wildly upon Welose’s brothers face, leaving great bloody welts—Welose raising his hand and a dire radiance exploding forth to burn the hellish horse aside….a laughing skull, ancient and awful magic everywhere, golden regalia….coins and dice falling down hard….the images ensorcelled the Halfling boy.

The court’s mystic laughed darkly at the boy.


“Eh, what do yee see then, boy? Huh? What do yee see?”


Welose stuttered for a moment, and looked again.


He could see a beautiful woman standing before a great unending magical whirl pool.  The woman’s dark black hair swayed with the mystic energy of the portal, her garb, the twisted robes of a dread champion of the Cult of the Cataclysm.  A small demon perched on her shoulder, its hide rough and covered by blood encrusted horns.  Behind and all around the woman, a titanic battle flowed.

“What do yee see boy?!!” 


The Halfling swallowed, but his eyes never strayed from the crystal ball.  His dark curly hair had a slight red tinge in the light offered by the torch scones adorning the shadow filled court yard where the mystic worked.  Welose’s grey eyes, full of fear and wonder, never budged an inch.  His voice, diminutive and afraid, came out as scarce a whisper.

“My mother.”

“And?”

More images flowed in the crystal ball.  Silver armor had a slightly sick greenish cast in the light emitted by the demonic portal.  Still, the outfit of a Crimson Guard was unmistakable.  Sword and shield flowed with a strength and grace that spoke of unbelievable confidence.  Demons rose and fell everywhere, the sword and shield everywhere as well.
“My father.”

“And?”

At last no space separated man and woman, the demons and knights fought all around, but they now faced one another.  The woman braced herself, ready to use her worst magic, and the man prepared himself to launch his blade through her.  And that’s when it happened…a light, a force, twisted wildly about the two and they were simply gone. 

“I don’t…I don’t know?”

“What do you mean you don’t know, you forsaken whelp? The lady has been so kind as to give you some of my precious time so that she may fulfill her promises, and you don’t know? You miserable—,” the mystic’s irritated outburst was cut short by a confident chuckle.

“Welose Whiterose doesn’t know much of anything.  At least that’s what I’ve always found.”  

Welose spun around to confront his brother—his adopted brother, he reminded himself.  His brother the tiefling, the fourth born son of a great house, born out of a second marriage that scandalized the whole upper class and even made a commoner or two blush.  His brother stood tall and proud, towering over the little Halfling.  His great horns and rough skin spoke of his demonic bloodline.  He smiled now as he often did.

“Ah, quite right young master.  That’s exactly my thoughts as well,” the court mystic said.  “I don’t know how many sessions we’ve had to go through.  The lady, her grace, your mother, may all the gods bless her and preserve her, is under some scandalous promise that this boy has worth and that we must mystically examine it.  All a bother and a waste of my precious time, I assure you.” 

“I have some work for you, Weeeeelose.”

“Yes, brother,” the Halfling managed meekly.

“I want you to return this to Sir Edmonds,” the tiefling said, holding forth an ornate ring tipped with a hunk of emerald that glowed softly as though it wished to be whisked away to become one more star playing in the night sky.

“Return? How did you acquire—is that Sir Edmond’s betrothal ring, young master?” asked the court mystic, his stern expression wavering.

“Yes, return.  He must have dropped it some where.  Anyway, enough of your ‘magic’ tonight, little brother.  Time for you to be of service to the family, as we all should.  Follow me, I’ll show where to find Sir Edmonds, and you had best return it shortly before he becomes too worried.”

“Of course…,” Welose managed.

The two walked off into the darkness, and the mystic settled back to examine his crystal ball once more.  He blinked once as he saw a pair of red eyes staring back at him from out of its depths.  

“Oh, bother, blasted visions.  I think I’ve had to much of the fey wine tonight, or mayhast not enough. Ah, never enough….odd though.”

That was the last thing he managed to say, as the crystal ball exploded and something terrible made its presence known.  





* * *

“This way little brother, we are almost there….I’ll race you there!” the tiefling said, and the two boys took off, racing through the shadows of the great garden, the tiefling running slightly ahead since Welose didn’t know where he was going.  The Halfling was slightly conscious and concerned as they tore through the rose bushes, trampling the flowers underfoot, and he was even more alarmed as they neared the prized golden dragon lilies—rare and treasured.  His brother easily flipped over the flowers, but Welose was to short and had to run around the flowers or risk a flogging that the kingdom would talk about till the end of time. 
Merec Manor stood as a tall foreboding force all around the boys.  Carefully crafted statues guarded its walls and terraces, the marble faces arranged in stern gazes that seemed to mock the two, to demand obedience and adult hood of the children.  The tiefling noble laughed and did an easy kart wheel followed by a back flip through a window.  Welose shrug and scrambled up the wall as best he could and through the window.  The floor was a long way down and the Halfling fell down with a crude clamor punctuated by a sharp yowl from one of the plump kitchen cats.  Rising tenderly to his feet, Welose observed the obese feline who hissed and clawed at him with a gusto that sent the tiny boy running as though a demon were at his heels.  Maybe, just maybe, Welose wondered to himself, maybe kitchen cats really were members of the cult of the cataclysm, dread beasts from another hellish dimension, come to ravage the world.

His mother would have rather of liked the kitchen cats then, he figured, darting after his brother who was chuckling before a flight of stairs that descended downwards, into one of the wine cellers in the Merec Manor.  The Merec noble stared at his brother imperiously, white teeth bared.

“You are going to return this ring to him right now. He’s right down there.”
Welose clutched the ring tightly and began hesitantly to descend, the darkness embracing him as he went.  Never once did he think to question his brother, to dare to ask why he must do this.  His brother was a fourth born son from a disgraceful second marriage to a half demon, none-the-less, through his veins flowed noble blood…through Welose’s veins flowed something else altogether.  What flowed through his veins? He wondered as he grasped the railing for a moment to steady himself.  The wood felt old and gnarled, a disgraced reject from the greater world, lucky to have any place in the mighty Merec world…just like him.  Through his veins flowed the blood of some traitorous knight that had run off with a witch queen allied to demons and monsters. His footsteps sounded unnaturally heavy and he breathed slowly in fear of what lay ahead. This was going to be trouble.  His noble brother wasn’t necessarily cruel, but it was just that it was sport and Welose was a plaything, a tool, to shape and send forth as he willed.  It often meant trouble.  Someday his brother was going to lead him into trouble to large to ever escape.  He only hoped to the stars in the heavens that he would somehow step out from the tieflings shadow before it was too late.  There was always too much trouble.

A huge meaty hand grabbed the boy and flung him hard against the cold wall of the cellar.  A humongous figure towered above the boy, one hand easily holding the Halfling aloft, the other hand desperately clutching a flagon of fine wine, crimson liquid leaking wildly into the air from the container. 

“Who are yee then? What yee doing here?”

“Its-its---me—“

“Who?”

“Welose. I  have something for you . . . Sir Edmonds.” Welose couldn’t help but tremble as he smelled the wine on the brutal knight’s breath.  He remembered seeing Sir Edmonds in the tourneys and of the accident the year before, when poor Sir Gigal had been lanced through the eyes by the hulking Sir Edmonds.  Afterwards Sir Edmonds had mumbled something about it being Sir Gigal’s time and a shame and he had  walked off whistling some happy gypsy tune.  

Sir Gigal had always been nice to the little Halfling.
“Well, what do yee have then, whelp?” Sir Edmonds demanded, shaking Welose so hard his bones seemed to clatter together.  Sweet began to water to the surface of his skin, Welose struggled to keep his breath from growing shallow and fast.  He opened his hand to display the emerald ring and the knights eyes grew wide.

“What? Why that’s my engagement ring I gave to lady Desdain.  How did you get that?” A moment passed, and wine danced behind the big ugly brutes eyes.  The next words came out in short punctuated bursts. “How. Did,. You. Get. That.”

“I—it was dropped and—“

With that Welose sundly felt his form being raised high over head and the brutes arm stiffened as he prepare to toss the Halfling child.  “How did you get that? That is my engagement ring…she loves me…how….” The Halflings arms flailed wildly in the air and he called out for his brother, for help, for the stars to lend a hand, for his mother, his father, for anything that could help him.

From somewhere far away came a horrendous scream.  The brute paused, and growling, placed the Halfling down. There was the sharp ring of steel clearing a scabbard and Welose tumbled backwards in fear for his life.  But the knight was done with him, for the time being.  


“Halfling, know that you are finished…know that I will find you once I am done, and make you pay for this smudge to my honor. Know that you have made a powerful enemy today! For now, I must defend Merec Manor and your miserable hide will last a while longer, dog!” He spat downwards at Welose, and then charged up the stairs. 


Welose stood alone in the cellar, crying to himself, everything cold and surreal as screams began to erupt above him in Merec Manor. 






* * *


Time froze and the darkness spoke.


“What would you do for a single chance?”


“A chance for what?”


“If you can ask that, you are not ready yet. A shame, you had such potential.”


Powerful hands grabbed him and Welose shrieked.


“Brother, oh bother, what on earth has gotten into you?” came his brother’s aristocratic voice, like a smooth canter of mead being poured.  The tiefling’s eyes seemed to glow with an unholy light in the ebony air. “Who were you talking to? Did Sir Edmonds cause you to finally loose it…listen…I shouldn’t of sent you down here by yourself, and, well—“ he paused, obviously struggling beneath noble pride to deep to imagine—“And, I’m sorry…alright…you hear that…I’m sorry. There! That knight looked crazed. But that’s not important right now. We’ve got to get out of here. Something’s coming this way…something…I don’t know…can’t you feel it? Its making my skin shiver.  A bunch of knights ran out to confront it, and none of them returned. I just heard them scream and…oh, shhh…listen….”


There was the sound of the door screeching closed and then footsteps began to come from the stairway above.  Heavy and horrid, the sound hung in the air, and Welose realized that his brother was trembling.


If the tiefling, always so sure, always so confident was scared, they hadn’t a chance.


Whispering now, the tiefling said,”Listen, little brother, I’ll draw the thing out.  Heh….maybe I can give it a slip somehow…you, you don’t stand a chance. Prepare to run for your life when it goes after me. Till Now, hide over here.”  With that, the noble shoved Welose behind a barrel of wine and the roguish tiefling scrambled forward towards whatever it was.


“Hey, you—ugly!  You slow stupid thing! Oh, no….damn its fast. Run!!!!” the tiefling was running now and Welose could see something massive, its scales glistening, its talons red with blood, running fast past.  


“One final chance. Embrace your destiny and heed us that have always been with you, rise and grow to serve our cause, or watch now as your brother is rent apart…and you will follow…just as everyone in this doomed household will follow. Or stand now and agree to a pact and have the power of the very stars!”


“I agree.”


Welose rose, feeling something strange and alien within struggling to escape.  The monster had trapped his brother in the corner, and he was raising huge clawed talons to gut the tiefling when the newly born warlock opened his hands and let a dire radiance burst and break against the beast.  Arcane fire burned everywhere for a moment, the very cellar seemed the heart of the sun, and the creatures agonized growls were the only thing in the air save the sund rush of liquid like fire.


Dizzy from the outburst of power, the Halfling collapsed. 


Welose shut his eyes in pained exhaustion. It was several long moments before Welose heard his brothers voice.


“I am…alright, brother.” The Halfling managed. “I am alright.”


The tiefling helped his brother rise, and together the two left the darkness and stepped back into the light.  The stars shone more luminouse than ever before, they seemed to call to Welose, reminding him that fate had more in store, that he had promises to full fill.  Yet, where the promises would lead him, he knew not.  


Only the stars knew.

Epilogue: The Merec household quickly returned to normal. A few knights and a court mystic had fallen to whatever the monstrosity was…other than that, no one was hurt, really.  Upon inspecting the monsters remains they found that it was a creature from the cult of the cataclysm.  Some speculated that it had something to do with the lady tiefling that ruled over the household…others in the know wondered if it had something to do with the strange Halfling child, whom rumors held had some relationship with the cult as well. His new found Warlock powers only added to those rumors…however, the lady fulfilled her promises to Welose’s mother and put him in training to gain control over his powers.  His master trained him in the use of his powers and taught him much of the workings of the universe, though even he could not decipher the will of the star pact and where it would wield Welose.  Welose felt a mounting anxiety and preasure as he trained until he could stand it no longer.  He knew that his destiny lay elsewhere, and he had to leave. Suprisingly, his brother also had thoughts of leaving, so when the opportunity came, he accompanied his brother. However, in his dreams, he knew that his destiny must ultimately rise, and that he must someday step out of his brothers shadow and fulfill the wishes of the pact.


Welose usually sleeps very little.

