Chapter One

Lightening flashes brightly and thunder booms loudly as a lone traveler tries to get his mount to gallop faster.  The stallion manages to pick up more speed, but not enough to out run the menace that is closing fast.  Rain falls even harder now, like a thousand little pellets falling from the sky, soaking both rider and horse to the bone.  Quickly looking behind him, hoping beyond hope to see nothing back there, the rider just barely stays in the saddle as lightening strikes a tree just several feet in front.  The horse almost comes to a full stop, but he manages to get the steed going again at a full gallop once more.  A loud sound can be heard from behind as the pursuer laughs deeply at the hapless victim.  The smell of fear drives him to catch its prey all the more.  As the sky lights up with the storm’s animosity, the man’s eyes seem too wide for their sockets as he desperately tries to get away from the predator of the night.  He once again tries to look back as another flash casts enough light to see clearly in the darkness.  It’s not another person giving chase, after all, but something more sinister.  In the quick light he can see, not a face, but bone with pulsating veins beneath a black hood of a cloak.  The creature cackles vehemently, revealing teeth that would give anyone a chill up their spine.  Dark blood begins to drip from its lipless sneer as it tackles its victim.  The two collide with the ground as the horse just keeps on going; not realizing its rider is gone.  

The screams are deafening, as the man is pulled apart.  His fear quickens, as he is a witness to his own demise.  He watches helplessly as his heart is ripped from his chest and devoured by the evilness that has decided to make him it’s dinner.  The pitch of his screams becomes shrill as he feels the life-giving blood that once gave him life now flows from the wounds.  The thick, richly red blood runs freely out of his chest, penetrating his skin like a fever.  Pain encompasses his extremities, where they once were anyway, as his life slowly seeps out and into the ground.  The creature dissects him quickly, letting its victim watch like a patron of a play.  Making him watch as it relishes in making his insides a delicious meal, as a king would consume rare caviar from some exotic location.  As the life slowly comes to a halt, the last bit of blood trickles from the wounds like a turned off well, the man’s gaze of absolute horror is frozen in time.  His skin is cold to the touch and his face will hold the strained look of excruciating pain for eternity.  The mouth, almost inhuman now, is caught forever in a scream.  And the life that once inhabited this man now begins to take shape in another.

The harsh rain falls upon the evil that is giving birth to a new form as lightening lights up the sky again and again.  It’s face transforming in the ambient light from above, as if rebuilding the tissue that once covered the bone in the distant past.  Fangs glint in the night as it smiles, arms lifted as if trying to touch the angry sky.  The ground shakes furiously as foreign words are shouted to the heavens above.  Lightening strikes the cloaked evil repeatedly, creating such an electrical charge that the newly reformed tissue glows softly with pale light.  Then, within the blink of an eye, it’s gone as rain saturates the lifeless body left to rot.
ChapterTwo

As the sun makes its way above the eastern horizon, birds sing to announce the birth of yet another new day.  Last night’s rain brought renewed life to the ground, providing for the plants and animals alike.  The scent of spring’s first rain lingers in the morning air as the borough comes to life, ready to begin its hustle and bustle of markets and farming.  The sounds of pigs and chickens can be heard as they are taken to market for selling.  And the smell of freshly cooked ham drifts from the tavern as its owner opens for the day’s first meal.  Down at the livery, the men prepare the horses for the next sentry watch about to come on duty.  And get the stalls ready for those coming back from the long night watch.  Both men and horse will be tired and hungry upon arrival, not knowing whether they should eat or just go to sleep.  With the storm last night, extra guards were posted in case anything should go amiss during the tempest.  

But, in one home, someone is waking up to find herself alone.  Her spouse has not yet returned from his hunting the day before.  The small one room shack seems to be unsettling, too quiet and empty to her.  She recalls the fierceness of the storm during the night and figures that her husband took refuge from the squall within the forest, and would return this morning.  With warm weather arriving, hunting should be abundant.  This past winter had been lean for everyone, with all the snow that fell and all.  The woman sits on the edge of the bed, smiling as she hears the sweet music of the springtime birds returning to nest in the trees that line the cobbled streets of Keiss.  Now, that is a soothing sound to hear as one rises in the early morning light filtering through linen-covered windows.  And that cool breeze, refreshing and invigorating as it ripples through the trees and sneaking into the room.  The woman lifts her arms above her head in a stretch, relieving the tightness in her shoulders and back.  Spring is here and she can once again start to keep active so her aging body can keep up with the farming that will inevitably need tending to.

The small groups of children that live here in Keiss are already outside, playing in the puddles left by last night’s rain.  Their shrieks of laughter fill the air as they splash each other gleefully.  As the local merchants make their way to market with their wares, the smile happily to see the children able to get outside to have fun.  After the long winter, everyone is glad to be able to be outside again.  One boy decides to find a box to stand on and jump off of, landing on his bottom in the middle of a rather large puddle.  His sister runs over and starts to jump up and down, splashing him all the more and giggling without hesitancy.  He reaches over and trips her, sending her to the ground to join him.  After doing so, he snickers, only to find out that she’s no longer that a happy, giggling girl she was only moments ago.  But a girl who has a fire in her eyes, like the red hair that flows down her back like a waterfall into a lake.  She punches her brother square in the jaw and then smiles as he admits defeat.  Whoever said that a girl couldn’t stand up for herself was only admitting his own defeat as a child with his own sister!  The older brother jumps up and runs home crying as his sister just sits in the puddle smiling, having not a care in the world that her skirts are now dirty.   On the other side of the street, a man chases after a chicken that has gotten away from him.  The children turn their attention to the clucking and commotion.  The man hears the chiding and turns to the children and snarls.  As they run off screaming, the man chuckles to himself, not worried about the lost chicken.  Up the street a way, near the main road that runs through the village, a man and woman are herding several cows to the market square for selling.  The bells around their necks clanging as they slowly move along.  The man is yelling back at his wife to keep better control of the group, as one of the stragglers begins to wander off.

Not too far away, another woman is just waking up to the sounds of laughter and the calling of the birds to one another.  A smile creeps over her tired face as she listens to the music of spring.  The thought of walking barefoot through the cool grass warms her heart.  Granted, running through the snow is quite enjoyable but warmer weather insures more fun.  Nature calls to her heart, beckoning her home and old memories have haunted her in the dream world.  She misses the romps in the forest with her grandfather and the way he would call to her in the night.  His howl, with its mournful two-pitched twang, calling up to her grandmother in the heavens now leaves her chilled inside.  Every now and then, Grandmamma will come to her in dreams, grooming her fur tenderly.  Teaching her the ways of old, but never forgot.  Keeping the Spirit alive in Tressa MacBean gives Molly great joy.  And Angus does miss his mate, taken from him so early on by a lycanthrope hunter.   

She throws the blanket back as she sits up and rubs her rested eyes.  While reaching for her robe, she sees a bird on her windowsill.  As its song is carried to her ears on a soft breeze, she smiles warmly.  Pulling on the robe, she heads over to the table, spying a bowl and a flask of water.  She softly sings along with the bird’s melody, harmonizing perfectly, as she fills the bowl half way with water.  Then places the water filled bowl in the window for the bird to bathe in.  And she hopes that it will nest in the tree behind her home, just as it did last summer and the summer before that.  To have the animals live so close to her, eases the yearning she feels to be living in nature once again.  Like she had as a small child, before her father lost his mind.  The last few years before her parents’ death were turbulent, if not worse.  The beautiful woman that her mother once was had faded to the deepest memories of her past.  Her father tapped her for all her strength, and once he found out what Tressa was . . . 

She kneads the bread dough, preparing to get ready for baking.  Her turn today, she thinks to herself as she plays with the doughy mess on the table.  Tressa has always found kneading dough to be quite a good stress reliever.  Take one’s tensions and anger out on the dough, making the situation productive rather than destructive.  As she works her fingers, there is an urgent rapping at her door.  She places the dough on its respective pan and covers it with a small piece of linen before answering the door.  As she opens the small slat in the door, she immediately sees Lilly with a very worried and strained look upon her face.  Tressa opens the door quickly and she rushes into the house crying uncontrollably.  Seeing Lilly so distraught makes Tressa’s heart sink into her stomach, like being dropped into a bottomless pit.  She pulls a chair out and helps her friend take a seat before her shaking body falls to the floor.  

“What’s wrong Lilly?”  Tressa asks softly, her hands on the woman’s shoulders.  
