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Under the burning afternoon sun, a fetid night lived on within the crumbling, 

senescent walls of a seer’s hut; a dim and wretched sore on the verdant face of an isolated 

forest village, which had become a brief encampment for an army marching to war. 

The hut was avoided by the soldiers setting up tents and lighting fires. A seeping 

unwholesomeness kept the transient hordes of men at bay until one hulking figure, clad in 

a faded and dirty green tunic under a mail shirt, fastened overall with a cracked leather belt, 

stooped into the doorway and disappeared into the grimy shadow of the thatched roof. 

“Are you a witch?” the soldier asked of a figure crouched in the gloom. The air 

was heavy with thick smoke and the smell of rot and decay. “I hear you are a seer and a 

spell-caster.” 

A small crack of stone on stone and an unsteady grinding was the only reply. 

“Speak hag! I march to war and would march to certain victory if I might, in some way, 

secure it aforetime. I am willing to pay a price.” 

The squat shadow of the man which spilled in before the high sun outside was 

swallowed by the dark of the room as the door shut behind him. The rays of the sun 

vanished as if pulled out of the world altogether. “Victory is not mine to give,” said a thin, 

rasping voice from the corner of the room. “But I know of one who may take it from any 

man; one that drinks the blood of men as chasms drink the rivers of the world.” 

Silence mingled with the smoke in the room. The tip of the soldier’s sword tapped 

the leather of his boot as he shifted. “What have you to pay this price? You look to me to 

be the son of a man forgotten even before his death. Tell me, how is it you demand this of 

me?” 

“I would offer myself; my very life, if it is worth anything to you or to the one that 

may help me. Is life not valuable to the dead, regardless of its standing among other men?” 

A hollow, grating laugh made the beads on the sunken chest of the seer rattle. “I 

am not dead, foolish boy, though I know death well enough. But you speak better than 

you know. Ignorance often strikes closer to truth than wisdom,” she croaked. “Sit by the 

fire and we will see whether this life of yours earns you anything.”  

He sat on the earthen floor within the heat of the flames. The withered and ancient 

figure took a small bowl from a shelf on the wall and threw its contents into the fire. Then 

all was a confusion of dense smoke and dark visions. Words that the soldier knew not 

made him sicken and groan as they were spoken into the rank fire that now danced toward 

the ceiling. The flames leapt from the hearth and raced round him like many eyes, piercing 
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him where they might, searing him and burning into his flesh. The soldier’s mouth gaped 

and his throat rattled, but no cry was heard. Then he was swallowed; eaten alive, though 

his body lay where it was beside the foul fire in the seer’s hut. 

Later that night, a figure walked out of the hut’s doorway. It lumbered through the 

camp and slumped onto the grass by dying embers, its eyes never once fixing on any 

object. There it sat through the night, awake and unmoving, awaiting the march to war 

when the sun once more mounted the hills behind it. 

……………… 

I felt a little queasy as I walked up to the uniform hooks by the elevator. The lack 

of sleep was taking its toll on me. I slipped my jacket and pants on, grabbed my helmet 

and light, and rode the elevator all one thousand feet down into that black pit that I knew 

so well.  

I trudged down the manway and got to work. Hours went by before it happened 

again, just a wave of odors this time. The air smelled suddenly of food. There were strong 

wafts of mint, thyme and bay leaves, apples and figs and pungent cheese. Then, the heavy 

smell of spiced meat and smoked fish overwhelmed me. There was an exotic and far-away 

quality to it, but it also felt strangely comforting. It was followed by the smell of horses 

and dust, mixed in with the food. 

I stood there in the mine shaft, smelling all this, when I realized that it was 

completely dark. My light had gone out. I came to my senses, knocked on my helmet, and 

it flickered back to life. It revealed roughly hewn walls stretching away into the earth, iron 

cart tracks gleaming in the warm light of the revived bulb, and I remembered where I was. 

I went back to work and shook off the odd, lingering feeling of nostalgia that tended to 

follow these episodes. 

A week later, I was back in the tunnel, a little further down the way, when I was 

pulled into another waking dream, this time composed entirely of sound. I heard a soft, 

steady rustle, like a breeze blowing through a field of tall stalks. Birds cried in the air high 

above, and the peace of standing in an open field settled on me.  

Then, voices faded in and it seemed that the solitude of the field was enveloped by 

a thronging crowd. There was yelling, laughter, arguing, snatches of songs, but all in a 

language I could not understand or recognize. Heavy wheels rolled over gravel, knives 

clacked against boards, heavy thuds of weighty objects hitting the ground rhythmically 

punctuated the ambient noises, and indistinct music floated above it all. 
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The same feeling of familiarity swept mysteriously over me. That feeling, however, 

was interrupted by a sudden disturbance in the mood of the sounds. The steady music of a 

scene playing out in its intended fashion erupted into discord. A sense of panic bubbled up 

before it all washed away as suddenly as it had come, and I was alone in a dark tunnel 

again, shaken and disoriented. The feeling of inexplicable nostalgia lingered no longer. 

Rather, a sense of foreboding hung over me. The rest of the day passed slowly and 

uneasily. 

That night during dinner, I avoided talking about work and ate in noticeable 

silence. I went to bed earlier than usual, though it took hours to fall asleep. 

………………. 

“Have you seen Hathus?” 

“Yes, I have.” 

“Has something happened to him? He is much changed. He speaks to no one and 

pays heed to nothing. He has marched in silence since we set out from our last 

encampment, and has a fell look about him I’ve not seen before.” 

“Yes, you’re right. I have noticed it. He has always been foolhardy, but now he 

looks fey and dangerous and I do not know why. I spoke to him this morning, but he 

ignored me.” 

“Dangerous indeed. After the last fray, he was reprimanded by Geberic for hewing 

bodies of fallen men as they lay dead upon the ground. There was a madness about him 

during the fighting. I fear for him and for us; for anyone fighting either with or against 

him.” 

“It’s a wonder he hasn’t been removed from the company for his rashness and ill 

temper. Geberic isn’t one to stand for unruly men in his ranks.” 

“Even the officials have fallen prey to the fear of him. Besides, on the battlefield 

he cuts through men like grain. Men of war do not dispose of effective weapons merely 

because they are dangerous.” 

“So now we must all not only fight alongside some cruel animal, but sleep and eat 

and make camp with it as well? I like it not. What in the name of all the gods happened to 

him?” 

“I am sure I do not know, and I do not think there is one who does. He is no 

longer a man that merely fights battles, but rather, some fell beast that breathes them and 

is restless when no one is under his blade.” 
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………………. 

It had been a few days since my last hallucination in the mines. I was working in a 

tunnel that had just been sprayed down, when it suddenly grew bright. The dull grey walls 

of the shaft disappeared in a flash of light. After my eyes adjusted, I found I was squinting 

out at a small village, drenched in midday sun. Small, rustic houses were scattered about 

among pens of goats and mules. Dirt roads wound away through fields full of crops. 

People in short, loose-fitting tunics went about their work, feeding animals and hauling 

goods. It looked like a scene from a movie, yet the visions, when they came, were always 

completely silent, and I observed it all without the slightest sound to accompany the sights. 

Then, as soon as the familiar sensation of comfort came upon me, it fled again. As 

did the people, into homes and shelters, scrambling to get out of sight from some unseen 

menace. Clouds poured across the bright sky and I went cold, down to my center, as some 

terror rolled over me like a silent, mounting wave. Then it was gone, and I was alone in the 

mine again, sweating and shaken. That formless dark haunted my drive home. 

“Could it be from gas in the mine? You don’t think it’s some kind of seizure you’re 

having, do you? If you lost consciousness down there alone, you could die!” Regret, both 

for telling my wife about my hallucinations, as well as for having waited so long to do so, 

stabbed at me. 

“I don’t think it’s anything like that. I feel fine otherwise. Maybe I’m just exhausted 

and dozing off at work. It ain’t a big deal. I just thought I’d tell you is all. If I’d have 

known it’d upset you so much, I wouldn’t have said anything.” 

“If this is going on, you’d damn well better say something! You should have said 

something back when this all started. You need to see a doctor about this before 

something happens to you.” 

“Honey, come on. Don’t overreact.” 

“Don’t tell me I’m overreacting! I never wanted you down in those horrible mines 

to begin with, but to have you losing your senses when you’re down there is beyond 

dangerous. This family can’t afford to lose you. Tell me you’ll get this checked by a doctor. 

Please.” 

So I called a doctor. 

………………. 

Whispers ran through the towns and villages, both before and behind the legions 

of men marching across the land. Of one man in particular, the people spoke most: a man 
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reckless and wild; inhuman in battle, and feared even by his own countrymen. Stories crept 

around the ring of every fire and across the top of every table of a warrior that could not 

be killed, but whose sword could cleave a mountain from its roots; a soldier of bizarre 

power that ate men upon the battlefield and carried no shield, who swung a great sword as 

if it were but a reed. 

Men that combed the fields for the dead to be buried after battle would find 

bodies here and there, ripped apart as if by animals, split open and strewn across the turf, 

missing pieces and defiled. The dread that crawled over the land left no ear unvisited. 

…………………. 

“How often do these episodes occur?” 

“Well, a few times a week, I’d say. They’ve started coming more frequently lately.” 

“When did they begin happening?” 

“Probably about six to eight months ago.” 

“You really should have told someone about this sooner. It’s dangerous to have a 

condition that renders you unconscious or semi-conscious while doing the work you do.” 

“They weren’t always this bad, though. Used to be just random smells or sounds, 

and the visions were pretty short, and harmless enough. I thought I might have just been 

having some sort of daydream or something.” 

“I see. Have they changed in any way, other than frequency?” 

“Yeah. They’re a lot more vivid. Like, sometimes I don’t realize it’s just a 

hallucination at first. I used to be able to tell right away, but now it’s more like a dream. It 

feels real at first, but then I eventually notice how strange it is, and realize something’s 

wrong.” 

“Are there ever any negative feelings associated with them? Are they representative 

of people or situations in your day to day life?” 

“They used to always feel weirdly familiar and sort of comfortable. Nostalgic, even 

though they’re nothing like my life at all. It always seems to be some place way back in 

history or something, like in a movie about ancient times.”  

“Could it be connected to a vacation to a foreign place you went on as a child? 

Maybe a movie you watched often at a young age?” 

“Nah, nothing I can remember anyway. We never went anywhere and I didn’t 

watch many movies as a kid, mostly just helped on the farm. Didn’t have a TV at home. 

The hallucinations are totally bizarre but familiar at the same time. I can’t explain it any 
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better. And recently they’ve been turning to kinda nightmares at the end. They always get 

real scary right before they go away.” 

“Hm.” 

I never liked going to doctors, and being in a psychiatrist’s office made me terribly 

uncomfortable. But our usual physician had said he saw nothing wrong with me. If 

anything, I was remarkably healthy, given what I do for a living. So, I was referred to 

someone that could look for mental symptoms. I felt like I was under a microscope and 

hated it. 

“Well, does this make any sense to you? ‘Cause it sure doesn’t make any sense to 

me.” 

“It sounds like a coping mechanism gone wrong. You spend large amounts of time 

in an environment with very little sensory stimulation. It’s dark and quiet and you say 

you’re often alone. Is that right?” 

“Yeah, I sometimes work ahead doing safety checks, and end up pretty far down 

the manways by myself.” 

“Mm-hm. It sounds like, in these moments in which your mind has little or 

nothing to grasp a hold of externally, it fabricates something to take hold of internally. I 

think as time goes by, and your mind becomes more readily able to subconsciously create 

and manipulate these sensations, chain reactions start happening. The hallucinations are 

unexpectedly vivid, which causes the mind to react defensively.” 

I was getting tired of this prattling explanation. It felt patronizing to have someone 

explain my own thoughts to me. Especially someone that I’d never met and who clearly 

had no idea what kind of life I’d had. A person whose version of a hard day looked to be 

comprised of calling an auto service to change a flat tire for them and spilling their 

morning coffee. 

“After a while, instead of just turning the episodes off at a certain point, as your 

mind once did, it remains engaged while reacting in instinctive fear of the intensity of the 

dreams. This fear spurs your mind to then imagine something terrible, which initiates 

another shock. All these things happen almost instantaneously in your imagination and 

may feel out of your control, but they are your own thoughts, as alien as they may seem. 

Perhaps some deeply hidden memory accounts for the familiarity, but then again, that may 

be nothing more than...” 
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I couldn’t listen to him any longer. It sounded like rot and didn’t fit with what I 

felt at all. Besides, there was a dense smell of cardamom invading the room and I drifted 

off toward it, returning to the present with just enough patience to tell him I had to be 

going, but would let him know if I needed to talk again. 

I think he knew that wouldn’t happen. 

…………………. 

“Ah, that was a hard-earned victory. Some of these Romans are made of sterner 

stuff than they seem.” 

“Yes, we lost more than we had expected, but there is spoil enough in this little 

place to soften the blow somewhat. Where is Hathus? He disappeared when the fighting 

lessened, and I’ve not seen him since.” 

The commotion of a boisterous quarrel broke out behind a small stable. Amid 

slaughtered horses and shattered fencing, the hulking warrior of recent legend was 

cornered by a half-dozen of his fellow soldiers. In one hand was his long broadsword, 

thick with congealing blood and gore and hair. In the other, a heart cut from the body of a 

fallen man from the town they had just decimated. His chest was heaving under his mail 

shirt, and his eyes, glazed with blood-lust, moved from face to face of the men 

surrounding him. 

“In the name of the gods, Hathus, what are you doing? We needed those horses 

that you, in your infernal madness, have cut apart for the devil’s delight! And get rid of 

that heart; you’re becoming a monster! They may call us barbarians, but we don’t need to 

become demons of our own accord!” 

At this, Hathus stretched a leering grin across his smudged face. He raised the 

heart above his head, opened his mouth under it, and squeezed the dark, viscous blood 

from it, which drizzled over his beard and into his mouth. The men remained still, 

watching in disgust and growing fear.  

The blood-caked warrior lowered his gaze back to the stunned eyes of the now 

thoroughly horrified soldiers, the lurid grin still gashed across his face. “A demon, you say? 

Yes, I rather like the sound of that.” 
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With that, he spun around, swinging his blade in a wide arc, and buried it into the 

man nearest him, cleaving from the base of the neck down to the sternum. Gore sprayed 

as the body collapsed in a grotesque heap on the ground.  

The other men leapt back as Hathus stood there defiantly, rooted like a great hill in 

the gathering dusk. “There are some who say that those whom I taste are never rid of me. 

And may it be true, for I have had my fill of men!” At this, the soldiers scattered. The 

warrior that had now become a mere creature of terror bellowed a laugh at the backs of 

the retreating men, and the stories ran more rampant than ever before. 

…………………. 

“Jenny, I did go to the doctor. I went to two of them, and neither one did anything 

to help me. They didn’t even know what they were talking about. I’m telling you, I’m all 

right!” 

“No, you’re not! You’ve been telling yourself that long enough now that I think 

you believe it. But even if it were true, I’m not all right! I’m tired to death of waking up to 

you screaming in the middle of the night. These aren’t just dreams; dreams don’t do this to 

a man. You barely eat, you’re skin and bones, and these fits or hallucinations or whatever 

they are hardly leave you alone anymore.” 

“All right. I know, they’ve gotten worse. But as soon as I hear back from one of 

these other jobs and can get away from the mine, I’ll be fine. It’s just a matter of time.” 

“But it isn’t just in the mine anymore. You can’t even drive a car because there’s 

no telling when you might pass out, or for how long it’ll last.” 

“Well, what the hell do you want me to do? Spend every last dime we have on a 

shrink that’ll just tell me how interesting it all is, and to please come back and tell him 

more about it next week? I’m trying my best here, I really am, but I can’t control it. I just 

need to get out of the mine. If I can get another job, this’ll all be ancient history in another 

month or two.” I laid my head on the cool surface of the dinner table as my wife leaned 

against the kitchen counter, looking pale and drawn. 

“We can’t live this way for another month, or even another week. I’m scared! I’m 

afraid for you and for me and the kids and what might happen if...” 
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But I never heard what else she was afraid of. I was back in the bright noonday sun 

of that small village, busy with livestock and wagons. The old familiarity was stronger than 

ever, and I truly felt like I was at home. 

Then, I noticed something else: the sound of goats bleating and wagon wheels 

crunching over pebbles in the dirt road. I could hear it. I could hear everything. Birds sang 

in the olive trees across the way, and in one of the houses, the conversation of two men 

spilled into the street.  

The words weren’t foreign and incomprehensible anymore. They were talking 

about a new stall in the market that sold grapes from a couple towns over, that were 

nowhere near as good as the grapes Hortensius grew right here in town. 

I walked across the dusty, open area between the houses, up to a broad, well-

traveled road. I noticed wagons rolling toward a marketplace, loaded with richly scented 

spices and sweet-smelling fruits. The anxieties and fears of that distant, dirty kitchen were 

so far away that I was barely aware of them anymore. 

And then another familiar sight. Fruit tumbled off of wagons and rolled across the 

road. Mothers clutched small children to them and ran, streets emptying and doors closing 

all around me. I turned and saw a cloud of dust racing toward me and the town. The 

thunder of hooves gathering like a storm, cries of pain and sudden grief drowned out by 

the roaring voices of fierce men in the throes of violence. 

I ran and hid by a stable, peeking around the corner, helpless and terrified. Horses 

heavy with muscle, armor, and mounted men raced by in a swirling chaos. Roof thatch 

blazed up here and there, and the smell of smoke blotted out all else. 

A dismounted soldier entered the house across the street from where I stood. 

Shouts and sounds of struggle rang from the windows, and then I watched a man, 

bloodied and pale, come tumbling out of the doorway. He began dragging himself out into 

the road, clawing at the dust and wailing. 

The tumult of the scene rushed around me as I stood affixed, like a stone in the 

midst of a swirling river. 

A sudden jolt woke me from the stupor. I lurched forward, and my shoulder 

burned. A deep, shattering pain shot through me. I looked down and saw the tip of a 

broad sword jutting out the front of my chest. Blood rolled over my tunic and dribbled 

onto my feet. I turned my head to look behind me, but just then the blade twisted and 
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jerked out of my body. It felt as though everything in me was rushing out in a hot torrent. 

I dropped to my knees before falling face down into the dirt.  

Blackness smote upon me, enveloping me like a reeking shroud, and I gasped 

under the stifling weight of it. I felt death pour over me like a cold, sickening oil. And 

then, as if it were a phantom floating in the opaque fog, the face of a young, heartbroken 

woman, that pale, drawn wife of mine from another strange time, passed by, weeping as it 

drifted away. 

Out of the billowing and choking gloom reared other faces from other times: men 

and women, children and elders, pale and wan, dark and sun-beaten, and I knew them all. 

Faces of lovers, parents, children, all scattered across the ages of the world. All mourning 

me and weeping, each one gliding away into the murk until I was aware of nothing but the 

festering black. 

Then there they were, like two lanterns of sickly light burning in the dark, and I felt 

a presence behind them. I twisted away from it, but was held fast. Their gaze seared into 

me and I longed to cry out in the agony of it, but there was no breath in me. So my mind 

cried out instead, who are you? 

A voice rippled through my mind, rolling through my being like a deep wave of the 

sea, “Have you forgotten again? We know each other, you and I. I met you just before the 

fall of Rome.” 

In that instant, I was back in the glaring sun of that rural village once more. Over 

me stood that hideous figure wrapped in a green, blood-stained tunic, wielding a dripping 

blade in on hand and my own, unbeating heart in the other. He grinned down at me as I 

lay there, and never had I seen anything so vile or wicked as that face. My head dropped to 

the dust and the last thought that flashed through my mind, like a streak of lightning, was 

the true name of the one that took me and the terrible, crushing weight of its presence. 

…………….. 

A small, shrill cry echoed in the darkened corridors of one house of a long line of 

crowded houses along the coast of Agadir. The sweetest cry a parent ever hears: the cry 

made with the first breath of their new child. The slight, glistening form of an infant was 

laid on the stomach of a radiant mother, their breasts rising and falling together as she 

consoled it. She beamed a new love over it in glowing bliss as a new father gazed on 

through tired, joyful eyes.  
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The babe’s eyes opened and it peeked out at its new world. The mother, lost in 

love, set it to breast and committed herself anew every moment to adoring her new 

treasure. But the father, gazing over her shoulder, caught sight of something in the child 

during that brief glimpse of its naked eye. It seemed as though it were being crushed with 

some great burden of sorrow; it ached with more pain than he had ever seen in another 

human’s eyes. 

The eyelids snapped closed again as the child began to nurse, and when they 

opened again there was only freshness and innocence there. The father forgot about that 

moment of impossible grief. A new life had been set in motion, and many eyes were fixed 

upon it. 


