
The night.


A time of mystery.  A time when the dwellers of the day, with their narrow views and their narrow minds, huddled in their homes and huts and hid from the darkness.  It was the time when those who walked the edge took their places, the time of the bold, the time of the strong.

His time.


Again, it was nothing like home.  He squatted down on the tall parapet and looked down on a large city filled with slate roofs, feeling the chilling bite of a raw wind but feeling that cold slide past him without much discomfort.  The stars above were unusual, not in the patterns to which he was accustomed, and the single blood-red moon hanging near the horizon cast a sanguine pall over the land.


This was the night.  And in this place, he was but one of a myriad of predators who called the night their own.


The scents drifting in the cool, calm air were both familiar and unknown.  There were some smells he could readily identify, but many others he could not, including the scents of the denizens of this modest city, a city whose streets were totally devoid of sentient life.  They were afraid, these people.  They were afraid of the night.


Or more to the point, they feared what lurked within the darkness.  And if they knew what stalked the darkness this night, they may never come out of their houses again.

There was never any warning or signal when Wynn appeared.  She just did.  Even now, after so long, he hadn’t quite gotten used to that.  She appeared standing beside and behind him, though she was so short that even with him squatting down, his head was level with hers.


“Is this the place?” he asked, his glowing green eyes narrowing.


“Aye, that it is, fuzzy,” she answered as he put a single paw down on the parapet.  “Can ye smell it?”


“No, not yet,” he answered.  “Any sense of it anywhere?”


“Nay.  Clearly, it knows how to hide from both of us.”


“If this would have been easy, he wouldn’t have sent us,” the menacing figure noted, glancing back at the gnarled old woman.  She shivered a bit, hugging herself around her worn, aged wool dress, then the air around them warmed itself of its own volition.

“Pity magic doesn’t work here,” she noted, looking around.


A patrolling guard walked right by them, but neither saw nor heard them, despite having passed by so near that he could have reached out and pushed them both over the edge.  Wynn was using her powers to hide them from the resident.  He took in the roaming sentinel’s scent as it passed by, noting the reptillian smell.


Again, another world without humans.  In some ways that was good, in some it was bad.  At least on human worlds, he had an idea of what to expect.  Here, there was no telling how they would react to the way he and Wynn looked.


“What do ye smell?”


“They’re reptillian,” he said, as they both watched the fully armored creature pass by.  “No tail though, that’s odd.”


“There be no such thing as odd out here, cub, I’ve told ye that many times.  Here, we be the odd ones.”

“I just hope it’s not as bad as that last place.”


“Come now, boy, I thought it was cute!  The little big-eyed critters were adorable, and they were sweet too.  So friendly.


“It was creepy.  I had this feeling I surrounded by Faeries, and in my world, that’s a very dangerous place to be,” he said with a shiver.  He felt a slight twinge in his right arm.  He raised it up, looking down at an arm that was covered in fur so white it almost seemed to glow in the reddish murk.  He knew what that twinge meant.  “It’s here,” he said, his ears laying back slightly as the massive paw at the end of that arm closed into a fist.  He pointed out into the city, the arm guiding him, until it stopped steadily.  “That way.”


“I see the master still cheats for ye,” she chuckled.


“You can have an arm just like mine, Wynn,” he said in a grating voice.


“Ah, no, me boy, I’m not that stupid,” she teased, pinching one of his ears playfully.  “I don’t put my arms where they have no business going.”


“Coward,” he teased, swatting her in the leg lightly with his long tail.


“This’ll be easy, boy,” she told him.  “He just wants it out of this universe.  It has no business bein’ here, with this being a shadowed plane.  These folks have no defense against it.”


“And that’s why we ended up here,” the figure said, rising up to his full height, towering over the gnarled old woman.  Her eyes were at level with his navel.


“Remember, we don’t have to kill it unless we have to.  You know how he frowns on that.”


“A stupid policy,” he growled.


“Ye can take it up with him whenever ye feel like it,” she chuckled.  “Guess he feels even Demons have a purpose.  Go on.  When ye find it, I’ll come.  Pin it down for me, and I’ll boot its butt back into the Astral.”


“Yes ma’am.”


The denizens of the city never noticed the tall creature as it ghosted along the rooftops, making impossibly long jumps in easy bounds, moving faster than any of them could run.  The holy power within his arm acted like a compass, guiding him to that sense of disharmony that existed within this world, the location of something that did not belong here.  He moved in utter silence, moving along the rooftops with the agility of the most supple dancer, quickly bearing down on the creature that they had been sent here to evict from this dimension.


It took barely any time at all to traverse the entire city and get close enough to smell that familiar stench of a Demon.  It was…indescribable.  Demons smelled like the embodiement of corruption, the scent of unmitigated evil, and their unnatural stench was like a thousand daggers in his nose.  But time and repeated exposure to that horrid odor had given him a resistance to it, like an Ungardt’s resistance to the cold.  It wasn’t that they enjoyed the cold, it was that after so much time, they simply grew used to it.  He had grown somewhat used to this horrific stench over the years, and it didn’t send him running in fear of vomiting like it did others with noses as sensitive as his own.


It was right around the corner.  He dropped to the street below, feeling the cold cobblestones under the pads of his feet, and slinked up to the corner.  He glanced around the edge like a hummingbird, flicking his head out for the briefest of moments before returning to cover, and then he went over the image that had greeted his eyes.


It almost made him groan audibly.  All that fuss and concern over that?  No wonder!


A little embarrassed at even being cautious in the first place, he boldly stepped out around the corner and stood in the street.  “Oy!” he called loudly.

The creature that was shuffling aimlessly down the street stopped in its tracks.  It was a very tiny thing, barely coming up to his knee, naked and hairless.  Glowing red eyes regarded him mindlessly as it turned to look at him, its face bony and hideous.  Thin, scraggly arms reached out towards him as it shambled forward, towards him, and a chillingly hungry moan escaped from its mouth.


It didn’t have the sense to be afraid.  Then again, it was a manes.  It had no mind at all.  It reacted only to stimulus, and they were utterly predictable.  By calling out to get its attention, the creature would now amble forth to attack mindlessly, knowing only that that was what it was supposed to do when faced with something that wasn’t Demonic.


How did it get here?  This world was shadowed, it had no magic at all.  It was a magic-dead dimension, far, far from the Core, and the color pool that represented it in the Astral was literally nothing but a window that allowed one to look in, but not enter.  Only a magician of extreme power could unlock the portal to enter, but no magician in his right mind would come here, because no magic worked at all within the boundaries of this dimension.  Once in, he would be trapped here and unable to leave.  Only someone with Mother Wynn’s abilities could escape this dimension, and people like her were the rarest beings in the multiverse.


The manes shuffled forward, its tiny clawed hands reaching out, but it could only wiggle those hands in frustration when the unnaturally tall creature reached down and pinched a fold of skin behind its neck, then picked it up like a lost puppy.  “Now how did you get in here, you little pain in my tail?” he asked the manes, but the Demon lacked the mind to even understand what he was saying, and he knew it.  He sighed, then chuckled ruefully.  “Wynn!  I got it!” he shouted loudly, which caused a couple of shuttered windows along the street to creak open slightly. He knew the scaly residents of the city were looking down on him….eh, let them.  Maybe seeing him would make them less afraid of the dark.


Or maybe more afraid.


Wynn simply appeared in front of him, and he held the creature out for her to see.  “All that fuss, for this,” he said scathingly.  “Three days of traveling, just to swat a fly.”


“Well, it doesn’t belong here,” she cackled.  “So even if it’s swatting a fly, at least it’s a job well done and job that didn’t end the way they usually do when you’re involved,” she said with a flinty look.


He coughed uncomfortably.  “You said you wanted a pair of broad shoulders along.”


“It’s what’s setting on them that causes me the most problems,” she said with an evil little grin.  The little creature in his paw struggled, making little groaning sounds, reaching out towards Wynn with its little clawed hands.  She smacked those hands with her cane, which made it recoil in surprise.  “Stop that, ye little bugger,” she commanded.  It reached out for her again, making another groan, but that groan turned into a “gromph!” when its captor’s other paw grabbed it around the head and upper body as easily as a child might wrap her hand around a doll, covering its head and pinning its hands against its sides.  Its mouth was located in a void between two fingers, so it couldn’t even bite at its captor.  All it could do was kick its legs in protest, flailing them in the air as if it were running.

“Alright, let’s get this little pest back where it belongs,” Wynn chuckled, stepping up.  “I think we’d better keep this one to ourselves.  If Sashi and Ch’Belle find out we were sent out here to pick up a single manes, we won’t hear the end of it, ye know.”


“Next time she does that, just ask her about the time she came back naked and sunburned on all those parts she usually keeps in her dress.”


Wynn cackled.  “Ye know, she still hasn’t explained that one.”


“I dragged it out of her.  It turns out she ended up on a world where wearing clothes was considered taboo.  She took off her dress to go down and get information for her mission, and someone found the dress and tore it up for rags, not knowing what it was.  You know how she is.  I would have paid krin to be there when she was talking with the locals.”


She laughed, an evil, ominous cackle.  “Aye, I can imagine!”


“Well, when she approached the locals, it seems that they all kinda noticed she wasn’t tan everywhere.  Everyone had to come out and stare at her, which just made it worse.  She was too mortified to ask you or me for help, so she sent for Ch’Belle, thinking she’d be understanding.  That was a bad idea.  What she didn’t count on was that’s one evil Deva.  She dragged her out and flew her back and forth over the village, then dropped her right in the middle of town once everyone was looking up at them.  So, Sashi got to stand there with the whole place looking at her as she tried to explain the Deva, then get directions to the temple where they were holding the artifact she had to pick up.”


She grinned.  “He should have sent you.  You’re shameless.”


“Well, you know, he does have a sense of humor,” he chuckled lightly.  “I still think he sent her as some kind of joke.  What’s annoying is when he pranks us, how can we get him back?  He’s kinda unassailable.”

She cackled delighfully.  “Well, let’s get us gone before that little critter manages to bite ye.”  He kneeled down in front of her, so she could put her hands on his shoulders, and he wrapped his long tail around both of their legs, tucking it in.


And then they were simply gone, except for two words that echoed off the walls in their absence.

“Hmmm...Cassiter.”


Let the games begin.
