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A Legend from the Twenty First King of Ritash:
The Watchman

Book One

Sand and Stone

A book by I.R.Dyer
‘Nothing is written in stone. We are all but puppets of the Fates and in their hands we do only as we are told. Never try to outwit them.’  

Ancient proverb
                Opening

A journey begins with one simple step. But some journeys are laid out even before we enter the world. Deadwood is on one such journey. 

  The world is not in turmoil, it hasn’t been for centuries but an ancient power is rising in the far distant lands known as the Shifting's that will change all that. This ancient and raw power is but one man; Barnabas, known to his followers as the Wretch King. 

  Deadwood is one such follower.

  Deadwood the Watchman, as he is known in Ritash is a guardian of the peace. A lawman some might call him, others murderer. But either way Deadwood is one of the best Watchmen Ritash has ever seen.

  The Wretch King however, is weak. His old frame is rotten and his heart pumps dry blood. For him to be hole again, for him to be as he was over six hundred years ago he needs the help of ancient Magick. Magick that has too, become rotten and twisted. 

  Six Orbs are all that stand in the way of Barnabas and total glory and it is these six orbs that Deadwood has been sent to find. Finding them won’t be too difficult, controlling them will be.

  Arda, Grendle, Petra, Varula, Serta and Dalia are their names and they are all pure evil. Bitches that want souls and care not how they get them. If it means men, women and children must walk the Green Path to meet the Healer than so be it, for they need souls for their survival. They need souls so they don’t take your own.

  Spread across the lands the Orbs are, their magick, their will, lost to only but a few that remember.

  So join Deadwood I tells ya and join him well on his path to martyrdom and see through the eyes of a confused soul……
The Crows Eye
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  The bright yellow sun, bright enough to blind the blind or bring light to the darkest of shadows hung high in its noon position over the bleached white desert. It seemed as though the Healer had decided that white was to be his favourite colour.

  The suns heat; suffocating and dense with its fury had penetrated through the layers of the deep azure blue sky leaving it pale and without colour. As said before by every man that had journeyed across the Wastelands; this desert was the apotheosis of all deserts.

  Below that, white sand, high dunes, sharp rocks and the tripping stones filled the landscape for thousands of miles in all directions. To the untrained eye, or unknowing eye, nothing moved upon its deadly ground. On the harsh desert floor, scattered like forgotten toys, sand blasted rocks stood there like ancient monuments to an old religion. The going for whoever ventured this far out into the Wastelands was defiantly hard.

  A crows cackling call broke the whistling silence and its sharpness echoed across the hot plains and seemingly, long dead trees, white with age, trembled in its calling. The black bird, a severe contrast to all around it, caught hold of a large and powerful thermal and its beady red eyes watched the desert grow smaller as it soared high into the pale sky. The white trees now looked like small sticks floating on a sea of dirty white ice. The birds deep red eyes darted from dune to dune hoping to find some form of salvation, some form of cover from the intensity and the harshness of the yellow ball of fire high in the sky. It found nothing. The path back to Rockfall, its once tranquil home, was long behind him and the fertile plains that once held so much food and water seemed like a dream dreamt long ago.

  The thermal began to loose its power and the crow swooped down from it; fast and smooth, hardly making a sound. As it neared the desert floor it began to slowly flap its wings until it once again began to soar and it watched eagerly as the miles flew by under its hot belly. Every once in a while the crow would send out a call hoping for a reply but secretly it knew there would be nothing this far out in the Wastelands apart from death and much bigger birds.

  In front and slightly to the left of the crow a strange shimmer, which looked like a thermal, emanated from the ground and rose high into the air almost touching the bright yellow disk that caused the decaying desert. The shimmer reflected the sun and the floor beneath it like a mirror, or a smooth pond. It distracted the bird and without thinking twice it flapped its wings and headed toward it. Why…it didn’t know…it didn’t care…the shimmer could mean the chance to climb higher and reach cooler air…the shimmer was beautiful…the shimmer seemed to promise home… and once inside of it the bird would find all his answers…all his prayers…but…but…but something didn’t feel right.

  The crow twisted its rear half and flew directly into the middle of the shimmer. To the crow it felt exactly the same as entering any normal thermal – to the figure stood on the hard pan below, who had been following the shimmer for some time it looked as if someone had placed millions of grains of coloured sand into a thermal and then set fire to the ground beneath it. From the ground there was no denying that the thermal looked beautiful…that it looked magickal.

  The crow caught hold of the rising air and soared higher than it had ever done before. For the first time in its life the crow felt truly free from the bonds that tied him to this world and he flew higher and higher. It felt feelings only birds can truly understand. Then a voice sounded in its ear, the voice was that of his own and it was telling him to let go, to stop flapping and to drop from the thermal, to trust in the power of an unknown source. Without a second pause the crow ceased its flapping, the thermal eased down its power and the crow began to hurtle toward the ground.

  The bird felt like it had done when it had first taken flight and the memories of letting go of the branch and falling toward the forest floor came back. Without thinking and heading out of the thermal the bird once again began flapping and twisted its tail feathers so it soared once more into the pale sky. Freedom was his and he lapped it up. For a moment the heat, the loneliness was forgotten and his memories flooded back all at once. He was a chick, then an adult mating for the first time, then a loner flying out and then he was back at Rockfall drinking from the cool ponds. But then he came back to reality and the thoughts of his home at Rockfall were long gone. All the crow could think about was getting back into the thermal and riding the hot air one more time. But as it circled around and caught a glimpse of the man standing on the hot hard pan beneath him the bird realised that the thermal had disappeared and that the man was staring right at him, looking straight into his soul and, more heartbreaking, that his hopes of going home were over.
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  Noon, so the sun proclaimed, was the time of day that everything stopped, including what sometimes felt like your own heart. For the next three hours; man, woman, child, horse, beast, thief, runny and whore all became the slaves of the heat and they would sweat out their joys and their woes and replace them with the lucid sluggishness that only the heat can bring. In the stillness of the afternoon sun only the sand moving along on the soft, warm breeze broke the picture portrait that were the Wastelands.
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  Fully aware of the crow circling above him and the magick that the bird had no doubt flown through, the man known as Deadwood ignored the harsh calls coming from the crow. 

  But as the bird quickly realised, something wasn’t right, so too did Deadwood. He halted, ceasing his single minded journey, a journey he had been on for many, many months and he ignored the shimmering thermal as it slowly vanished and focused on the shrill man voice calling down from the sky.

  ‘If there is going to be a meal eaten tonight, my feathery friend, then it will be of your meat not mine.’

  The crow, obviously shocked, shouted out another call. For the first time the bird was able to communicate with humans. How? It did not know. He was only calling Caw! Caw! Caw!
  After hearing the second call of the bird Deadwood smiled and in doing so broke the fragile, dry skin on his bottom lip and blood began to run from the small wound down onto his growing beard. He wiped clear the red goop on his dirty shirt sleeve and addressed the bird.

  ‘Alone but not lost, my feathery friend. I am not as lost as you appear to be and it seems that your hopes of getting home are fading fast. Now come down here where I may see you clearer. Mayhap we can help one another? Mayhap we can both get out of this hell hole alive?’

  Talking to the birds had never been a trick of Deadwoods but after seeing the power of the Black Sorcerer and the magick that he commands Deadwood guessed that this was no doubt down to his doing. Why? He didn’t really have a clue and then it hit him; the thought that he himself was going insane and that the sun had finally beaten him. But surely thinking that you have gone insane surely means that you haven’t. Deadwood hoped he was right.

  The bird was thinking the same; thinking that he too had gone insane due to the power of the heat coming from the fiery orange disk, but, never the less, he needed water, he needed food and this ‘two-legger’ was his only chance. Mayhap, it was a trick and this man would catch him and eat him for dinner. Yum, yum for his tum. The risk had to be taken. Salvation, like it had done for hundreds before the bird, rested in the man below.
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  By the time the crow had landed upon the hard hot floor, Deadwood had come to rest by a large rock formation; his back leant against the shaded side blown smooth by the wind and sand, his lip already healing and his mind burning. Without a care he slid down the smooth surface of the rock and slumped upon the ground, he stared at the oily coloured bird hopping and flapping toward him. The crow stared right back; and its wings wobbled ungainly and his feet hop-hop hopped upon the hardpan as it moved toward the Watchman.
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  During the next half an hour neither the crow nor Deadwood made a sound. To the crow, the time spent alone with this tanned, roguish, lost man seemed uncomfortable, as if this human would turn upon him in an instant. To Deadwood however, the time sped past as he was too busy concentrating on building the small fire to heat up his afternoon meal, then cooking the rabbit and potato stew that he had already made a few days before hand. Scrapping the bottom of the hot pan he realised that this was to be one of the last servings of the stew. His last material connection to Rockfall would soon be gone.

  It was in these times that Deadwood always lost himself in the journey that he undertaken those many months ago. He struggled to come to grips with the many hundreds, if not thousands of miles that he had travelled on his mission for the Black Sorcerer. Deadwood at times even forgot the original reason for journeying in the first place. But how could you forget the hunt for the murderer of the Black Sorcerer? How could you forget the days and weeks spent trudging across the harsh Wastelands in search of Martin; the once Marksman of the Crescent Moon and the once Holder of the Sacred Oath? How could you forget the meetings with the Black Sorcerer, the games played and the turning of the tide that sent Deadwood on the path to Rockfall? Since that time he had lived by one statement, one truth; ‘What the Black Sorcerer asks, I must obey.’
  The fire let out a loud crackle as sap from one of the twigs over heated and the crow jumped back in fright. With reluctance the bird moved back; the need for a meal getting the better of it. Deadwood smirked. How in life all things are the same; what the mind wants the mind gets no matter what obstacles are put in the way. For instance; the Wretch king wants the Sorcerer so even death cannot keep him away and the Black Sorcerer wants Deadwood so even a hoard of angry townsfolk cannot keep him from doing his bidding.  

  The crow cried out as if remembering it could talk. Caw caw caw!
  ‘It is a long story, Boson. You don’t mind if I call you Boson, do you? I had a dog once and for some reason you remind me of him.’

  The birds red eyes glazed over and his feathers ruffled as the shock of this human’s ability to talk to it struck home. As the bird ruffled its feathers it felt the pain of the burrowing bug that he had seemed to have long forgotten. The irritation went straight to the bone and if it were possible it would have made the crow’s eye water. It swayed closer to the fire and called. Caw.
  ‘Very well. Boson you shall be,’ Deadwood replied. Looking at the bird’s clear irritation he rustled through one of his many rucksacks trying to find the small glass jar of ointment.

  Looking back to the bird with the lotion in his hand Deadwood leaned forward to touch the pained wing. ‘I have something for that, my feathery friend. Come round to this side of the fire and I shall apply this lotion.’

  The crow seemed to sum up his options it two seconds. The first option was the hardest to fight; fly. Fly far away. His second option led to a path that would no doubt lead to a quick death. With another call 

  Caw 

  A fresh bout of pain from the bug, Boson, as he now thought of himself, hopped around the other side of the fire and into the treacherous domain of the Watchman. Deadwood was gentle when applying the lotion to the sore wing. He applied it thickly over the bug making sure that no air could get to the little beastie.

  The fire crackled and hissed for a time, breaking the concentrated silence of the two travellers. The birds wing had been treated quickly and the bug removed and thrown into the fire. Deadwood looked pleased to the bird; a glimmer remained in his eye even when turned away from the fire light. As Boson looked closely at this travel weary man he made out many scares, some fresh and some old, that covered his face. This man, this wanderer of the desert, was either extremely unlucky or he had been in many fights. Either way he seemed to be a trustworthy and skilful man. But there was one thing that struck fear into Bosons tiny gut; the mans lifeless grey eyes. They scanned the horizon without a care but yet seemed to take all information that was available. Those eyes, deep set in their sockets and ringed by black tired smudges had seen all and witnessed atrocities most would turn away from. Eyes only a mother could love.

  As Boson scanned Deadwood, who, out of the blue had turned his attention from the fire back onto the bird. It made Boson jump and his heart shoot into his throat.

  ‘You watch me like a criminal watches the hangman. I mean you no harm, Boson. We are well met on this day. As you can see from all my scars, I have been in many a scrap and because of this I have seen many a dead man,’ Deadwood paused, looking through the bird and out into the hardpan. His mind raced with the screams of the many he had slain back in Rockfall. ‘And many a dead woman, mother and child to want further bloodshed.’

  Deadwood breathed in heavily and let out a deep sigh as he turned and continued stirring the stew. He looked deep into the brown bubbling liquid. The smell wafting up his nose and causing his gut to churn with hunger. Going back to his rucksack and removing two small bowls he gently ladled two spoonfuls into each bowl and placed one in front of the bird and the other upon his own lap.

  ‘Make the most of this meal, Boson; it will be one of our last. Or until I find fresh meat that is.’

  The bird looked sharply at the man and then back to the bowl of stew. Deadwood smiled and the two travellers tucked into the rabbit stew like two men having their last meal before the hangman got a new pair of shoes.
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  The meal was good. The rabbit stew had gone down well and Boson, after eating way too much lay in the shade of the rock asleep dead to the world as his mother used to say.

  Deadwood however was troubled. During his meal he had remembered Susie. He couldn’t remember what had brought on the memories of the girl he had loved back in Rockfall but the thoughts had raced through his mind like an out of control stallion. His eyes had narrowed as he contemplated the time he had with her; the distraction that she had caused in his plans and the love she had given that had almost put an end to the mission that he was on.

  Could all that he had gone through be thrown away so easily? Could the wants of the Black Sorcerer and the desires of the Wretch King be so worthless that the love of a mere serving girl could bring him to his knees?
  Deadwood doubted it, but the fact remained that for a time Deadwood cared for little else apart for the love of Susie.

  I followed through with what you wanted. I followed your word Samson! Deadwood thought to himself.

  The Watchman gave a sluggish gaze toward the brown rucksack that held his spoils from Rockfall and grabbing the two bowls, he nosily packed them away. It made Boson stir and the deep sleep the bird was in was now over.

  ‘I am sorry to have awoken you, Boson, but it has been along time since I have been in the company of others.’

  Boson cawed. He began pruning himself with a fresh vigour now that the bug had been gotten rid of. From the corner of his eye Boson watched Deadwood tie up the rucksack and then without thinking he asked a daring question.

  ‘A friend, Boson. The love of a friend. I was at first on the trail of a murderer but the Sorcerer spared me from certain death and now I am on the trail of a King and to a future filled with love, prosperity and a united people.’ 

  Deadwood looked to the bleached white horizon and wiped the sweat from his brow. He had never known heat like it. It had been hot on his journey from Ritash but ever since his path had led him out of Rockfall and further north the Wastelands heat had become unbearable. Thinking back to his first days on the hunt for Martin Doyle he wandered how the Marksman could have survived the journey through the hot desert. That, however, was another life a very long time ago.

  Sluggishly he moved his left hand toward his travel bag and pulled out a dark brown canteen which felt lighter than it had ever done before. Deadwood undone the twist cap and slowly lifted the canteen to his mouth letting the liquid pour from the bottle. He kept the cool liquid inside of his dry hole that was once a mouth for a few moments; finally letting his dry tongue feel relief until swallowing. The water trickled down his throat reluctantly as if the dryness was sucking the water away. His thirst was quashed at least for another hour.

  Boson lowered his head and made a delicate move towards his new friend, his thirst finally getting the better of him. He watched the man lower his arm, out stretch his hand and pour some of the sweet liquid into his dirty palm. This man, seemingly without emotion smiled at the little bird and with a little persuasion the bird edged forward and drank deeply. The water ran through Bosons little body like a running lake coursing through a parched dry desert.

  Once he had finished he looked up at Deadwood and gave a soft caw.

  ‘We are companions now, my feathery friend. A mass as the old ones used to call it, and as a companion of a Watchman you shall be well kept.’

  It was as if lightning had struck Boson dead. The bird lowered his small head and then froze in that prone position. The air grew hot and stale.

  ‘I see that even the birds have heard of us, eh? Well, know of the ones that are left. Please raise your head and treat me as a normal.’ 

  Whenever was I normal?

  Boson lifted his head and his red eyes followed the gaze of the Watchman toward the satchel that he had been carrying for all those hundreds of miles; the red stain of blood was starting to come through.
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  The next hour sped past. After the Watchman incident neither of them spoke much and they sat uncomfortably in each others silence. The plates and pans were put away and Deadwood had been preparing to make a move.

  Silence had once been golden for the Watchman but now, weeks…months into his journey the silence surrounded him like a shadow and he craved for noise…no…yearned for it.

  Sensing that the time was coming to make a move, Boson outstretched his wings and ruffled his feathers. The itch that Deadwood had treated was healed and the bug was gone. The bird watched the man pack the remainder of his things away and then very ungracefully shuffle up close to the dying fire.

  Deadwood scooped up a handful of sand, knelt on one knee and scattered the dusty earth over the flames. Once the sand had emptied from his hands the Watchman began to chant in an unknown language to the bird. Deadwoods voice became very guttural, ancient.

  Once the chant was over Deadwood scooped up another load of sand and repeated the drop and the chant. Boson watched as he done this three more times. Surprisingly, on the last drop of sand the flames went out with a splutter and the embers had almost vanished under the yellow dust.

  Boson did not even have to ask.

  ‘It is an old custom that I like to keep hold of. It thanks the land for burning and it thanks the sky for not crying,’ Deadwood turned and grabbed hold of his travel bag, which had lost some of its bulges and ripples. ‘It was past down to me by-’ before he could finish the fire flashed back up and the flames licked higher than they had done before.

  Boson screeched and steeped back whilst Deadwood remained perfectly calm. The only sound that came from the Watchman was a soft chuckle as he looked down to Boson.

  ‘Do not be afraid, Boson. The sand in these parts holds onto a special substance that ignites when placed in fire. Sometimes in goes up straight away and on other occasions, such as this, it takes a little time.’

  Boson ruffled his feathers and shimmied closer to the protection of the Watchman but the safety did not last long as Deadwood moved around to the other side of the fire and knelt down. The heat of the afternoon, which should have been abating, seemed to be getting worse today and the sweat dripped down Deadwoods back. The shade of the rocks had long since gone and all that awaited Deadwood, once the fire had been put out was along trek leading to a rough nights sleep.

  But at least he would have the bird for company.

  Thinking about his new friend and the strange company he would bring, Deadwood turned his gaze away from the flames and onto Boson. Once their eyes met the two had a connection neither of them could understand nor explain. Their minds became one; sharing all thoughts and memories so fast they became little more than a blur. Bosons beady red eyes became beautiful gems full of wonder, hope and answers. Deadwoods eyes became black holes of death, shame, misery and murder. The two of them were locked in each others gaze for what seemed like an eternity, each of them trying but failing easily in the attempt to break the stare. This attraction seemed to be final until finally, with an earth moving roar and shake of the earth beneath both their feet, the fire between them rose up; the flames licking at the bleach white sky and the heat radiating like it does in the void.

  In the deep red holes of Bosons eyes the flames glowed green and the sky black. The green reflection of the flames danced erratically, hypnotising the Watchman more and more with each and every passing second. 

  As the flames flicked and licked, their green colours smeared across the bird and covered the ground. It looked to Deadwood as if Boson was crying tears of green fire and as time went by the green ooze that flowed began to overlap the fire and onto the dirty boots that he was wearing.

  And then it happened. Without warning. Deadwood felt the object strike the back of his head but he didn’t see the attacker. The weapon fell to the floor as soon as the hit was made before he had no time to react. The Watchman slumped to the floor; his mid section lying in the flames, his head tilted lightly to the west. He body twitched as if trying to remove itself from the fire but it was no good; Deadwood was unconscious.

  Boson, however, was very much awake. His eyes still poured the green ooze which now began to cover the still body of the Watchman, but his mind was far off, back home in Rockfall where he had lived many happy years feasting upon rotting carcass and drinking left over water and beer.
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  A deep black darkness and then a glimpse of light. A strange green glow.

  A deep black darkness and then a strange green glow.

  A deep black darkness, a strange green glow and the image of a man looking down upon him.

  Total darkness. Void.
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  The stars where red and the night sky was green The blurred vision had left him but he remained feeling sick and uneasy. He looked about, searching for the shadowy image of the man that had stood before him, but he could not see it. Had he dreamed it? Surely not. He had felt the weapon strike him and so this must be a delusion caused by the attack. Suddenly all around him the stars began to twist anti clockwise and the sky began to blur once more… the sickness returned.

  There was another thudding groan, this time sending shockwaves into the sky causing the red stars to ripple. Watching the twisting rippling stars made it hard for Deadwood to concentrate, his vision began to bleed together as the green sky turned and the red stars became thin bloody lines in the emptiness above him.

 As he grabbed hold of his stomach, the urge to throw up becoming fierce, another thudding groan tore through the air ripping open a giant white rift in the area directly in front of the Watchman. The white rift began to suck all the air from Deadwoods lungs and even the stars themselves started to draw closer to the open hole in the world.

  And then, just as quick as it had started, it ended. Void.
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  The green sky and red stars filled his vision and the white hot rift was still open in front of him as it all was before but the pain, the loss of breath, the heat and the spinning had all gone. Deadwood looked down to see the nothingness between his feet and was surprised to see a small shingle path under his boots. Lifting his feet; first left and then right, the pebbles crushed under each foot fall. He looked up quickly and his eyes followed the path as it wound its way toward the heart of the rift. He began to feel uneasy, unsure; two traits not found in a Watchman but despite that he knew what he had to do…

  The sick feeling had gone but his stomach still felt weak as he made his first few wobbly steps along the oddly placed shingled path.

  As he moved along the path, one step turning into hundreds, the rift never became larger, never got any closer; the twists and turns of the path never appeared and nothing moved about him. Deadwood was getting nowhere fast. He couldn’t tell how long he had been walking for, he couldn’t gauge any distance or follow any trail in the sky, but he did know what he was doing; walking along this infuriating shingle path wasn’t getting him any closer to the white rift. The white door?

  He thought back to his first meeting with the Black Sorcerer.

  He promised me no tricks…no games.

‘I PROMISED NOTHING, DEADWOOD, WATCHMAN OF THE WRETCH KING,’ a voice boomed from the nothingness around Deadwood. ‘YOU HAVE DONE WHAT I HAVE ASKED, IF NOT HOW WE WANTED IT. BUT I PROMISED NOTHING. WE PROMISED NOTHING.’

  Deadwood stopped dead in his tracks and knelt upon the rough ground.

  ‘I am sorry my lord. Forgive my impudence. I only wish to know what I must do and where I must go.’

‘YOU MUST DO WHAT WE ASK AND NO MORE, WATCHMAN. YOU MUST GET THE KING WHAT HE WANTS, WHAT HE DESIRES AND THEN YOU WILL BE REWARDED AND YOUR TIME ON THIS WORLD WILL BE GREATLY INCREASED.’

  Deadwood looked up from his knelt position and gazed at the red stars.

  ‘I have been doing what you both ask. I have what you said I must collect, all I need know is where I must take it?’

  ‘FOLLOW THE PATH, DEADWOOD. FOLLOW THE STONE PATH AND YOU WILL FIND YOUR ANSWER.’

  Deadwood looked back down the path and then out toward the rift that rippled and shimmered. Before his eyes a shadow appeared in the white rift that was a door.

  ‘I have been following the path my lord but I cannot get to the end. What must I do?’

  For a moment there was silence. A silence that reminded Deadwood of the Wastelands and then a thought struck him; Mayhap he wasn’t good enough. Mayhap the wrong question had been asked.
  In the far distance the rift remained a doorway and the figure did not move away from it.

  As he gazed harder toward the horizon an image came into view. It was blurry, unintelligible at first but slowing it was coming into focus. Then an unnerving noise filled the void that surrounded him. To Deadwoods surprise it was the sound of all air escaping through a tiny gap, the squeak and squeal of compressed air intensifying with every passing second. Deadwood knew he only had a few moments left in Void as of his time down the dark mines of Al’Shambra; an air leak meant a quick death and an eternity before your body was found.

  Within an instant of the sound almost becoming unbearable it abated and a huge gust of wind blew Deadwood off his feet and onto the stony floor. He lay slumped there; his hair and shirt bellowing in the wind gazing up to the stars. Unknown to Deadwood the path had disappeared.

  ‘LOOK TO THE YELLOW MARK IN THE DISTANCE, DEADWOOD AND SEE YOUR DESTINATION. FOLLOW THE PATH THAT WE HAVE SET YOU AND THERE USE THE AFFECTS THAT YOU HAVE TAKEN. YOU MUST GET THERE WITHIN THREE DAYS OR ALL WILL BE FOR NOTHING. YOU WILL BE NOTHING.’
  Deadwood found it hard to stand; the strength of the wind was still strong but none the less he managed it. He looked to the yellow smear and saw the desert floor below him as if viewed from Bosons eyes.  At first he couldn’t make out much definition and then he saw it; a narrow stone path leading far out and as Bosons eyes followed it through long days and longer nights it came to a stop outside an old run down ranch house. The building looked as if it had been standing for centuries, since the Old Times. The huge wooden struts holding up the corners of the house were rotten almost to the core and the roof was pitted with rust and potholes. Nine massive smashed glass windows adorned the front walls but strangely the front door, which was painted bright white, was still perfectly intact.

  There was another booming groan and Deadwood found himself staring into blackness once again. The stars and the sky remained but their intense colour was running and a blackness, an evil shadow, was befalling over everything. The rift was getting smaller now. Closing the doorway to some far off place. Mayhap even a far off world for all Deadwood knew.

  ‘I will not fail you, my lord. I have done what you have asked and I will follow the path that you have shown. May I…’ Deadwood stuttered his throat becoming soar. The words he wanted to say would not flow and it took all his will power to ask, ‘May I see you again, lord?’

  Deadwood knelt upon the nothingness below him and he lowered his head in preparation for something. What he did not know.

  He blinked once or twice and nothing much happened. But on the fifth blink Deadwood made out a blurry image walking toward him.

  Deadwood looked up and for only the briefest of moments he made out the long figure of the Black Sorcerer; his cloak flowing in an unfelt breeze, his yellow eyes glowing and his face full of teeth and grin. In his hands Deadwood could make out the familiar shape of Arda; the scourge of men.

  Life for Deadwood was, for the time being, good.
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  And as quick as he had appeared he was gone. And so too was the void in which he was in and Deadwood found himself back at the campfire; slumped on the same rock he had been slumped at for dinner. The sky had gone dark and the moon was high. Mother and her nine daughters shone brightly. The heat of the day had finally gone and the cool, sometimes cold air, of the night flowed over Deadwood. Feeling the blanket wrapped around his person Deadwood began to cry uncontrollably. The Watchman wiped the tears from his eyes and looked over to where Boson lay sleeping.

  How long was I in there for? How many days? Weeks? Months? Mayhap it was a dream.

  But the blanket wrapped around proved that wrong straight away. He scanned the night’s sky and read the stars; all were correct and present as they had been the night before and the moons location, though higher than the night before, was still in the correct alignment.

  He looked to the dying fire. Its flames were almost gone and the heat emanating from it was barley negligible. Before he could muster the strength to relight it sleep caught up with him and it was as if deaths hand had touched the Watchman. That night he dreamed dreams of Susie, the love of the Black Sorcerer and his devotion to the Wretch king. His blind devotion.
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  The sun had begun its climb when Deadwood awoke for the first time since he had fallen asleep. Before him the fire was alight and he struggled to remember lighting it or wrapping himself up in his thick blanket. He thought hard about the night before; he remembered hearing the Black Sorcerer and then crying uncontrollably but after that everything went black. He couldn’t believe he had been that upset that he had forgotten about lighting a fire and wrapping himself up but here he was; lying in front of a roaring fire wrapped up in a shawl as cosy as a bug in a rug.

  As he leant over to grab his water pouch the memories of the day before activities came flooding back; the path, the ranch, the house, the stars, the sky, the Black Sorcerer, the weeping and then the unconscious sleep that followed.

  He took a huge swig of water and swallowed hard. His head felt heavy and his mind ached. After a moment or two to compose himself he struggled to his feet, still wrapped in the blanket. His skin felt tight and un-washed and he could feel his stubble beginning to itch his tanned face.

  That ranch house may have a bath and fresh running water.

  But he doubted it. By the look of the picture he had in his minds eye the house was decrepit, run down and much the worse for wear. The roof was almost gone and the walls had been sand blasted down to nothing but bare wood and nail. Then he remembered the Black Sorcerer.

  Boson awoke from his very first nightmare and he shrieked in fear.

  ‘Its okay my feathery friend. I am here; just a bad dream.’

  Boson called once more.

  ‘I don’t know what happened, Boson. I went to a place where nothing is as what it seems. I thought at first I was in Void but there were no demons, no evil to speak of. All I know is that the Black Sorcerer was there and he was here helping us both on our journey.’
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  By the time Deadwood had gathered together his belongings and once again put out the fire by the same means as the day before he had explained as best he could what had happened to him the night before to the ever eager ears of Boson.

  The bird, remembering his nightmare, kept silent.

 ‘You see Boson; the Black Sorcerer needs us as much as the world needs him. He used his strength to take me to a place where we could both be safe, where we could both be heard.’

  Boson outstretched his wings and as he spoke he hopped aimlessly around the dead fire.

  ‘That’s right. We were supposed to meet. It is no coincidence that we met or that you flew through the strange shimmer yesterday.

  Deadwood picked up his large travel bag and with a strain, slung it over his shoulders and tied it around his waist. He turned and faced due west.

  ‘I do not know what we will find, my feathery friend. The ranch is out there, that I can tell you. But what lies within it, or around it I cannot. What I have taken from Rockfall is to be used there; how? I do not know.’

  Boson hopped over to the left boot of Deadwood and picked off a small desert grub that had started to burrow its way through the travel worn leather. As he finished eating he looked up to his new friend and his beady red eyes scanned the emotionless features of the Watchman. The bird decided not to ask the question that had been burning in his mind for hours.

  Deadwood looked down at Boson, his grey eyes glazed over and the wrinkles of a man too old for his age curled up. He answered the question that he had heard in his mind in a soft whisper.

  ‘You will see at the ranch, Boson. You will see and you will damn me like the others.’

The Shingle Path
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  For two days and a single night the travellers walked along the path that would lead them to their goal. Deadwood, now walking with his new companion; Boson, whom on occasion would take to the sky and lead the way, walked with fresh strides towards the Ranch House that awaited them. They were indeed an odd couple but yet somehow suited to one another.

  For the most part the journey was mundane and uneventful. The desert remained unchanged, its heat was still unrelenting and the horizon was always white. During the times when the path was clearly viable Boson would sit upon Deadwoods shoulder or rest upon his travel bag like a parrot on the shoulder of his pirate master. On the rare occasions where the path became disjointed and fragmented the bird would take to the sky and lead the way like the Great Star led seaman on their own perilous journeys.

  For Deadwood this was unnerving. He never before had to rely on someone else for anything (apart from his training) and to put his faith, to put his life in someone else’s hand left chills running down his spine. He was a Watchman and Watchmen did not rely on anyone but themselves and their King. Remembering his training, the long hard days in the class room and then the long nights in the field, the face of his mentor, Charlie, flashed before his eyes. Not only was Charlie his teacher and his friend he also looked upon the man as a father figure. More than that sometimes. But that was before Martin Doyle. That was before the world went to shit and everything turned upon its head.

  Deadwood looked to the sky and watched Boson soaring high on the thermals. How simple his life was. How only the simple things mattered to the birds; food, shelter and water. Life would be simpler if all was like it was for the birds. But that would never happen. Men ruled and were governed by greater men. Men love, they laugh, they cry. They show great deeds to others and do terrible things within a short breath. Deadwood was no different. He had shown bravery, courage and honour when all around him fell and within moments of doing the right thing mayhap he had done the wrong.

  The wrong thing. How that statement could be twisted and moulded into whatever you wanted it to mean. A call from Boson snapped Deadwood from his maudlin state and he looked back to the ground to find the path totally gone from beneath him. Scanning quickly to his left, then to his right he found the scattered remains of the stony path some twenty meters away and he moved back to that direction. He waved his hand to Boson as a thanks and the bird seemed to cackle to itself.

  In his mind, Deadwood marked this moment. Another one of his in built skills was dwindling. His internal compass, his way of knowing which way to turn, which heading to take was slowly disappearing and if it wasn’t for the bird flying above him he would have no clue where he was going. Mayhap it was the state of the world; all sour and fruitless. Mayhap he was going insane with the heat, the soulless heat? He did not know.

  One thing he did know; he was getting further away from the man he had been when he left Ritash all those many months ago and he was becoming something far more deadly, far more calculating; a Watchman with a master just as deadly, just as blood thirsty as the Dark Devil himself.
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  In the evenings, the two travellers would sit and rarely would the silence be broken. Boson was unsure of what to say and was still unsure of what exactly happened back at the rocks. Deadwood was just happy in the silence. He had no need for communication. He had seen the Black Sorcerer and Samson Little had told him where to go and what to do. That was all he needed. There was nothing left to say.

  It was on the morning of the second days travel from the rock, as the two travellers began to walk up another towering sand dune stretching as far as the eye could see, that Boson, whom was guiding, called down to his following friend. Caw!
  ‘What sort of thing? Danger? Food?’

  Deadwood stopped in his tracks, his feet beginning to sink in the soft sand that made up the dune. Boson continued, flying a little higher than usual trying to get a better look at whatever it was in the distance.

  Unknown to Deadwood, Bosons eyes lit up as he once again caught sight of the rodent scurrying across the desert floor; its brown fur a harsh contrast to the near white out of the Wastelands. Without wanting to give their position away, Boson eased himself down and slowly, trying not to flap his wings, made his way back to the ground. Once he had landed he hopped over to Deadwood, who was taking a swig from the water pouch.

   Boson spoke in a whisper. Deadwood listened hard then repeated what he had heard.

  ‘Desert rat, due west, about two hundred steps,’ Deadwood looked up and over in a westward direction and as he did he unconsciously poured some water into his palm and allowed Boson to drink. ‘Would make a nice change from the rabbit.’

  The next five minutes where to change the way Boson viewed his new friend forever.

  With a quick, but yet silent motion, Deadwood undone the straps that tied his travel bag around his waist and slid it to the ground. He released the two ornate woollen ties holding together his tatty black cloak and he placed it alongside his discarded things. Deadwoods tatty blue jeans and white shirt, which was almost brown with dust and filth, were in desperate need of repair but despite that he looked quite formidable. Boson put it down to the eyes. Those deep set grey eyes that showed no emotion were enough to the put the fear of the Maker into anyone stupid enough to stare into them; well the eyes and the rather oversized converted six-shooter that he had pulled from his travel bag without Boson even noticing, were also enough.

  The little bird hopped back in surprise and once again spoke in a whisper.
  ‘Well what do you think I am going to do with it? Write a letter?’

  Boson did not reply, there wasn’t one, and he only gazed, transfixed, on the gun and awaiting his orders.

  Deadwood stealthily walked up to the peak of the dune, lowered himself onto the hot soft sand and peered over the rim. Boson walked up alongside him, watching awestruck at the sudden change he had witnessed in his friend.

  ‘I need you to fly up into the air and make as much noise as you possibly can. Once the little bastard has seen you he will scarper and you must direct him southwards; back toward me. I shall take care of the rest,’ Deadwood moved his gaze from the rat onto the bird and Boson knew he meant business. ‘Do you understand me, Boson?’

  Boson simply nodded which was enough for both of them.

  Deadwood could hear his heart pumping wildly. The adrenaline was pumping though his body so much so that the heat of the desert, the aches and pains of his muscles were all forgotten. His right hand tightened around the butt and trigger and he bowed his head slowly toward the gun.

  Kissing the barrel he said, ‘May you bring me peace, Jonah,’ and, taking in a deep breath he waved Boson into the sky. The time had come.

    Within a few heartbeats Deadwood heard the screeching coming from the bird and he instantly sprang to his feet. The cloud of dust produced dwarfed the one made by the rat as it scurried into the trap.

  The Watchman ran directly at the rat and, remembering his training, left his gun lowered by his side.

  Shoot with your mind, Deadwood. Think, then see, then shoot. The voice of Charlie echoed in his mind.

  Boson continued cawing at the rat and he swooped down low to hurry it along.

  The sweat began to drip down Deadwoods forehead as he continued running toward the quarry. The speed that he had picked up running down the dune and across the hard pan was considerable and he almost toppled over a couple times. Almost.

  He could feel the sand brushing past his face and trying desperately to get into his eyes, the hot sand felt like shards of glass burning into his squinting eyes. At one hundred paces from the rat the prey caught sight of the dust cloud and then the attacker and it quickly changed direction back the way it had come. Instinct had taken over both attacker and prey.

  Before it could take ten running steps, before it could even think about escape, before it could even shit itself, Deadwood had raised his arm, cocked the weapon and with a huge echoing BOOM and a puff of grey acrid smoke, fired Jonah.

  Before the sound had reached Boson, the rat had been hit.
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  Deadwood and Boson met at the body of the rat. The little beast tried to scurry away only to find that the shock had masked the fact that it had lost its back legs.

  In defence Boson took a few steps back as the rat (same size as a bloody cat may it do ya!) began to snap violently in all directions. Even in death those two front nashers could do some damage.

  Deadwood sniggered as Boson cawed loudly.

  ‘I never miss, my feathery friend.’ Deadwood tucked Jonah between the back of his jeans and pants and with a sharp motion grabbed the rat. With a quick twist of the wrist and a satisfying crack the rat’s neck was broken and the blood from the wounds trickled over the Watchman’s hands.

  ‘One direct hit from Jonah, Boson, would have blown this little bastard to pieces. No Boson. I did not miss. Sometimes it is best to injure that which you hunt.

  Boson looked at the poor dead rat in Deadwoods hand and did not disagree.

4
  Deadwood strapped the rat to the belt of his trousers and took a glance down at the blood that had pooled upon the hardpan of the Wasteland. Staring blankly into the red gore he saw the face of the Sheriff that he had killed back in Rockfall. The fat Sheriffs eyes rolled back and his head ripped apart; the damage from just one of Jonahs slugs had been devastating. Then the voice of Susie roared through his ears.

  Why did you have to kill them, Deadwood, why?
  The voice repeated the question over and over again and the face in the blood changed from that of the Sheriffs to that of Susie. With her voice screaming through his mind Deadwood struggled to remain conscious.

  It was the sound of the children’s screams, echoing through his mind, bringing back thoughts he wished to forget that finally chucked him over the edge. Vomiting hard and cursing to the sky Deadwood fell to the ground heavily and that was that until night fall.
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  The journey to the ranch should have been easy and up until the ‘rat catching’ it had been; but now that Deadwood couldn’t get the voice of Susie out of his head the final night spent before the last day of their journey to the ranch was what his old friend Sib would have coined; like taking a shit filled with white hot glass!

  During his uncomfortable night his head pounded with questions without the right answers and his body shivered with the cold of the deserts chilly night air.

  Is this what it felt like to have a conscience? Is this what it felt like to answer for what you have done? But why now? Why here? After all this time why should two simple acts come back to haunt him after years of dealing out death like soup to the poor? He no longer cared for the woman nor did he care for the children, or the damned Sheriff or the children’s parents for that fact but it still didn’t stop the voices and the screaming and the shouting from twisting his mind to a contorted mess.

  Mayhap it was a test. A test of faith to the Black Sorcerer and the Wretch King. A test of his faith to the tasks set. But surely doing the things that he has done; leaving his home, travelling for months, killing and butchering all those whom he was told to kill should count for something. Shouldn’t it?

  Deadwood gave the last few mouthfuls of the rat stew to Boson and then he hunkered down underneath his warming blanket and gazed up into the stars. Boson finished off the meal greedily. Once finished he innocently spoke to his new friend.

  Deadwood, awoken from his deep dream like state, answered abruptly, ‘I don’t know, bird. Just leave me alone. Leave me in peace for one evening. I don’t have all the answers and I never will. Mayhap the ranch will answer what we both have asked of it until then; don’t ask me anymore damned questions.’

  Deadwood peered over to the silent bird and in their eyes was the understanding of one another. Boson knew that the Watchman was sorry for how he had spoken but also knew that he had meant what he had said.

  That night Deadwood hardly slept; Susie and the children with their intolerable screaming, screeching and crying made it hard for the Watchman to prepare for the days travelling awaiting him once the sun began to rise. No preparation for the ranch that they would come across. And their was no question of that; they would find the ranch. Ever since they caught sight of the rat, the path had become clear, solid and easy to follow. Strangely, it was as if some almighty hand had recently laid the path knowing full well that there was someone waiting to follow it. It didn’t trouble Deadwood that he thought this; it merely made him more and more curious. There were paths and roads and people and things that defied all theories and thoughts and the world Deadwood travelled in now, was certainly one of them.

  But who or whom could have laid it? Was it the owner of the ranch? Was it the Black Sorcerer or the Wretch King himself? If it was the owner then what the hell was there to farm all the way out here. Nothing could grow in this soil and there wasn’t enough water to sustain cattle. This section of the Wastelands was as close to the Void as you could get.

  At the ranch they would find out.

  He was promised. He was promised.

  But when the sun began its long journey and the heat shimmer was visible far off in the distance Deadwood was reminded of the last meeting with the Black Sorcerer.



‘I PROMISE NOTHING, DEADWOOD.’
  It was on this thought that Deadwood rose from his slumber and began to tidy his things and prepare himself for what would hopefully be his last day’s journey before the ranch filled his field of vision.
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  And four hours into their journey, when the sun was quarter round the dark outline of the ranch shimmered into view.

  Deadwoods heart rose as too did his adrenalin. Boson merely cawed and looked into the deep blue sky.

  ‘No my feathery friend. Stay with me. We must be cautious.’
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  Even though they could see the ranch on the horizon and it could only be a few miles ahead it took until the sun was positioned in its third quarter before they reached the boundary fence and the gateway into the ranch land.

  The gate itself was wooden, roughly two meters long and it stood about a meter high. It had a beautiful inlaid design of galloping horses cut deep into its dark core and a huge brass handle glistened in the sunlight beckoning you to twist and enter. The fence that started from the sides of the gate shot out in both directions and continued further than the eye could make out. The gate was held up between two huge lumps of timber, burnt black by the sun, and at the top of the two pyres was a long beam holding up, upon three wheezing brackets, a sign post. The gateway looked brand new and even on the horizon the ranch looked in pretty good condition. This was not what the Watchman had anticipated.

  Deadwood quickly realised that this was not designed to keep animals neither in nor out but it simply marked the boundary between what was Wasteland and was what was ranch land. 

  The Watchman gazed up at the sign post as it swung carelessly in the soft hot wind of the desert. Shielding his eyes he read the freshly painted wording and he repeated it over and over in his head. Beneath the words and positioned in the very centre of the sign there was a strange orange orb which seemed to glow in the sunlight. It reminded him of Arda. It had the same presence, the same unworldly glow but not the same power nor colour. It was definitely one of the orbs that were lost in the Old Times but what it was doing all the way out here? That was another mystery for another day.

  Deadwood felt a peck on the side of his cheek.

  ‘The sign says; First Church of the Wretch King.’

  Boson peered closer at the sign and his distorted vision tried to pick out what it was that was creating such a glow beneath the unintelligible words. It was giving out the same pulse, the same pull as the shimmer had done all those seemingly endless days ago but this one was different. How? He did not know.

  For a while the two of them gazed unconsciously at the sign. Watching it swing backwards and forwards was somehow mesmerizing, transfixing beyond description. The two of them; a Watchman and a crow made a striking pair. The orange glow, like a winter’s sun, caught your sight and never let it go. Once in its power you were like a moth to the fire, a dog to meat.

  Deadwood took in a deep mouthful of hot acrid air and stroked Bosons heaving chest.

  ‘It is time my little friend. It is time we made our way to this church and find out what lies ahead for us.’

  Taking his gaze, no, forcing his gaze away from the orange orb





Petra…. Petra….








Deadwood felt it tug harder on his unconsciousness, trying even harder to keep those eyes where they were. All those questions it 


Petra



seemed to have the answers to….he could see them…if only the fog were to lift he could see them…finally the end could be seen…if only she would let go of the mist…the answers were inside the orb…his mind tried to break free…

you don’t need your body…you don’t need it, Deadwood…you only need your soul
  


if he let go he could have the answers…but that would be foolish…Petra is a liar…she is false…but the answers are there beyond the fog…beyond the mist…he saw the face of Charlie…he was telling him to go on, to have the courage to let it all go…he saw the face of Susie waiting on the other side of the Green Path and the hand of Palaluka beckoning him to run free…if only he were to let go…forcing himself away from the images he heard the screams of the children and the cuss words from Cathy…he saw Rockfall and the life he could have there if only he were to let it go…






let it ****ing go, Deadwood…give it’s to me before I ****ing takes it anyway!...




his mind started to leave but there was something…something calling him from somewhere…the noise was familiar…friendly…it seemed miles off but yet its sound was strong…strong but ignorable…he could still go to Rockfall and turn back time…



DEADWOOD!
DEADWOOD!

…with more effort than he knew he would have to muster Deadwood struggled free of the hold Petra had over him and moved his mind back into his own body…it was hard…nearly too hard…but Deadwood knew better now…knew it had to get back…knew Petra was false…deadly…he remembered the face of the Black Sorcerer….remembered his words and his promises and the nightmare faded away to nothing.

  Boson shrieked as Deadwood stumbled back, sweat dripping from his forehead, his face white, and his energy spent. Deadwoods’ breathing was hard, his chest sore.

  Boson called to him again but Deadwood could not answer. The orb, Petra, had gotten into his mind and had had her wicked way with him. Deadwood remained on the floor for sometime; seeing those images again, imagining being back in Rockfall.

  Deadwood took in a deep breath and controlled his thoughts. This was no way for a Watchman to behave. He stood, brushed himself off and looked to the horizon being careful not to awaken the orb. He outstretched his right arm and grabbed hold of the large brass handle of the gate. With a twist to the left the latch clicked and the gate gently swung open.

  Once over the threshold, Boson hopped into the air and came to rest upon Deadwoods shoulder. If a Watchman can do it so too can a bird.

  As Deadwood turned to face the desert he had walked across for what seemed like an eternity it was as if he were looking at a picture painted by some careless hand. the colours; all white, brown and yellow blended together in a blurred wash of nothingness. He had been there, he had walked across it and discovered love, loss, rejection, hope and fulfilment. The Wastelands, for the most part, had no more tricks for this Watchman.

  He turned back, keeping his gaze away from Petra and once more faced the Church that had once been a ranch. Slowly he began the journey towards it leaving the Wastelands behind.

  Behind him and now rotating to follow his movement, Petra’s eye bulged and contorted from the wooden sign. By the Maker she still wanted him. Fresh meat. 

  The fiery eye blinked and watched the two weary travellers walk along the path that it had been told to build and it watched until they had reached the church. It had lost him once but it would try again. Eventually all fall for Petra; Queen of Void.

First Church of the Wretch King
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  The effects of Petra began to fade almost instantly as Deadwood headed on. He had no idea what was in store for him and he went on blindly. The church was becoming a lot clearer now but yet it still looked like the ranch he had seen in Void; all run down and broken. His idea of a church was all splendour and stonework; not a wooden structure out in the middle of nowhere. But things had changed. The world had changed and nothing was what it seemed anymore.

  However, even though the building was almost falling down and in need of repair it fitted in with its surroundings. Somehow a clean cut building just wouldn’t look right. The Wastelands had no need of a nice new building.

  As the path kept its straight line toward the church, Deadwood noted that at no point did he see anyone or anything. No trap. No hunters. No Sorcerer. No nothing.

  ‘Have you ever seen anything like this, my little friend?’ Deadwood asked more out of hope than anything else.

  Boson called back, his shriek low and fearful.

  ‘But it is where we have to go. It is where both our destinies lie and where they will be forged a new.’
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  The sun was halfway into the horizon and beginning to set when the two travellers finally reached the seven steps leading to the covered porch that encircled the church. The wood was rotten, aged beyond years and the paint fell with every blast from the Wastelands hot wind.
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  Pinned to the right hand rail leading up to the church was a small sheet of paper. It rustled in the breeze calling for attention. He reached out, grabbed the note and read it.

  Words had left Deadwood. Air left his lungs like he had been running for a week. His muscles lost all strength. It felt like he was back inside Petra and for a moment he was tempted to check on her whereabouts. Deadwood struggled to stand as the words from the King encircled his mind.

My Deadwood.


Now is the time for all your fears to leave you.


Now is the time for your mind to see what your eyes are not.


Now is the time to enter a world that I have prepared for you and a world where I can fully protect you.


The door is as warm as a heart and yet its owner can be as cold as rock.

  
We will see one another. I promise you. Keep doing my bidding and we will see one another.


Remember the Orbs, Deadwood. Remember my wants and your glory.

You’re master loves you like son, Deadwood, like a son.

Barnabas, Wretch King.

  Deadwood knelt down on one knee and looked up to the sky. Boson shocked flew from the Watchman’s shoulder and he landed on the first step.

  ‘Thank you, my master, for showing me the way and for showing me what true power really is. I renounce Ritash like I have done a thousand times before and I give all to you and the Sorcerer. I will not fail you.’

  Deadwood unclenched his hands, his finger nails tearing short gashes into his rough palms, stood and dusted off his jeans. Without fear, without a second though, Deadwood walked up the short stairway and stood by the front door of the First Church of the Wretch King.

*  
*  
* 
 *

  Four thousand miles away, into the land known as the Shifting's and in a large, dark hall known only as Fallen, the Wretch King himself; Barnabas; Son of the Damned and Master of Daemons sat on his throne made of black volcanic rock; his blood red cloak, which covered his entire frame, draped over it like a death shroud, laughed insanely as he once again viewed the Watchman prostrate himself upon the Wastelands floor; giving himself over for something he had no understanding of, no single idea of. Deadwood had become a joke known only to the puppeteers and he was the last Watchman of a time slowly disappearing.
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  The rotten and pealing white church smelt as if damp had taken root. The wood was dead, as dead as the Wastelands. On most of the long planks, which stretched from the bottom of the building to the eaves, a thick covering of yellowing green moss ran down the grain and it was only the double front door which remained untarnished. The building looked exactly like it had done during his vision only now, in person as it were, far more ominous.

  Deadwood placed his hand upon the door and was not surprised to feel the heat emanating from the wood.

  The note was true.

  He looked down at Boson who had joined him and saw that he was licking the rotten wooden frame of the door. Obviously the moss tasted good.

  ‘Now is not the time, Boson. To my shoulder and keep it quiet. Say nothing of our conversations and nothing of what we have done.’

  Boson flew to Deadwoods shoulder and remained quiet, even though, as Deadwood pulled down the dry and frayed bell pull, he wanted to scream, as the haunted, echoing toll filled the Wastelands near silence. The bells ring seemed to go on forever.

  Deadwood pulled it a second time and the toll blasted out again. The Watchman did not flinch. The Watchman did not stand back. The Watchman merely rang the bell a third time.
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  The footsteps from behind the door started softly and then as they came closer to the door they got louder and louder. Deadwood could not hear creaking floorboards or the crack of old wood as the unknown person walked across the aged floorboards. Out of old habit the Watchman brushed down his dirty black cloak.

  Charlie would shoot me where I stood if he saw me with a dirty cloak or tarnished boots.
  At the thought of his old master, he moved his right hand down to his holster, which was tied around his waist and he ran his fingers along its rough, leather covering. With a caressing touch he ran his fingers across the maple handle and then felt the coldness of the metal before disappearing again under the leather. If all went to shit, Jonah would sing.

  The Watchman closed his eyes as the footsteps stopped and the owner of the First Church of the Wretch King began to undo the locks protecting its home.

  The unlocking process started with the squeal of a turning lock, then continued with a sliding bolt grinding across a rusty bar and it finished with dull thud of wood being removed from its holder.

  The Watchman opened his eyes as the door latch clicked and the white door swung inwards.

  The sweet scent of jasmine flooded out from the building.

  Boson let out a massive scream as the door fully opened and the horror of what the church held came into full view; a green ceiling, of a substance that looked like the drippings of a winter nose covered the plaster, red walls of dried blood were adorned with haunting paintings of faces twisted with pain and anguish and in the middle of the hall was a huge black volcanic rock staircase rising up to the second wretched floor. The church was in a horrific state. The church was not of this world and Deadwood reached down instinctively for Jonah.

  From the eerie green haze of the building (Deadwood could not bring himself to call it a church) came a female voice that Deadwood, to his even greater shock, recognised. Its tone was southern, where the cotton is made and the corn is picked.

  ‘My, my, my, we have come along way, boy, mmmm, hmmm. Looks ly you foun yerself a friend, sugar and it be as black as me. As black as the night’s sky!’

  A cackle vomited from the throat of the black woman and it carried far off on the breeze and into the unknowns of the desert.

  The cackles croaky tone ebbed away and all that was left was the silence that had surrounded Deadwood for the last eternity. The black woman looked him up and down and her eyes finished on his own. Inside them she saw nothing. No shock. No amazement. No nothing. But she knew there was something there. After all, not so long ago and in a different place a man had come to her and told her differently. Her groin ached at the thought.

  The silence had become monumental now. The woman decided to end it.

  ‘I see you is as excited to see me as I is you, boy. I aint gonna stand her like a ****in idiot all night so get yo ass in her before the freeze sets in.’

  The Watchman stayed put, the cold air rushed through his unkempt hair and rattling his pots attached to his rucksack. Boson looked to him and then to the woman and then back to the Watchman. He was amazed to hear the man speak.

  ‘Why you? Why…?’

  The woman snorted a laugh. ‘Just get yo ass inside, Watchman. NOW!’
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  To say what happened when the Watchman and the bird stepped over the threshold and into the church was strange, is a bit of an understatement. The snot green ceilings and blood red walls vanished into utter nothingness. They left no trace and for a moment, Deadwood had thought it all to have been a dream. But there was something… a smell. The smell of death and of rot that lingered in the air like a well cooked beef.

  In front of him the purple light of dusk flooded in through the many windows. Twelve rows of pews stretched out and a small step up led to an alter with a small book of the Man Jesus open on an unknown page. As a church of the Wretch King, the first church of the Wretch King having a book of the Man Jesus was not expected. The decoration was none existent everything being either white or cream and the wood of the alter and of the pews was of the darkest brown. It reminded Deadwood of every other church he had ever been to. And why shouldn’t it? His King, His God was greater than anything that had come before.

  The black woman, Robusta….that was her name Deadwood remembered….escorted them to their left and through a small corridor and into a large sitting come dining room. The purple dusk light came in through the windows and the electric lights, powered from some secret generator, where alight but their glow did nothing. The room itself was sparsely furnished with only a large table surrounded by six chairs. These six armchairs encircled the fire place and cupboard full of strange ornaments and as Deadwood looked closer and saw five china dolls sat on parade on a single shelf. He could sense Boson feeling the same sense of awe as he did. It was all a little too much for them both. So many questions rang through his mind: was this all the work of his King? Was this church always here and if it wasn’t then who built it? Why this woman? Robusta the Witch. The woman that had given him so much shit in the past it was almost beyond belief.

  Sensing the mood Robusta turned and looked to her two new visitors.

  ‘I aint got the answers, Deadwood. I know about as much as you. The stuff you don’t know you will pretty soon.’ Robusta looked to the bird before Deadwood could answer. ‘I hope yous friend is house trained. I don’t want this place stinking of bird crap.’

  ‘He will not trouble you with his spoil, Robusta.’ Deadwood answered. Boson hopped down from the Watchman shoulders and sat by the lit fire. He did not look at the woman. He didn’t trust her. Deadwood released the clasps on his rucksack and placed it upon the floor. The dust fell from the pack in huge lumps leaving little sand dunes on the wooden floor.

  Looking up he noticed Robusta backing away from him; a look of utter terror upon her shiny coloured face. It reminded him of a time back in Rockfall but he couldn’t picture what. His eyes must have given away his ignorance.

  ‘Why yo wearing that bastard Jonah for? Take it off in the Church, I say. It may do the work of the Wretch King but you aint wearing that in this place. Get it out of my sighta!’

  Without a word and remembering why she wanted it removed, Deadwood unclipped the belt buckle and removed the holster which was holding the gun known as Jonah. He placed it behind the rucksack and out of the view of Robusta.

  ‘Is that better, Robusta?’

  The old woman smiled, her wrinkles creasing up and her deep set eyes scanning behind him just in case she could see the gun. 

  ‘Aye, Deadwood, aye.’ She cackled as Deadwood sat upon the red armchair not allowing his eyes to leave her position. ‘Still weary of me of me aint cha? Like you weres back in that stink pit all that time ago, id wager.’ Robusta turned and headed off back toward the main room   

  ‘Always weary, Robusta. I’m a Watchman and being weary is what keeps us alive.’

  Robusta boomed out a laugh and it awoke the dosing Boson.

  ‘You said it boy! You said it!’
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  As the chimes struck seven and the small bird popped its shiny wooden body in and out of the ornate wooden clock above the fire, Deadwood received a rather large portion of freshly baked potato pie. It was served upon a bright white porcelain plate and he had been ushered a silver forked to help chuck the food down his gullet.

  Deadwood looked at the pie suspiciously. Even though he knew that Robusta had been given her orders by either the Black Sorcerer or the Wretch King himself it still wouldn’t stop her trying to poison him and have her Hoodoo way with his body. Who could blame her after what he had done?

  He paused before filling his fork with pie. It looked so good and by the Maker he needed a good meal. But he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t allow his stomach get the better of his training. He couldn’t let his hunger rule the roost. ‘Clear minds rule the body.’ That was Charlie again. Damn his old teacher. Robusta gave out a sharp tutt and walked back towards the Watchman. She leant over and Deadwood could smell the scent of death upon her. It was underlying like a baking pie in the oven or perfume distintly placed upon the wrist or neck. Faintly, behind the death, was the sweet smell of jasmine and it brought with it strange images of Robustas childhood…helpless and loss…running from her father to her dear mother…running from the law and from the Witch hunters of old…

  ‘Gimme that fork.’ Robusta brought him out of the day dream as she ripped the fork from his grip and dug it directly into the centre of the pile of pie. With a sickly smile she shoved the fork into her mouth and using her lips slid the pie of the fork and overstating every movement, she chewed the soft potato mush. After a few chews she swallowed hard; even exaggerating this motion as too prove her already proven point.

  ‘There. Happy?’ Her eyes were wide and her mouth grinning from ear to ear.

  Deadwood gazed back to the pie and the lifted his right hand toward the fork still in Robustas grip. As the fork slipped from her hand to his own their fingers touched and Deadwoods mind twisted and coiled and his stomach turned. He closed his eyes for fear of showing pain. In the blackness of his eyelids he could sense something coming for him. It wasn’t Robusta. He knew she couldn’t touch him. It was something else. Something demonic. The blackness behind his eyelids started to abate and an orange glow that he was all too familiar with took its place. Petra was seeking him out. Somehow, Robusta and Petra are connected. How? He didn’t’ know but was sure he would find out sooner or later. 

  Deadwood was unsure of how to continue. It felt as if a lifetime had gone by but he was sure it hadn’t been any more that a few seconds. Delicately he opened his eyes, hoping not to see the orange ball floating in front of him; tempting him into her firm and seductive grip.

  Relief came when his eyes fully opened and he found Robusta still starring at him, the plate of pie still in his lap and steaming hot.

  Robusta finally let go of the fork, straightened up, took a few steps back and moved to one of the red armchairs opposite Deadwood. With a grunt she squatted and planted her backside upon the seat. The large chair creaked but did not collapse as Deadwood feared.

  ‘I guess by yo expression, boy, yo stomach gone in knots and yo head been a fishin?’

  Deadwood nodded. He looked back to the pie and the sickening feeling returned. He knew that the first mouthful would come straight back up but he couldn’t let his stomach go one rumbling like it was. And, more importantly, manners dictated that he ate whatever was put in front of him.

  ‘You still either doesn’t rust me or your stomach is doing flips. Either way; eats the pie. It will make you feel a whole lot better and it will show you that we is gonna have to trust each other and we is gonna have to be friends…Pards if you will, in a mass. And pards trust each other, right sugar?’

  Deadwood scooped up a large forkful of piping hot potato pie and looked at Robusta whom did not return his gaze; she merely sat staring at the roaring fire. With a deep breath, he placed the fork into his mouth and removed the pie from its silver prongs.

  It tasted good.
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  She was right, and after the chimes had finished ringing half past the hour of seven, he had finished off three platefuls of pie and he felt like his old self.
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  ‘Well sugar, yo sure got one heck of an appetite!’ she cackled to herself and shook her head from side to side. Deadwood placed the plate upon the floor and pushed it toward the awaiting beak of Boson. He watched the bird lap up the remainder of the potato pie and for a moment, the briefest of all moments, Deadwood felt happy. He felt secure in the company of Robusta.

  ‘I haven’t tasted pie like that in a long time. It makes a pleasant change to eat good hot food once again.’ Deadwood took a large mouthful of water from the mug that Robusta had brought back with her. It tasted fresh as water from the mountains and it once again reminded him of the home he left a long time ago.

  Deadwood knew that now would be a good time to ask his questions.

  ‘What is this place, Robusta? Is it the same place that he showed me in Void?’

  Robusta fidgeted in her chair, tidied up her creased piny and starred right back at the man who had shot her all that time ago.

  ‘Well I sure thought yo were going to ask these questions as soon as yo saw my pretty black face. But I guess seeing me alive put the shits up you something rotten no doubt.’ She let out a slight cackle and watched as Boson finished licking the plate clean, curl up and put is tired head under his jet black wing.

  ‘To be honest sugar,’ Robusta continued, ‘I aint got a clue how long this building has been here. I aint heard of no church in the desert before and I sure as shit aint heard of a church built for the worship of the greatest God, Barnabas. And before you ask me I don’t know how I got here either. One minute I was floating about in the blackness of Void and then I was here…and so was he.’ She placed her hand in her piny pocket and removed a lighter and a slender cigar. With a caressing lick she placed the wet end into her mouth and held the lighter firm in front of her. She made no attempt to light the cigar but chew the end of the cigar she did without seeming thought.

  Still with the cigar in her mouth, Robusta mumbled, ‘Smoking these things lead to death and I used to agree, seeing as I used to the one saying it.’

  It had been a while since Deadwood had engaged in conversation with anyone and even though this wasn’t the person he thought he would ever speak to again, he would engage in word play. After all, as with the potato pie, it would be very impolite not to.

  ‘So why smoke them then?’

  ‘For a Watchman, you sure being stupid, boy.’

  It was Deadwoods turn to smile. He needed to concentrate. He was better than this. ‘Because I killed you. Because you are already dead.’

  ‘Got it in one. You killed me. You killed me good, boy, but here I am; as large as life and as fruitful in my work as ever.’

  ‘Fruitful in your work?’ Deadwood asked.

  Robusta adjusted herself and as she did the fire rose a few degrees.

  ‘Aye, sugar. Even though its only been a week, maybe two, I don’t know, times all gone runny, for me in this house, working within these walls and working for the Wretch King it feels like an eternity and a Witch sure can do a lot in an eternity.’

  Deadwood hadn’t moved in a long time and his feet felt heavy with numbness. He stretched them out and asked. ‘What is it that you do for the King?’

  Robusta released a sly grin towards the Watchman and it caused a shiver to run down his spine. It was the second time she had managed to break through the training. 

  ‘Well, I guess you would call it roping in old favours as they would say in the old tongue.’ Robusta saw the quizzical look in Deadwoods eyes and so she continued. ‘I am the one that does his work. You may be the one that brings him what he desires but I am the one that must give him what is being promised by these land walkers out there in the real world.’ Still Deadwood looked clueless.

  ‘You sure as shit don’t know much for someone that says he does. Let me explain; you need yo crops to grow or you need yo woman to fall pregnant or you want a girl and you just cant have her, well you need the help of the Wretch God.’ Robusta looked to the fire. ‘To get a little you’ve got to give a little aint cha Watchman? So when these people ask the Wretch King what they want in their prayers, they also say what they would give up and so I am the one that collects the favours that they offer and my work has been building ever since the power of the Wretch King was shown to the masses.’

  Deadwood nodded and allowed Robusta to continue as he could tell she still had a lot to say.

  ‘You see, in Rockfall I collected favours as you well know, but in here, I collect the promises made in prayer. I take their soul, I take their sight, I take their life if needs be and the Wretch King rewards me with all the potato pie I need.’

  Deadwood struggled to believe what he had just heard but he knew after seeing what the Black Sorcerer can do and what the Wretch King is capable of that what he had heard must be the truth. But she still hadn’t answered one quetion.

  ‘But why am I here? I have only promised him one thing. I have…’ Deadwood finished abruptly and allowed Robusta to finish off his sentence.

  ‘Only promised to give him what he wants, what he desires. I am here to collect the first and then send you on your way. But first…first, I must hear why you killed me and why you spent so much time in that shitty little town and I must hear it all from that whore kissing mouth and I must hear the truth and so too must yo pretty black birdie friend too.’

  Deadwood took another mouthful of water and swallowed hard. He didn’t want to tell his little tale. He didn’t want to relive all the feelings he had gone through back in Rockfall. 

  ‘Why? What purpose would that serve?’

  ‘It serves him, Deadwood. It serves our master and our King. NOW TELL ME THE ****ING STORY!’
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  With reluctance and almost no will power, Deadwood nudged the bird, allowed him to wake and begun telling his little tale. He spoke in small outburst, allowing each sentence to settle before beginning the next. His voice was low and easy and Boson sat listening to every word; understanding most and blanking out some.

 Robusta sat in her little chair listening to all the words and knowing what all of them meant. Unknown to Deadwood, Robusta knew the next sentence before he had even said it. She knew every word but loved hearing him struggle through it.
