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Introduction

The sun was bearing down on the city with an unearthly tinge
of green. The streets were empty, some horseless carriages
strewn about. There was a stench about, something rotten was
in the air, but nigh imperceptible, because of the drought
that was.

A lone figure was striding down the countryside, slowly
approaching the city. Looking over it’s skyline, he saw it
for the frontier town it was in its beginnings, and the trade
community it was in its prime. However, those days seemed
past now.

The buildings were getting larger, and he finally decided
it was better he’s be prepared. He put on his mask, and breathed
in. It was pleasant, for now, but he knew the sweet smell
of herbs would turn sickly in his mind soon. He so much preferred
to see the world through his own eyes, but it just wasn’t safe.

Through the glasses isolating him from the outside, he gazed
upon the whole of the town again, before delving in himself.
There was a job to be done.
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One Last House

The first few houses he checked were empty. Each time he walked
through a room, and saw nothing, he sighed with relief. Each
moment of solitude meant they could have gotten away. That
no one has succumbed.

He thought about the efficiency of his doings from time
to time. If going from home to home, through every single
one was really the best way to do it. And always, in his mind,
there was the picture of the old woman, whom he nearly missed.

He had been in a village. He had reached the center, and was
tired for the day. He wanted to have this behind him, and
so he shouted out to anyone who might hear him, for them to
reply. He was met with silence. He repeated his cry, and
nothing changed.

He had gathered his belongings, and readied himself for
the travel to the next godforsaken place, when a tingling of
doubt had entered his mind. What if he someone was here after
all. To satiate his conscience, he decided to check one more
house. If he found nothing, he’d leave, without any second
thoughts.

The door creaked, when he forced it open, and he was a little
bit thankful for that. It meant it wasn’t used for a while,
which could mean there was no one home.

What he saw when he entered, was a dust-covered, but elegantly
furnished hallway. There was a mirror on by the door, and
one of those fancy debooters. He as always, he decided not
to peek in the mirror. There was a reason people strayed away
from his kind, and it was not only because of the death he
was chasing.

The living room was empty of people, only housing a low
table and two sofas, as well as several paintings hanging on
the walls, and standing on the fireplace. Some of them depicted
the scenery, some he even recognized from the environment,
and others had people in them. Prevalent was a pair, a man
and a woman, in the pictures slowly descending into the further
ages, and a child, or rather, younger man. Perhaps the owners
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of the house, and their kid.
The kitchen was similarly empty. It seemed to double as

the room they ate in, as there was a wide table in there, with
four chairs. The food that he found in there was unfortunately
still good. It had to be bought not that far away in time,
which brought the danger close to people. He moved on.

There was another room, on the opposite side of the hallway
by the entrance. As he opened the door, he saw it to be dark.
Darker than the other rooms. After a few seconds, as his eyes
adapted to the low amount of light, he noticed there to be
a big object in, most likely a bed, by the south wall. There
also was a trace amount of light falling from another wall,
a clear sign of a curtained window.

A light tug de-curtained the window, and light, for the
first time in a while, fell into the room with its full force.
He heard a low moaning, but could not guess where the wind
would have to come from.

Then he turned around. There was a bed, as he suspected,
as well as some nightstands, a lamp, and a few other pieces
of furniture, but most importantly, there was the source of
moaning. On the bed there lay two silhouettes, shadows of
what had to once be humans. The smell of herbs turned sickly
sweet in his nose again, and he resisted vomiting. It wasn’t
the first time he saw this, but it was never easy.

He went up to the corpses, and touched the old man with
his leather-gloved hand. The flesh gave away under his touch,
but the body remained still. Dead. He was too late. He did
the same with the aged woman. It was muffled through his mask,
but there was the moan he heard before, as the first layers
of skin dissolved under his touch. She was alive. He didn’t
know which was worse.

First of all, he moved the corpse of the old man away. Both
were already afflicted, but if there was a chance of saving
the woman, he didn’t want her to descend this road again. Then,
after a short prayer, he retrieved his tools from his bag,
and set them around him, for easy access. It wasn’t easy using
them, with so much leather and the mask on him, but the alternative
was painful beyond imagination.

He made a small incision on arm of the frail woman. There
was slight bleeding, but mixed with the blood was the dark
yellow ooze. A bad sign. He carefully opened her eyelids,
making sure not to harm them, and saw that her eyes were already
milky. There was little chance to save her, he knew, but he
had seen it be done. At least, if she would pass one test.

He didn’t like this part, but he knew, he had to get to
her bone, if he wanted to save her. He picked up the bonesaw,
and held it up in the light. It glistened with menace. He
covered it with alcohol once more, and held it over the candle
he had lighted earlier. The fire glistened in the fish-eye-lenses
of his mask.
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It always disturbed him, how easy the metal worked its way
through the flesh and bone. It didn’t take long for the woman’s
leg to be amputated, just a few well placed strokes through
the flesh, and a few movement of good technique to get through
the bone. Some of the yellowish red fluid started dripping
from the stump, so he fastened the bandage. Through the whole
ordeal, he heard the faint sounds of strengthless screams.

Now came the decisive part. He dissected the amputated
leg, piece by piece taking away the flesh, until he could carve
into the bone with ease. He cut the bone clean in half, through
its length, and what he saw did not heighten his spirits. It
was too late. The disease has eaten its way into the core
of the woman’s bones, which meant it was too late. There was
only one more thing he could do for her.

He cleansed his tools, and repacked them. Then he took
the cross out of his breast pocket, as well as his dagger out
of its sheath. He put the tip onto her heart, and with a prayer,
he sent her off this world onto the next. Her suffering ended.

He buried both of their corpses behind their house, after
writing down notes on this case in his book. Then he went
through the rest of the homes in the village. By the next
morning, when was finished, he had found two other corpses,
but no one still living. He went on his way, towards the next
community, and only after getting far enough did he take the
mask of, to get rid of that sickly smell. his tiredness got
to him. He stood at the countryside vomiting, and trying not
to think of the images he saw flashing before his eyes. He
had the mental fortitude, to find shelter under some tree,
and then passed out, finding himself in the world of nightmares.
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