Vorpeus solemnly paddled through the swamp, ignoring the fetid landscape he knew as home. There were a few patches of solid ground separated by large pools of stagnant water. The stench of decay was so strong a normal person would have become violently ill and even possibly die from a mere minute of exposure but Vorpeus, adapted as he was to this environment, had no problem with it. He also enjoyed immunities to the mosquitoes since his blood was toxic to them they had learned to stay away. Everything in this place is a corrupted, mutated mockery of life. Above the water, there are trees with tentacle-like vines that try and grab animals passing by and send tiny roots into them to slowly absorb their nutrients. The melancholy aura of the place is concentrated around these trees with their dozens of vines with skeletal remains swinging in them. The animals being preyed upon were almost as ghastly. There were warthogs with gills, squirrels with mantis-like claws, and birds with teeth that always seemed to be smiling sinisterly. Ruling over this morbid parade was the fungus. The prevailing cause of death among all the species here is premature decay. All the creatures have large mottled patches of black and green fungus covering them onset from soon after birth. The locals say “untouched” for someone innocent or pious beyond reproach implying that they are untouched by the fungus of the swamp. Of course every once in awhile there were children born that the swamp refused to claim with its fungus. These children are seen by the natives as an ill-omen and are sent away from the village. They don’t kill the children like some societies that believe a certain birth to be an ill omen might do because it never occurs to them to do so. Death is a constant part of their life, looming overhead and they have never thought that they could bring down death on anything, which has led them to a strange harmony with their environment. As a consequence some of these children survive. Vorpeus was one of those children. He, like all the others, would be unwelcome in any of the villages of the great swamp and if he ever made it out the “untouched” outside would call him a monster and send him back, or so he had been told by the villagers he had met. So, he leads a lonely life. Occasionally he comes across other outcasts but after a few days they always part ways. This particular day he was daydreaming about the world beyond the swamp and drifted to close to the bank. He was pulled back to reality by a half-dozen slimy vines groping him and lifting him out of his barge. He screamed in pain as his skin was pierced in several places by the army of little roots. As the roots began to branch out it felt as if her was getting a thousand shots from the inside. Each sharp prick was followed by a dull throbbing pain and then a numbing. After a few minutes it reached his head and he lost consciousness.

***


Imani stood on a tree stump addressing the crowds. She was here to discuss the unfair treatment of “untouched” children and ways to rectify this. She was taking a stand for the rights of the outcasts but few took her seriously. Only those who had children who were taken because they were “untouched” listened and only those who hadn’t had more children sympathized with the cause.


Many of the people were there to berate Imani and throw fresh fruit at her. Her fungus had a hard time growing and was pale in comparison because of this barrage. Rumors would float around about her father being “untouched” but Imani didn’t know since she’d never met her father.


Today Imani stood on her stump, like any other day, but today was different. Hate was a foreign concept to the swamp because survival was too much struggle to allow time for animosity. Outside the swamp, however, hate was as common as it is our world today. One man from outside the swamp, one well acquainted with the concept, had decided to sow the seeds of discord this day among the swamp people. Once a crowd had gathered around Imani’s stump the interloper crawled out of the muck and moaned piteously. When the people asked him what was wrong he claimed that Imani had made him “untouched”


“I knew something was wrong with that girl!” one man shouted.


“She should have been banished as a child.” A woman replied.


“This is madness.” Imani reasoned “It’s not possible to make someone untouched. It’s a condition you’re born into.”


“What does she know? She’s just a little girl!” the foreigner interrupted.


“Well, an elderly and well respected man calmly intoned, “Just don’t do it again.”


“I didn’t do it!” Imani pleaded.


“See…see how she lies? She can’t be trusted.” The sower of discord insisted.


“Lies? What does that mean?” The elder inquired.


“It means she’s not telling the truth, she’s trying to deceive you so she can make you all untouched like she did me!”


“That’s perposter-“


“Quiet Imani, why would she want to make us all untouched?”


“Sympathy of course, you’d all stop sending away the untouched children.”


“Hmmm…” the elder frowned, “Those are some very serious charges. Are you prepared to support your claims?” The elder turned and beckoned two burly men. “Take them to the courthouse.”


“No!” the foreigner interjected, “ a trial?! By then it will be too late. She must be taken care of now or you’ll all become untouched!!” A murmur went through the crowd. He knew he had them now. It was time for the coup-de-grace. He stealthily took a vial out of a pocket inside his shirt and threw it at the ground near Imani. A greenish cloud enveloped a half-dozen people and when it cleared they were all “untouched”. “See… she’s already started!” There was a general panic and Imani and the new untouched were seized by her neighbors.


“Calm down people, there must still be a trial!” the elder roared trying to restore peace. Someone had gotten rope and began to tie up Imani and her “victims”. The man was cackling madly at his success until someone noticed and mentioned he should be seized too. Fearing death, the man fled the village to the west, deeper into the swamp. “Please stop this madness,” the elder plead but his supplications were met only with anger and fear as they tied him up as well. Once all the victims were tied they tied together several of the rafts for the untouched children and sent them all off. As they drifted off to the east Imani shouted out in protest, “This is unjust! You’ve all gone mad!!”


***


When Vorpeus regained consciousness he looked around and found himself in an empty green room with walls that pulsated like a heart beat. “Where am I?” Vorpeus pondered aloud. He looked a few steps and then started to hear whispers. He tried to ignore them at first but they began to rise until they were the booming of countless voices from all directions speaking in perfect unison,


“You have been spared, be grateful.”

“Spared? From what? By who?”

“We are Ana Shay'Ets, and now you are too”


“I am too? What does that mean? What is this place?”

“Quiet, we must prepare.” The room began to beat faster. Thousands of branch-like arms breached the walls and began to reach towards Vorpeus. A sweet honey-like tune filled the air as Vorpeus felt the world and its worries melt away in the warm embrace of Ana Shay’Ets.

***


After a few days of being on the run, the man from outside the swamp began to feel confident in having lost any pursuit. “That didn’t go well, Morphidian, you fool.” He mused, “How the hell am I supposed to get out of this swamp now?” Morphidian began coughing again and realized he wasn’t out of breath because he was tired but because the swamp’s atmosphere was becoming more concentrated as he got in farther. He had a solution ready to solve his problem but it was missing a component; it needed the blood of a creature from the swamp to take advantage of their natural resistances to the atmosphere. He looked around and noticed a warthog wallowing in a mud puddle. He took out a knife and leapt onto the massive boar. The warog thrashed and fought but Morphidian succeeded in getting enough blood and crawled out of the mad. He laughed as the warthog wailed in pain thrashing about and then finally sunk into the mud hole which opened up to receive it. As Morphidian mixed and drank this elixir a high-pitched tormented wail came up again. This time it was answered by several baritone groans. Morphidian decided to take refuge up a nearby tree which attacked him as he came close. As it lifted him up in the air he cursed the tree for bothering him and struck at it with his knife. The surprised tree yielded easily to this unknown foe and Morphidian was thrown several feet and crashed into another tree. There was a loud crunch of glass and bone as the forceful impact broke his vials of various chemicals along with his shoulders and his hip. Several shards of glass were forced into Morphidians vertebrae paralyzing him. As he fell limp into an eagerly awaiting sink hole below the chemicals ran down the tree, mixing together and giving off honey scented fumes. Morphidian landed on his back and before going under saw an emaciated Vorpeus struggling weakly with the vines. Unaware of the tentacles poised to rip him apart, Morphidian extended two middle fingers at the trees he had defeated and the poor sap that had to suffer such an excruciating and slow death.

***


As Vorpeus opened his eyes he saw a mud-covered man mired in a sinkhole who was making obscene gestures at him. He reached out a vine to try and save the man from the tentacled piranha-like beast preparing to pounce upon him but the man spurned the aid with a strange cold and shining weapon. The alien sensation of the blade sent Vorpeus into partial shock and the poison on the blade finished the job. Vorpeus fell from the tree and drifted away as the tentacles eviscerated the man he’d been trying to save

***


“Come on!” Imani pleaded, “We can’t give up!” The rest of the people looked at her blankly as she struggled to get free. “Your fungus is back, you’re not untouched. Let’s go back and show the village!” The only reaction evinced from the villagers was a series of resigned sighs. Imani was about to protest again when she heard light footfalls from beyond the trees. “What was that?” she gasped and closed her eyes to listen.


“Scavengers come to get us.” The Villagers moaned piteously, “The swamp has finally come to free us from suffering.” Then they began to sing a dirge for themselves.


“Now!” a voice commanded from the shadows. Imani struggled to look up just in time to see a brief flash of green before suddenly being pulled down into a whirlpool and being submerged in darkness.

***


The first thing Imani noticed when she regained consciousness was that she could move freely. The second was that it was very bright. Imani groaned in pain and sat up, noticing a silhouette of a man at what she assumed through the blinding light was the exit. “One of them is waking up!” the man shouted, his voice ringing in Imani’s ears like a huge cathedral bell, “It’s the strange one.” The light was starting to dim some and Imani could now distinguish colors, like the blue of the wall. A slightly larger man with green skin and blue around his shoulders stepped in and looked at Imani intently.


“Who are you?” He pressed, his thin, forked tongue tickling the tip of Imani’s nose as he spoke.


“Please don’t shout.” Imani grumbled covering her ears, “I am called Imani.” The snake-man turned to the man by the door and hissed, “Why did you sssedate her?”


“S-S-Sorry sir, she was struggling when we brought their rafts in.”


“So? She’sss obviously not one of the Wraithsss. We know nothing of her physssiology, you could have killed her!”


“What’s a wraith?” Imani asked.


“The people you were traveling with, we call them Wraiths.” The snake-tongued man said, losing the hissing in his voice as he made painstaking efforts to calm down.


“The others from my village? I am one of them.”


“I am not quite sure what you are, but you are most certainly not one of the Wraiths.” He smiled warmly and Imani realized he did not at all have the reptilian features she’d assumed he’d had.


“Must have hit my head.” Imani thought to herself. “Oh yeah, and this kind man tended my wound.” The man solemnly nodded as if Imani had said this out loud.


“You seem to be recovering.” He mused, “I’m Ravnos, where are you from?”


“The village to the west.” Imani replied sheepishly, enthralled by Ravnos’ politeness and charm.


“How long have you been among these people?” Ravnos asked as he gestured to the Wraiths tied up- no sitting at tables in the corner.


“All my life I think. I was born in the village. Don’t remember much bef-“ Imani stopped and whirled around suddenly. “They are tied up!!” she shouted.


“No, you’re feverish.” Ravnos calmly intoned, “They came looking for you and we invited them for dinner after letting them know you were safe.” Imani knew this was a lie. They would never seek out a lost person. After a few days they might realize she hadn’t been around to do her share of work and become irate but they’d not fear for her safety. “Just as good above or under” they’d say. She remembered them saying that when she asked what her father had been like, or where her friends had gone. But then again, her mom might have made them – yes, her mom had organized a search party to rescue her…No! Imani’s mother had been bed-ridden for years. Something is not right… “Get out of my head!” Imani shrieked at Ravnos.


“What?! You insssolent little…” Ravnos rose to his feet angrily, upset that anyone other than his own people could see through his subtle telepathic manipulation. His anger was interrupted, however, by a loud ripping sound. Thousands of tiny globes of light emerged from two shimmering fissures on either side of Imani’s back. The endless procession of light began swirling around Imani until there was so much luminosity that entire room was drowning in it. After a few seconds that seemed to last decades, the globes dimmed and Imani’s silhouette was faintly visible. The globes glowed bright and then coalesced into a pair of golden wings. The wings flashed intensely and then slowly transmuted to flesh and immaculate feathers. Imani unfurled her wings with such force that all present were knocked off their feet. Imani herself had changed. She had longer, slightly thinner limbs now and an aura of elegance about her, despite her tears. Although her wings were no longer made of light she had a soft glow surrounding her still. Imani slowly stood up, still crying but calmer now, and stretched her wings as best she could in the limited space. Imani’s face was so full of light and sorrow that her captors, for the first time in their lives, cried. They had never before seen such beauty nor felt such pity and they would never do so again. Before anyone else could recover from the awe-inspiring transformation, Imani left through the ceiling with a loud flap of her wings and a huge crash of shattered ceiling beams.

***


Nosferatu stood facing a dreary landscape. The desolate, blasted rock and the eternally darkened skies wrapped his surroundings in a thick blanket of melancholy. Muted lava flows ran like tears down the mountain, washing away any plants that had struggled to the surface to choke on the ashen air. Nosferatu would be barely visible in this gloom if it weren’t for the purple cloud ring glowing at the top of the volcano.

This all would be very depressing to Nosferatu, if he had eyes. Nosferatu, like other Vitae, does not have face. No eyes, no ears, not even a mouth. Instead the Vitae are able to sense energy in strange way that allowed them to get along better then sight or any other senses would.

One of the Magi had once tried to cut open a Vitae’s skull to see how the brain worked and processed this information about energy but accidentally cut into a nerve and was fatally shocked with approximately 12 billion volts.


The Vitae are not just strange within, but they also have their oddities without. They are skeletal in appearance, the have long, narrow arms and legs and there torso is just as thin except for a large lump of an upper chest. They have long sloping heads with, as previously mentioned, no faces. At the top are long thick strands of metallic hair.

Nosferatu, was not a normal Vitae. He stood at seven feet tall and had thicker limbs then most Vitae. He had dark lines running from his neck down to his fingertips which faintly glowed the same purple as the clouds above. His hair was completely silver instead of the metal medley particular to his race. 
In one three-fingered hand he tightly grasped a silver staff as tall as him. Four thin steel wires ran along the length of the staff. Despite not having a face, Nosferatu had an air of determination about him that frightened enemies and inspired allies.
Right now he was watching two groups of Vitae skirmish with the Magi. He was relaying information for the two groups so that they could focus completely on fighting. The vitae were excellent fighters but the Magi were full of tricks. The Vitae appeared to be outnumbered but many of the Magi they fought weren’t real. Nosferatu wondered how they could orchestrate the attacks of the illusions while fighting.
Nosferatu didn’t have time to dwel on this, however, because Vitae in one of the groups wer winking out. He let the second group know he was heading down and charged towards the other group. He was almost there when he caught a glimpse of movement infront of him for a fraction of a second and then was suddenly on his back. Nosferatu wondered what could be so fast as to defy vitae senses. He quickly rolled foreward and hopped up swinging his staff in front of him. He felt it connect and sensed a vaguely Vitae figure sprawled on the ground. Before Nosferatu could focus to find out who it was the form leapt to its feet and disappeared. Nosferatu called for the others to fall back. The vitae quickly complied and Nosferatu concentrated, drawing energy from the heat of the volcano. Those with eyes could see little red lines of energy flow from the ground up into Nosferatu’s legs and spiral up his body slowly changing to purple as they went. The energy seemed to build up in Nosferatu’s clenched fist and when he opened it several bolts of lightning flew from his fingertips carving deep rows in the valley and several of the Magi as well. Some Illusions mimicked the howls of agony of their masters as they received no further commands and the rest fled with their owner’s covering their retreat. After a while Nosferatu clenched his fist back and the energy dissipated through his body.

One of the Magi remained. Nosferatu thought about the second group and the others went to help. The Magi hissed loudly, “Ludek, I need asssissstance!” In a few seconds the vitae Nosferatu had been knocked down by appeared at the Magi’s side.

“Definitely Vitae, “ Nosferatu thought, “But not anyone I know.”

“Don’t call me that!” Ludek thought back at Nosferatu angrily, “I am not one of you butchers!” Now one must understand that they didn’t actually have words in this communication. Ideas and pictures and emotions were shared between these two Vitae. The only time words even intruded into the world of the Vitae was when others like the Magi coerced or forced them to except spoken language.

“Capture him!” the Magi shouted. Ludek nodded in reply and disappeared from Nosferatu. Nosferatu spun around looking for any kind of energy trail left by Ludek but only the heat of the volcano and the Magi showed up. Nosferatu started swinging blindy with his staff and the Magi laughed.
“You think you’re better then usss becaussse you don’t need eyesss to ssee? A lot of good your sssensssesss are doing you know! I’ve given Ludek the ability to hide his radiant energy so you can’t find him, and he moves too fast for you to respond to his kinetic energy!” The magi began hissing gleefully. Nosferatu was suddenly knocked to the ground again. As he fell he noticed movement along the ground. “The rocks!” he thought. He got up and watched the streaks of movement on the ground.

“Given up already?” the Magi thought this time instead of hissing, “Fine take the fun out of this.” As the movement moved towards him Nosferatu calmly took a step forwards and brought up the heavy end of the staff under his chin and carried him and his momentum up sending Ludek flying in an arc above their heads.Nosferatu grabbed Ludek’s ankle and slammed him into the ground. The Magi cursed loudly at Nosferatu as his hands began to glow purple and he grasped Ludek’s face. The magi took off in fear while Nosferatu drained Ludek of energy and then dragged him back to the camp.

***

