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Prologue

It was the middle of the afternoon. At sweh, a point &f time,
expectations would suggest a bright sunny day. /But today was far
from it. There were clouds, gray and glum, stretching across the
sky as far as the eye could see. Under it§overwhelming pressure,
the sunlight waned, like water struggling t@, move past the bend
of a hose.

In the absence of any real light, the flowers didn’t smile,
slouching down towards the grounds, Jhic animals were all hidden
away, none engaging in dimrnalbactivities or food acquisition.

In fact, the only real signs@f mévement in the area was a streak
of blue, thunderinggdewn alongside the grass. The river. Known
for its wild and rébellicus nature, like a stallion; it galloped down
the hilly grounds. s water was tainted by a greyish tinge as it
flowed, making it harder to see any fish camouflaged inside.

“Thigshasto béthe place,” whispered a silhouette.

Frem Behind the trees, emerged an elderly man. He was short
in height“but his gaze was sharp. His goal was the only thing
océupying his mind.

Swiltly, he made his way to the river edge, the current strength
of Which was seeming greater and greater the closer he got.

“Whew,” he muttered under his breath. “This could take a
while.”

He was looking for something. And by his calculations, it had
to be here. The weight of what he sought was far greater than the
current’s intensity at this point in the river. This was probably
due to the fact that the river’s depth was shortest here.

Crack.
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The old man jumped in horror, whirling around with his arms
helplessly in the air.

“No my boy, wai-” he paused, his eyes widening slightly.

It was only a squirrel, now half petrified by the sudden reaction.

“Ugh,” the old man growled frustratedly. “Let’s get this over
with.”

With a deep breath, he slowly entered inside.

“Ah,” he winced, the temperature of the water was far ‘@ooler
than he had expected. “I won’t be able to stay in Here for 160
long.”

Quickly, the old man began swaying hi§"@rms under water,
trying to feel for something.

He moved confidently, well awarefjthat no aniinals of great
danger inhabited these waters, except/ maybe-

“Bears!” the old man almostggasped toayloudly.

In a flash, he lowered his head anmd, body, submerging himself
entirely. He closed his eyes unable to look up as a large
discolouration appeared abdve the@wster a few meters down by
the edge of the river. Eyewn with the water’s refraction, he could
clearly make out the si%e oftlie carnivore.

‘It’s alright, euw@®ything’sfgoing to be alright,” the old man
helplessly tried t© réassure himself, struggling to maintain his
position with the durrent. If he lifted his head now, the bear
would definifely see him. But he hadn’t had the chance to inhale
prior to §lbmerging under the water, and right now that’s all his
minddeeuld, think about. Well, aside from the massive bear.

‘Qrygent’ the old man’s body screamed.

He couldn’t hold out much longer. As if on cue, the bear
suddenly lifted its head towards another direction, perhaps the
trees. The old man watched in disbelief as the bear almost
miraculously began moving away from the river. Maybe it had
found food? The old man didn’t care. He was busy counting his
lucky stars.

“Blah!” he spat bursting out of the water.

The old man panted, his eyes searching for any sight of the
bear. He sighed in relief. It was gone.

“It must have found a food source,” he chuckled painfully, the
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lack of air in his lungs was still inhibiting him from speaking too
much. “I can’t stick around too long. I gotta get this done.”

Caw!

The old man turned abruptly as the sound caught his attention.

There was a murder of crows gathered by the other side of the
river. Like an orchestra, they were cawing away with ugly grins,
clearly pleased with themselves.

The old man narrowed his eyes. As far as the crows went,that
was highly unusual behaviour. Unless... The old man’s eyeslit
up, the realisation hitting him harder than the river.

“Shoo!” he shouted, speeding straight forhe cluster of animals.
“Fly oft.”

The water slowed his movements biat he reached soon enough,
his eyes landed upon what they were all"gathefée@d around.
Something small, almost shapedgdlike a,

“Hand!” he exclaimed.

The old man dived forward grabbing hold of it.

“Got you!” he exclaimeds

A normal person mightyhave, fainted at the experience of
grabbing a possibly dead hd@nd, but this man was unaffected. He
didn’t even wince.4This was€learly not his first time interacting
with a corpse. Hi§ eyés‘teflected an uncanny level of insensitivity
to the gruesome sight.

“Come on,” he whispered, tugging on the hand.

He cnld feel a'resistance, but soon enough a wrist surfaced.
And_ then ‘an elbow. Followed by a shoulder.

“Cherewwe go,” the old man grunted, tugging harder.

A head emerged from the water. It was pale, the once black
hai discoloured and dishevelled by massive amounts of dirt. The
eyes were shut, the mouth was open, and the water was trickling
out of it.

“He’s barely breathing!” the old man realised. “Got to get
him out of the water.”

Cautiously, he grabbed the body as one piece and slowly dragged
it towards the river edge.

“Come on!” he muttered breathlessly.



13

They were almost there. Just another meter or so. The old
man reached out, the land was almost in his grasp.

“Come on,” he whispered. “Gotchal!”

With his hand grasped firmly to the muddy edge, he pulled
himself and the body closer to the surface.

“Whew,” the old man coughed, shuddering uncomfortably as
he finally exited the water with the body tucked under hisfother
arm. “That was exhausting.”

He had gone waist-deep into the river and his miiscles_were
exhausted from fighting the current. But the goal was,achieved.
He smiled over the body he had fished fromgthi@river. It was even
more repulsive out of the water, the naturall él@merits already
attacking it.

“You will owe me deep when I haye fally savéd you.”

The old man wiped the sweatmoff of his“ferehead.

“And I absolutely intend t@ colleetythat debt.”

His eyes wandered to a long sharp knife embedded deeply in
the body’s chest. The numbgr 43 wasfinscribed upon its hilt.

‘Ugh,” the body stirred

The old man grinned,

“Patience my b@¥yyour tifhe will come.”
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