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Writing with a Purpose: The Failure of my National Novel Writing Month


This summation of my experience during National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo) 2007 (November 1st to November 30th) is much more of a reaction to the experience than a chronological trip through the great mystery that was a hectic month. There will be no day-by-day account of how much was written, when I wanted to write, or what I wrote. The resulting ten-thousand, three hundred word, twenty-seven page, untitled and far-from-finished manuscript is the centerpiece. This is just a companion that reflects on my views of writing in general, the advice I have gotten, and most importantly, why I believe that the Bhagavad Gita, specifically Chapter Three, Verses Five through Nine, is a bigger influence on my writing now than any actual writer. While they might give me an idea where I am going, the Bhagavad Gita is the method. That is what really matters.

Finally, it is being written in the same form as anything written form that NaNoWriMo prescribes for its authors: One take. No editing. It is the Bhagavad Gita in action: Writing with purpose for the purpose of writing.

*****

It is always hard to write, though it really should not be. There is a cultural stigma against the writer that is often perpetuated because of those who see themselves as the next Ginsberg, Bukowski, Whitman, or Hunter S. Thompson. I say this because these are singular authors who will never come again into this world. So, every time someone tells me “read this Bukowski poem, have a drink and start writing,” I want to smack them. That is not writing, that is the beginnings of alcoholism. That is something that is already made hard enough for me by the fact that I work at a bar. But that is another issue entirely.
Let’s start with the Bhagavad Gita. There are too many translations to know where to begin, but one, from asitis.com, reads as follows:

(6) One who restrains the senses and organs of action, but whose mind dwells on sense objects, certainly deludes himself and is called a pretender. 

(7) On the other hand, he who controls the senses by the mind and engages his active organs in works of devotion, without attachment, is by far superior. 
(8) Perform your prescribed duty, for action is better than inaction. A man cannot even maintain his physical body without work. 

(9)Work done as a sacrifice for Visnu has to be performed, otherwise work binds one to this material world. Therefore, O son of Kunti, perform your prescribed duties for His satisfaction, and in that way you will always remain unattached and free from bondage.
That is the whole enchilada. Now for baby steps.


Verse six is very clear to me when it comes to writing. Simply put, one who thinks about writing but who does not write is deluding himself into think that he can still write. Part of that delusion, in my mind, involves the fallacy that one needs liquid, or other, inebriants in order to write at ones peak. After all, one drink quickly becomes another and, as I understand from stories from friends and acquaintances, other substances aren’t too dissimilar in that respect. It often becomes, I got drunk and didn’t write what I wanted or as much as I wanted or something. Therefore the thought that inebriation is good for writing is a fallacy. It is pure delusion and anyone who thinks they need it is a pretender. For all intents and purposes, I have been a pretender for much of my college career and that is not a good thing. Any time you can label things as one-beer, two-beer, or three-beer papers there is something highly wrong. Been there. Done that. And now I can see the light.

And that is what verse seven says to me. It is not so much looking inside as has been said all semester. I somehow see that a little trite and self-psychiatric. It doesn’t scare me, because I look inside all the time. It just doesn’t seem like writing to me. It brings into question the theory that one should write what they know. If that is true, then what is truly being written? Nothing more than rehashed stories, really; it is the transference of an oral tradition into words. While that may be sacred, that is not writing, as far as I am concerned. Transcription is just plagiarism reduced to one of its original forms. And that is where the phrase “without attachment” comes into play. To focus and to write a work that is not your life and that, therefore, you are not overly attached to is paramount. It is the goal. Yes, authors research and do years of behind the scenes work. But they are doing research. It is not their life. The majority of people who write don’t do themselves any service by writing what they know.

Verse eight, again, falls back to much of what verse six was saying to me. Action, in this case, is writing every day. It keeps the mind sharp and allows for further thought process. Action is the crux on which everything turns. It also says a lot to me about reading and about the physical being in association with writing. First, it is all about maintaining being. I have always been a proponent of reading in order to be able to write. When the term “spiritual autobiography” was raised in class, the first thing that came to mind was Marquez meets Hunter S. That does not mean that I wanted to emulate either of those individuals; what it meant was that I wanted to write something with mystical overtones while still maintaining a unique, edgy, and surreally real sense without turning over into the psychedelic. Whether or not it worked is a point for contention. I kind of doubt that I did; but then again the manuscript is also a work in progress, far, far from being completed. One fifth of NaNoWriMo. Oops.

The names Vishnu, etc. appear in verse nine. Ignore them. Think of them as guidelines. The more I consider it, the concept should be to perform your prescribed duties to yourself in order to better yourself. I have never been a fan of organized religion because it attaches outside names and beings that individuals are accountable by to daily life. And I plain and simple don’t believe that. I have disappointed my parents on occasion. I have disappointed myself before. I have made wrong choices, but that does not mean that I have disappointed a god. So, take it as doing what needs to be done for yourself in order to do well. In that, I see the phrase “unattached and free from bondage” to mean several things. First, that I will not be tied down to a god head, a parental finger wagging its finger at me, threatening my with eternal punishment and offering me eternal grandeur depending on whether I am bad or good. Dead. Buried. Six-feet under. Second is that I am tied to no other person in the same sense. Yes, my parents are my parents and I am loyal to them, but at the same time, I can’t live off my father’s credentials. In his words, I need to pick something in the world and try my hardest to be the best at it. That is what verse nine of the Bhagavad Gita is saying in the end. Really, that is what all four of these verses from chapter three of the Bhagavad Gita is saying. All a person has to do, nay, all a person can do is to perform to the best of their ability. Doing so will free that person from fear, from worry and doubt about ones abilities.

*****


I understand that this is a very simplistic reading of these four verses of the Bhagavad Gita. I have not been going for anything too deep or too important. I have been going for an overview of how I feel it relates to writing. Part of it is because I don’t feel that a 10,300 word manuscript needs a preface that is half as long as it is. Part of it is because I know that writing is difference for everyone and I know that the grand majority of people will argue with me on almost every point I make to one extent or another. Oh well.

But that is irrelevant. This is, after all, an active experiment in the application of both the Bhagavad Gita and the National Novel Writing Month principles. Really, it is confirmation that they align very well. After all, one of the guiding principles of NaNoWriMo is to write every day, to write because you can. So, where does that leave me? It leaves me with an approximately 1,500 word introduction to a 10,300 word text. It leaves me having written for several reasons. The first is because I had to create a final project, but the primary reason is far different. That reasons is because I was able to do so. No fear. Balls out.


I could keep listing cliché after cliché that describe why I like this method. It is spontaneous, blah, blah. But it will not work for everyone. Some people require a little more structure, and there is nothing wrong with that. But as is, I just hope that my experience will be able to help turn someone on to the right path for them, whether it is similar to my or the polar opposite. All that matters is that a start is made. And for that, I salute everyone who gives it a try.

As for the manuscript that follows, it is flawed. And that is just a beginning. There are plot holes and plot threads that go nowhere. They begin and they end just as quickly. The story is very unbelievable with large sections that were concocted while sleep deprived beyond all belief. It was not written under the influence of anything greater than a hangover, though some may argue that sleep depravation has a more powerful effect on human psychology and hallucinations than most people believe. Again, that is another argument for another time.


Read if you really want to. I would not encourage it as I undertook this for myself and really for no one else. Even my close friends have not seen it to this point. You are the first few. Congratulations. Or, really, I am sorry that you have to go through reading this. On that note, I encourage everyone to find time to do National Novel Writing Month 2008. Enjoy, if you can. And with that, I graduate.

Fin.
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The Manuscript

I

It hadn’t always been like this. There hadn’t always been a university. Nor had there always been a health club, a pharmacy; for that matter, paved roads were only a couple of years old, still without the normal wear and tear seen in most areas. Other than the truck traffic, there wasn’t much use for motor vehicles as was evident by the fact that the first car hadn’t arrived until about four years prior. And the train had arrived two years after that.

Yet, modernization hardly meant industrialization. To understand how we have stayed isolated, how we have avoided the seemingly unavoidable so far, it is necessary to understand where we came from and how we eventually ended up here, half-way to the middle of nowhere, far from any other civilized development.

II

Exile. I was only a newborn when it happened, twenty-four years my junior at this point. From everything I’ve been able to gather, it wasn’t an isolated incident, but that will come later. What is important is that it happened and it was documented. And that is the story I am about to begin.

Twenty-four years ago, next Tuesday, actually, the thirteenth of November; that was the day that the decree went down: All the clans were to disperse. Let me rephrase that: All the clans were required by law to disperse. There was no clear definition of “disperse,” but what was gathered from it was that we all had to leave and that this was not a supported relocation, but a forced exile. It is not like we were even given an option of trading land for land or land for money. Hardly. We were told that we had to leave the lakes of upstate New York. And all we were told was that someone else wanted them. We weren’t even told who.

Those lands were special. Generations of the clans had lived and died on them. Everything I have been taught to this day says that my family had resided on the edge of the lakes in the forests from my great-great-great-great-great grandfather. He was one of the founders of the clans, it is said. Or at least, that is how it is passed down. His role was not one of the major ones; he was not the seer or the prophet or one of the priests. My ancestor was simply the man who put everything in motion, and in that sense, he was the most important man of all: He was the heretic, the martyr, really, who opened everyone’s eyes to the world around us and the fallacy that it implored us to believe.

Generations ago, it was taught, preached and postulated, that Jesus Christ was the one true son of God, as he was called. I mean, this was tradition that had existed for years and years and decades and centuries prior to any of us arriving on the lakes. We are talking something that we brought with us. And we came with force. The word was God and the word was Almighty and the word was all consuming. The word and the words of the apostles and even the words considered to not be part of the Book ran our lives. We were not slaves to Pope or any other Christian figurehead. At best we were Protestants, at worst we were followers of Lilith. The hidden, forbidden books were, to us, as sacred as anything that was published and distributed for profit in any bookstore. And that is why none of these definitions really worked. Definitions, labels act to constrict the scope of belief and, beyond that, understanding. Because of that, they were of no use to us. We were as Christian as each day was new, as surely as the sun would rise in the East and set in the West, and that is all that mattered to us. We were not heretics. Nor were we pagan, as we were often times labeled. There was no doubt in our minds that if we dedicated our lives to the Holy Trinity, They would reward us accordingly. So that’s what we did. We lived for Them and put our trust in Them.

The church stood in the center of our town. It was the first building erected when our first ancestors moved to the lakes. It started as a log longhouse more than anything else. It acted as a communal house; we lived together with the Three. They lived, slept, ate, and prayed in the church until they were able to build other houses. Even then, in the winter months it was not uncommon for the smaller families of the clan to move back into the church for warmth and protection. With many families it was easier to start and maintain the fires, cook, clean, and hunt. It just made sharing easier. They all looked after each other and no family ever went hungry, but during the winters it could be hard to get supplies to some of the outlying houses without great difficulty. These were the people who most frequently moved back into the church. After all, the church was the community larder, and it never ran dry. The town elders would live in and around the church, but the one name that I still remember from all the old stories is Methuselah because it’s straight from the Book.

Methuselah wasn’t his given name. As far as anyone knew, he didn’t have a name. He was one of those individuals that just got acknowledged everywhere he went by everyone because he was a central part of the community: he had no use for a name. As he got up in years, it became evident that he needed a name, if for nothing else, for the records. The bigger reason was that he needed a name to help himself remember who he was. The Old Man had never thought of himself as anything but me or I. Occasionally he would call himself us or we, and as he was the oldest person anyone could remember, they didn’t mind because he was us, he was our living history. The story goes that one day he was telling a tale he had told thousands and thousands of times and he stopped dead in the middle and got real quiet as if he’d recoiled back into himself. All the children were confused, hanging on his last words, but all the adults within earshot stopped what they were doing immediately and stared, confused beyond words, wanting for an explanation of some sort. The Old Man just sort of raised his eyes and scanned the crowd as if searching for someone. It was if he was lost in his own home and didn’t recognize anyone around him. The way it was told to me is that at first they all offered their help to The Old Man. They immediately brought him food, water, and anything else imaginable. All he did was sit there and stare. Occasionally he would reach out and touch the face of his helper, as if trying to recognize their face by its feel. Sometimes he would sit there for an hour or more, tracing the features on the face. Sometimes his subject wouldn’t last that long and would either tire or become overly nervous and slowly back away, often later vowing that they would never return to The Old Man’s side to aid him, no matter the circumstances.

Things went on like this for months and then years. The Old Man just sat there, staring off into the distance, accepting food and drink from those daring enough to approach him. More and more often these were the children of the clan as The Old Man didn’t know them. History had taught them at that point that children were able to deliver food and wares to The Old Man with the least amount of molestation in return. And even on the rare occasions that he would trace a child’s face, he or she didn’t seem to mind. The child would often just play along, sometimes tracing The Old Man’s face in turn, as if they were searching for the man that they either remembered or had heard tales of underneath all the folds in his skin. They missed him dearly and were trying to bring him back. Or maybe it was all just a game. Everything is fuzzy now, but what is almost certain is that The Old Man outlived all those children who came in and gave him food and tried to comfort him. He outlived those children’s children and their children’s children. It was this mystifying longevity that earned him his name.

As this time went on and one, the number of people who remembered the fateful day that The Old Man became fewer and fewer until there were only a handful left. And then they started to leave us. Slowly but surely, over the course of two years, they all perished, except for the Jacob, who had been the Old Man’s closest friend and who to that day wept every time he saw the Old Man and saw that he was not able to be recognized. Some say that without the grief he felt over the Old Man’s situation, Jacob would have lived to rival the Old Man in age, but that was not to be. On a cold winter’s night, Jacob, old and weak, woke in the middle of the night and looked out his window. It overlooked the church, and he could see the ever present glow that the Old Man sat in the middle of leaking out, as if it were calling to him. We’re all curious beasts. Jacob was just like us. He was human. He was weak, but he was still human.

When his feet hit the floor, Jacob felt young again, as if time had been turned back. The sorrow was still deep within his heart, but it was the only weight he felt. It was as if he were gliding across the floor, walking on air. He made his way to the door and stepped outside. As he did, the first of the snow began to fall. It was not the small, dry snow that the clan had grown accustomed to seeing over the years. It wasn’t even the large, heavy, wet snow that came off the lakes when someone had defied the Three and either refused to or forgot to repent for it. This was a new snow, one that no one had ever seen before. The flakes were unnatural. Some of them were as small as a grown man’s hand, but others were big enough to envelope a child if it were to land on one. Yet they were so intricate, even the best of the lace-workers in town could not make anything nearly as beautiful. They started falling slowly at first, one here and one there, creating a nice even covering over the town. Every step that Jacob took, the snow got heavier and heavier. Yet he continued. Some say that he the snow left him a path to the church. They say that not an inch of it was covered until he had passed over it, as if the snow wanted Jacob and Jacob alone to reach the church. It took Jacob several minutes to reach the doors of the church, and by the time he did, the rest of the town was covered in snow. All the doors were blocked and everyone was at their windows, staring outside in awe. They could see neither Jacob nor the church. No one could have imagined what was about to transpire.

Upon entering the church, Jacob was blinded by the bright light. It was emanating from the Old Man. Some say it was his aura, a sight that no one had ever seen and that no one has seen since. Others say it was a lie, that there was no light. No one will ever know for sure, but what I believe is that what Jacob saw was the Old Man’s soul, his essence. It is said that the Old Man spoke with Jacob. What he said is impossible to guess, but with the amount of knowledge he had attained over the years, anything could have been possible. All that is known for sure is that they talked, and as long as they talked, the snow continued to fall, yet it never piled higher than the rooftops of the buildings.

The snow lasted through the next day, and then the next, and even the next. It is said that the snow lasted for forty hours, and when it stopped, it immediately began to disappear. Over the course of the next two hours, the snow melted and where it had been piled, flowers sprung into being. The members of the clan stepped out of their dwellings into the dusk only to see as clearly as day. The church was still aglow, lighting up the entire village. It was eerie. All of the clan was curious, but none dared to approach the building for fear of what they would find. The glow confused them. It was not light they were familiar with. It was not fire: the glow was too soft, and there was no smoke. There was no heat, either. The opposite was true, as a matter of fact. The building was emanating cold. It was as if the glow was sucking all the warmth out of the air, that it was the source of the cold. Everyone was scared. Rumors of witch craft circulated through the clan like wildfire, yet no one was willing to step up and enter the church. Everyone made up excuses and tried to goad other members of the clan into exploring the church. Yet no one would enter.

Things went on like this for another week. The light continued to put the town into a state of constant day. The clan was getting anxious. They no longer had any concept of time. After three weeks, it was anybody’s guess when it was noon or when it was midnight. Dawn and dusk looked the same. Even knowing east from west did not help. No manner of knowledge helped the clan to discern night from day. It was surreal, but beyond that, it made no sense. None of the elders could explain it. None of the stories that they had ever heard could compare to what they were now witnessing. It made no sense was becoming their mantra. They prayed. They read and reread their texts, searching for any clue as to what they were dealing with.

There were a handful of clansmen who believed that the light was a portal, but even they were divided on what it was a portal to. Some of the clansmen believed it was a portal to Heaven. They claimed that the light was the light of the Angels, that it was the light of their Lord. To them, only God was powerful enough to turn day to night, to make the world always bright. And that theory scared them. The idea that God could be watching was frightening. One man would say that they had nothing to fear, that God was smiling on them. After all, if they had not been destroyed to this point, then they were safe. Having day at all hours was a blessing. They were convinced of this. They were safe. They were alive, and that was all the proof they needed. And they believed it. Did they ever believe it.

Several other individuals believed the light was something more sinister. Their explanations ranged from bad to worse. A handful of clan members strongly believed that they had found a portal to purgatory. They took the everlasting light as a sign of things to come. While they did not believe that they were all damned, they saw the light as a warning. If they were not to change their ways, not only would they end up in purgatory, having to earn their way to Heaven, but their town would become an extension of purgatory. Condemned souls would pass through on their way to their final destination. Some would even become permanent residents. Those would be the souls that were to be forever stuck in limbo. And beyond all of that, they feared getting stuck in purgatory themselves. Others saw it as an honor. They figured that by being given a gate to purgatory they were being taken in. They were the chosen. They would act as guardians. Their purpose would be simple. They would work to preserve order in the town by regulating travel through the portal. Only those allowed to would be allowed to leave purgatory for heaven. Those condemned to leave purgatory to descend into hell would be forced out. It made sense that they were the chosen ones, the sheriffs of the middle ground, entrusted with the protection of the universe. These zealots scared the rest of the clan. Their beliefs ran counter to all that the clans had stood for as long as they had lived by the lake.

The final group of zealots scared the clan even more. They were the individuals who believed that the light was neither a gate to heaven nor purgatory, but a gate to hell. Similar to the zealots who believed that the clan had been chosen to become the protectors of the universe and the guardians of purgatory, the believers in the hell gate saw themselves as the chosen ones. The responsibility was a welcome burden. It meant that God was smiling on them. It meant that they were being trusted with the most dangerous task imaginable. If not for the them, the world would be over run with the fallen, the daemons and the sinners, from the beginning of time onward. The safety of the universe was put to them.

All of these theories made the general population of the clans nervous, but none more so than the hell gaters. The longer they went without investigating the light, the more extreme the rhetoric of the hell gaters became. They spoke not only of guarding the universe against the forces of evil forever trapped in the pits of hell, but of waging war on hell itself. They had all read Dante and many of them had become fascinated with the Inferno. The most extreme members wanted to follow in Dante’s footsteps. They wanted to walk through the circles of hell, look upon the damned, and then purge them from all existence. They started to preach that suffering was too good for those condemned to eternal damnation. Instead, the damned must be killed again. It made no sense. It ran counter to all beliefs. The dead were dead, the damned were damned, and the sufferings they endured would surely kill them again if it were possible. How and more importantly why would anyone want to attempt this holy war against those already condemned is incomprehensible. Why, why, why? To this day I do not understand it. And neither did the majority of the clansmen. If the goal had remained at containment, there would not have been a problem. Because of that, a deal was struck. Though they still did not know the source of the light, they called a meeting to discuss the possibilities, and more importantly the limitations of what their roles would be, regardless of the lights source.

And so it began. The arguments were incessant and the rivalry grew with each passing hour. In the beginning it was just arguments. Shortly there after it became shouting matches across the village. The clan was quickly being split in two. Families relocated, razing their houses as they left them so another family with the opposite view, hell-gate or purgatory, could not use it. And it escalated. Vandalism became rampant. Kids took the lead from their parents and organized into gangs; they would mark doors, slash walls, and start fires. And then the dam broke. It is not clear who, but one of the hell-gaters took it upon himself to condemn all the dogs in town claiming that they were minions of the Devil himself, sent forth to prepare the world for his dominion. He went at night, and one by one slaughtered the dogs, chopping off their heads and leaving them on stakes in front of their owners’ houses. This was celebrated by all of the hell gaters and heavily condemned by every other member of the clan. It is then that the violence truly started.

Mob rule began. It was all against the hell gaters. It was decided to create a fence to quarantine the hell gaters in their part of town with the hope being that if they were isolated they would do no more harm. There was no need to mark them; everyone knew who belonged to what faction. Spying had been attempted in the early hours of the conflict and it failed miserably. Most of the spies got off lucky and just had their houses and possessions torched. Others had to deal with harder justice. Many of them received lashes or just straight up beatings. One or two had been stoned near to death. Blasphemy had become a hotly contested issue that no one could find a satisfactory answer to. So the spying and the beatings and the burning continued.

And the wall went up. It did not take long; the hell gaters were outnumbered at least four to one so it was hard for them to oppose the fence. At first they attempted to set both the fence and the workers on fire, throwing liquor and torches at the walls as they closed in. This worked once or twice, killing several workers and temporarily destroying several small portions of the wall, but it was not to be. The workers and their leaders were too persistent and they shortly had the hell gaters contained within a twelve foot high by five foot wide stockade. To further discourage exiting the stockade, they dug a trench around it. In the trench they placed spikes covered in dog shit. It stunk to high heaven and was a miserable sight from both inside and outside the walls. There were clan members who still sympathized with the hell gaters. They claimed that the punishment was too harsh, that there were just a few bad apples and that those are the ones who should be weeded out. They were convinced that if given a chance the majority of the hell gaters would repent and rejoin the clan on a path to righteousness, guarding whatever the light they saw was, regardless of their belief about what it was. All that the clan leaders had to do was to remind the sympathizers of the dog heads on sticks. The leaders had long since discovered that outrage and hatred were their best weapons. If they could keep the rest of the clan focused on the evils that the hell gaters were supposed to have perpetrated then they would be easy to manipulate.

It was genius, of course, and not a new tactic. Every year, it seemed, some member of the community had been condemned as everything had gone wrong. The year before the blacksmiths’ apprentice was fingered as a witch. They had accused him of impregnating one of the most pious clansman’s daughters. They cast out the apprentice, forcing him to live beyond the edge of town. But they kept tabs on him, knowing that he was not to be trusted and not knowing what they reaches of his powers were. Later that year, a drought hit the town and they blamed the former apprentice. When a mysterious illness hit the children of the clan, they blamed him. A posse even went to his house and, failing to find him, burned the shack to the ground. Unbeknownst to them, the apprentice had already relocated into the trees, fearing that they irrational men of the town would sooner or later come after him. He could not have foreseen what was on the horizon for him even if he had the foresight that the clan claimed he did.

A month after the posse had burned his house to the ground, another one of the pious man’s daughters went missing while searching for food in the forest in the general vicinity of the apprentice’s former house. This outraged the clan and they immediately set out to track down and purify the apprentice. It was just another witch trial. But they were unable to find the apprentice. They searched near and far, looking for a new house or some signs of cultivated land or disturbed earth. They searched streams and caves. They had all assumed that a witch would end up near a stream in a cave. It all made too much sense. After all, a witch needed water for its cauldron and darkness to survive. A cave was the obvious choice and there were plenty of them around the town. It took several days to search all of them. In the process, the clan flushed out six bears, killed four, and lost ten of their own men. It was considered a disaster, but again it was blamed on the apprentice. The common logic was that he had changed form or had somehow possessed the bears in an attempt to protect his lair. Of course he did. He was a witch. For all they knew, the bears were other witches who they had either exiled or burned years before. They were a curse and had to be destroyed.

Bear hunts became a weekly exercise. And they were successful. The pelts piled up higher and higher, one a week at a minimum. But they were still unable to find the apprentice. They had hoped to find some evidence in one of the caves, a shred of clothing, a cauldron, a fire pit, something. They were constantly disappointed. And as the hunts continued, the apprentice watched from the tree tops, never revealing his position, but constantly weeping for the bears, the gentle friends he had made over the past months. He had not been violent towards them, so they had been apathetic towards him. One day he had done them a service: he had saved a cub from drowning when none of the older bears were around to come to its aid. For that, they treated him as a member of their clan. While they did not invite him into their community, they would leave him little bits and pieces of their kills to round out his diet. And often times they would lead members of his former clan away from his dwelling in order to keep him safe. The bears figured they owed him what they could give him, and if that meant security, then so be it. Once the clan had set their sights on a bear, the creature knew it was as good as dead, so its best option was to lead them away from anything it cared about. And it was a heartbreaking scene for the apprentice every time it happened. The only thing that kept him from turning himself in to stop the blood shed was the knowledge that they clan would never stop. When he would deny that they were witches the clan leaders would just accuse him of protecting his friends, a charge that he could not deny as the animals were his friends. However, what they would never figure out is that he was telling the truth. Even if he lied and told them that he, the apprentice, had risen to position of leader and that all the bears were to do his bidding, they would kill him and then kill all the bears. Sitting in the trees watching the slaughter was easier for him than facing his former friends and neighbors and dying in vain having failed to stop the slaughter. Who would believe him, after all? There was no reason to believe that a single one of those pious pricks that called themselves believers in God could conceive that he was not a witch and that he had not sent the bears to torture them. As if they were the ones being tortured. That was a concept that he always scoffed at. Every time he heard a clansman on the hunt mention the bears in the same breath with the plagues of Egypt it took everything in him not to drop down and beat his head in with a tree branch or a rock. It took even more restraint to not pepper them with rocks from his sling every time they walked underneath his trees; on the hunt or not, they were now his mortal enemies.

So, what does he have to do with the hell gaters, the light, and the rest of the clan? That’s a good question with a simple answer: he was the person who sparked the ire of the clan against the hell gaters by killing the towns’ dogs. Why would he do that, is what most people end up wondering. It is very simple, actually. What better way to save himself and what remained of his friends, the bears, than to create turmoil inside the clan? The rationalization was simple: why not do to them what they did to him? Taking away everything that he cared about in their midst was almost understandable. It was even tolerable for the most part, but destroying his new-found family was an inexcusable offense. Creating a schism within the clan would accomplish exactly this towards them. It would destroy them from the inside out. After all, a house divided can not stand. Focused on their internal strife, it would be easy for the apprentice to fully bring down the clan by playing both sides against one another, sabotaging each side and sitting back to watch the mayhem that would undoubtedly ensue. Again, it was the logical thing to do. It was much more than revenge. It was fun.

So the stockade was built around the hell gaters and sentries were posted at the gate. They were tasked with patrolling the moat and making sure that no one escaped. Their other job was to make sure that the needs of the hell gaters were met to a minimum. If food was needed, they would supply the detainees with just enough. The same went for water and other essentials. It was a cruel time, one that the guards enjoyed more than they should have. They took to teasing the hell gaters, spilling water on the ground and gorging themselves on food. And the apprentice saw it all. He enjoyed the show, and he waited for his time to strike.

III

By the time the hell gaters had been in the stockade for a week, the rest of the clan had almost forgotten about their existence. More so, they had almost forgotten about the light. It had become such a regular occurrence that no one seemed to mind that night and day were both bright as day had been and that they did not really know which was which. This was another aspect of the clans’ life that the apprentice thoroughly enjoyed watching. The fact of the matter was that he was the only one of the people living in the area who was not terrified of the church and its bright, ever present light. It intrigued him for multiple reasons. Foremost he was interested because it was something that was tormenting the clan. The concept of ever present day was not something he had to deal with in the forest and he was impressed with how well the clan was dealing with it psychologically. He was also impressed that they still seemed to have some sense of what was supposed to be day and what was supposed to be night. Yet he knew it had to be torture. There was no way the minds of the people of the clan could handle such a trial for too much longer before they cracked. And he was right.

Another reason he had for being intrigued was rooted in a story he had heard in his time in the trees. Several miles from the town was a road that travelers took only if all other ways were blocked. Over the past year there had only been a handful of travelers needing to travel that long and treacherous road. Every time the apprentice heard them, which in a forest of this size was not a difficult task, he would follow them. Keeping his distance to avoid detection, he would eavesdrop. It is from these conversations that he learned all of what he knew of the outside world. In essence, he became more well adjusted than ever would have been possible while living with the clan. After all, they shunned outsiders as witches, treating them just slightly less harshly than the apprentice himself was treated. They were normally just threatened with death and the defilement of their corpses if they ever returned, which they never did, if they refused to assimilate and settle down. Very few people actually decided to stay unless they were distantly related to a member of the clan, came to visit, and were shortly there after married to one of the clans young women. The point is that the clan shunned visitors and they, in turn, shunned the clan, leaving them to their own devices as they so desired.

Of the many stories that the apprentice heard in his voyeurisms one struck a chord with what was happening in the village. It was a rich merchant and his small cadre of body guards. They were hurrying along the path mumbling something about how the woods were cursed and how doom would befall anyone who stayed too long in the shadows of the trees. The apprentice had heard all this before. It was the same old talk that every traveler said. Daemons would come in the night, the trees would come alive, first born children would disappear, limbs would be torn off, hearts eaten, bodies possessed. The list of tribulations awaiting any visitor to stay over night ran on and on. However, on this occasion, after the paranoid ramblings ended and the merchant and his guards started talking in a more relaxed fashion, they began discussing news. Most of it was the standard, boring news of the market. Such and such a dealer was buying at higher prices than most and turning less of a profit. How much of an idiot he must be. Something like that… And it continued for hours until one of the guards asked what they were guarding. After all, why would a merchant need eight guards on such a lightly traveled trail? Bandits were too scared to set up shop in the area. The spook tales were not purely the fabrication of the merchants. Everyone had heard them and almost everyone believed them. At this question, the merchant was somewhat stunned. As if it were the place of a lowly guard for hire to question the choices of their rich employer. He scoffed at them, and then suggested a course of action that none of them were ready for: he told them to take a look.

Stunned almost to the point of paralysis, the guards looked at one another, conveying their disbelief and what they perceived as their good fortune. The merchant simply smiled, knowing what lay in store. The apprentice was more curious about this encounter than about anything else he had seen to this point. He crept closer, hoping to catch a glimpse of what the merchant was carrying. It is said that the cart the merchant was transporting was dark. All the windows were blocked up with boarding and heavy carpet. It was just short of a tomb. In fact, it would be generous to call it a prison. There were no air holes and the only opening other than the door, which was under four locks, was a slot just big enough to pass food and drink through. This was again under lock in key. Whatever the merchant was moving, the apprentice thought, it much be alive and it must be dangerous. The guards, on the other hand, were not so cautious. They were very sure that whatever was in the cart was nothing, just the usual spices or silks or rare animal parts to be used in medicines. They all approached the cart when the merchant told them that only one may look, and if he can after looking, he would be allowed to relate to the other what he saw. Of course the guards agreed and the one who had first posed the question stepped forward.

The merchant took his keys and unlocked the first two locks of the slot. He asked the guards again if they were sure that they wanted to do this. Of course, was their response. They all had a good laugh at the caution that the merchant was displaying. What did he know about valor and about bravery? He had never seen the battlefield. That is why they had been hired, to protect him from any danger. And now that they were on this back road there was no danger of bandits. They would earn their pay, but they would not sate their desire for combat. But that seemed to be all not a problem at this point. They were about to be shown what it was they were protecting, something that most merchants would never trust their hired hands enough to do. After all, there were eight of them and just the merchant. If they wanted, they could steal his parcel and sell it themselves. They could make hundreds of times what they were being paid, or so they thought. They would never have to work again. It was an attractive proposal, but one that none of them seriously considered. With money came responsibility and with responsibility would come consequences if they failed to live up to them. The worst they faced now was death if they were inept, in which case they deserved it, or no pay if they failed to protect their charge, which they also deserved if they were to fail. Life was simple and life was good. The merchant had unlocked the third lock. He looked at the guards again as if to ask them one last time whether or not they were sure that this was the course of action that they truly desired. Again they laughed, this time impatiently. They were wasting precious daylight hours standing around when they could be riding, getting out of the cursed woods that they were currently in. As they laughed, the all started to tighten ranks around the cart. If the merchant was trying to pull a fast one on them, it would be his last. At least that was their thinking.

And with a satisfying click, the last lock was released. The merchant withdrew the key and took a few steps back from the slot, ushering the chosen guard towards it. The apprentice noticed how his enthusiasm seemed to be sapped from him upon being invited to step forward. There was now nothing but apprehension and uncertainty painted across his brow. It was as if whatever lie in wait for him had already started to suck out his soul. This thought sent a chill down the apprentice’s spine. How scary, how ugly a creature would it take to do that, he wondered. It actually seemed as if the road and the surrounding area had gotten substantially colder. The guards noticed it, too. So did their animals. The horses that were with them started getting skittish. They paced back and forth, snorting at the guards as if pleading with them to not go through with this act, to just mount up and get the hell out of there. Of course the guards noticed. It only added to their unease. The apprentice noticed, too, but far from being scared, he was intrigued. What could they knew that we don’t, he wondered. It was a question that would soon be answered, he hoped. There was a cold sweat beading on his forehead, but that was more from the fact that it had seemingly dropped from cool to cold; it was as if the area were freezing over. He started to wonder, what was it they always said about hell freezing over? What would it be like? When would it happen, and, more importantly, what would trigger it? It was then that the apprentice realized what was in the cart. He saw the merchants lip curl into a devilish smile and for a moment their eyes met. Everything became clear to him. The merchant’s smile just grew wider as he spoke to the guard, telling him that they did not have all day. If they wanted to get out of the forest before night fall he would have to hurry up and take his peak so he could tell his friends all about it. It was the way he said it that had the apprentice even more on edge. He still was not scared of what was in the cart. He was scared of the merchant.

While the apprentice had been focused on the merchant, the guard had approached the cart. He was now standing right in front of the slot, staring it down like it was a man he was about to kill. Only this time, he was unsure of himself. The guard raised his hand slowly. He took his time moving it towards the knob that would allow him to open the slot. As brave as this man might have been, his hand was shaking. He tried to pass it off as the cold affecting him, but everyone, the merchant, the apprentice, and his fellow guards, could see that it was not the cold, but his nerves that were affecting him. He was scared and he knew it. Worse for him, however, was that everyone else knew it, too. Unfortunately, the guard was also a very proud man. Despite his shakes, despite the fact that he was obviously thinking better of this choice, he moved forward. Step by step he shuffled towards the knob, his hand outstretched, reaching for the unknown, fearful of what he might find. With each step the guard took, the larger the merchant’s smile grew. He knew what was in store, and this made the apprentice have to muffle his shouts of warning; he had come to terms with the fact that nothing good could come of an interruption. In fact, it would probably end up being his life that would be forfeit in place of the guards. At least the guard had the advantage of not understanding his precarious situation.

With all eyes focused on the guards’ hand, it finally reached the knob. Slowly, he closed his fingers it. In that split second, everything went wrong. The merchant was goading him on, the other guards were staring in complete awe that he had made it that far. And then the screams started. The guards’ face turned from one of pure apprehension to one of pure pain; the knob was burning his hand. The other guards turned tail and ran into the forest, now more scared of the cart than of any stories they had been told about the surrounding area. The apprentice’s eyes darted between the merchant’s eyes and the guards’ hand in disbelief. The merchant was perfectly calm, chuckling in a self-satisfied manner. He paced around the cart, getting closer and closer to the guard whose eyes were locked on his hand. The guard was trying to pull his hand off the knob, but he couldn’t move it. There was nothing in him that would allow it. Was it him, or was it the knob that would not let go? The apprentice was sure that it was the knob and whatever was lying in wait inside the cart. The merchant had finally gotten around to the guard and was standing shoulder to shoulder with the terrified man. He reached down and took hold of the guard’s arm, pulling it towards him, opening the slot. In an instant, the entire area was filled with a blinding light. The apprentice could make out two outlines against the beam: the merchant and the guard. Neither one of them moved as if they were frozen in place. Suddenly, an arm emerged from the slot in the cart. The merchant was saying something to the occupant of the cart, but there was too much going on for the apprentice to make out any of it. He dared not move any closer, though he did try to move to get a better view. It only took a small amount of shifting for him to be able to see that what the arm looked like, and what he saw took his breath away. The arm was scaled from finger tip to shoulder. It almost looked as if it had been charred away and all that was left was a hard, crusty exterior. Whatever was in the cart was, as he had feared, fallen. As the apprentice watched, the guard went limp and fell to the ground. The powerful arm from the cart lifted him up, pulling the guard’s chest next to the slot. All the apprentice could see from there on out was the other arm flying through the slot and into the guard’s chest. When he saw the hand burst through the other side holding on to the guard’s heart, he fainted.

It was night when the apprentice awoke. It was dark except for a soft glow where he had last seen the cart. A soft glow was better than the blinding light that had previously witnessed, and after much debate, he was able to convince himself to look towards the glow. It was a fire, and it was next to the cart. Sitting next to it was the merchant. He was roasting something. What it was, the apprentice did not want to know. He had seen enough to guess what it could be and he feared the worst; he feared that the merchant was eating the guard. The apprentice climbed the nearest tree and prepared to make his escape from the scene when something caught his eye. It was a figure lumbering towards the opening, carrying a load of wood. The creature dropped the wood just beyond the glow and the merchant said something to it. Slowly it responded, picking up two logs and bringing them to the fire. As the creature stepped into the light, the apprentice was left in awe. It was none other than the guard he had seen killed hours before. Again he fainted.

IV

Two of the guards had made it to the clan’s village. Both of them were in hysterics and the clan quickly moved to capture and interrogate them, fearing that they were sent for some underhanded purpose by one of their infinite number of made up enemies. The capture was simple. The fact that they were human was enough for the guards to break down weeping with joy. Puzzled by this display of open, raw emotion the leaders of the clan decreed that these men were possessed and that exorcisms must be performed at once.

A young priest and an old priest has always been the joke about what is needed for an exorcism, but all you really need is a holy man, one who believes in what he is doing and who is willing to sacrifice himself. There was no one in the town who wanted to be a martyr. In fact, everyone was so opposed to the position that they started naming reasons why they were not pious enough to hold the position. The butcher had ogled the cooper’s daughter. The cooper had coveted the blacksmith’s horse and wife, in that order. And the lists went on and on. Everyone had an excuse as to why they could not, or really why they would not perform the exorcism on these two men. The solution, they deemed, was to simply send the guards back from whence they came. In other words, they decided to burn them, and not a quick fire, but a slow, roasting burn to cleanse their souls, allowing for their immediate ascension into the holy kingdom. It was torture, plain and simple; the elders just didn’t want to admit they were wrong. They were afraid that if the men were ever able to regain their speech to say anything other than “bright light,” “merchant,” and “devil,” the clan might realize that the guards were not the evil ones, but another was. This, of course, would just lead to mass panic and an increased hunt, something that the leaders could not afford at this time. There was enough strife between visitors and the population. There was no need to start lending any reality to the stories that were already circulating about the blood thirsty ape-men who lived in the forest or whatever it was that old wives were telling their children and grandchildren.

So it was set; the guards were to be slow roasted in the town square starting the next morning. All women and children were instructed to stay in their houses that day and pray. The leaders claimed that it was the only way to prevent the evil spirits from invading one of the weak bodies of the town. The men were all required to tend and to guard the fires. They were also tasked with guarding the town. The shrieks were bound draw attention if anyone were in the vicinity and it would not do to have outsiders interfere. Further more, the leaders figured that maybe, just maybe their witch problem would be solved and the apprentice would try something heroic to save his daemon friends. Friends or not, they were evil, and all evil creatures stuck together in the face of good, right? It made logical sense, so the leaders went with it.

The guards were tied and nailed to large wooden stakes that were set in the ground and surrounded by kindling and logs. To limit the noise, the leaders ordered their tongues cut out. These were then nailed to the guard’s shoulders in a brutal display of human triumph over the devil. His spoken word would no longer plague the righteous ears of the members of the clan. Never again would these hell spawns spew forth their rot. Without their tongues, without the power of speech, they were helpless. No longer could the daemons within call upon their dark master for aide. It was a brutal, but necessary, precaution, the leaders’ felt. No word, no power.

***

By this time, the apprentice had recovered again. The cart was gone, and with it the merchant and the guard. There was no evidence of them other than the tracks of the cart and the blood stain from where the guard had been attacked. The apprentice went over to the stain to make sure it was real. Slowly, step by step he advanced towards the spot. It seemed to be growing as he came nearer to it. He stopped about five paces away when it struck him. The pool of blood was not only growing, but it was moving, as well. Slowly but surely it was creeping along the ground away from the apprentice. He was shocked. He had never seen anything like it. It was not as if the blood was in a trough or other such channel. The blood was actually creeping along the ground towards the trees. After seconds frozen to the ground, the apprentice again gathered his wits about him enough to follow the puddle. The closer he got to the puddle, the faster it flowed away from him. Again the apprentice stopped, and this time the puddle stopped. Instead of just sitting in one place, this time the puddle turned. It was as if the puddle were sizing him up, he thought. The concept frightened him. After all, he had seen the event that had produced this large quantity of blood. Right from the heart of evil, dripping from the hand of an ultimate evil, the puddle had been birthed. And now it was alive, lifting up what could be considered nothing other than its head to stare him down. It was sheer terror. What could be controlling this puddle?

Another step closer, and the puddle’s head swiveled around as if to stare into the apprentice’s soul. It was uncanny. The apprentice froze. The puddle, on the other hand, had other ideas. It started moving towards him, slowly at first, and then at an amazing rate. Faster and faster it closed on him. Time seemed to stand still. As the puddle was about to reach him, the apprentice found the strength to move. He turned. And then he sprinted in the opposite direction. He hit the woods, sprinting as fast as he could. His legs burned, but he continued to run as fast as he could. Faster and faster he thought he was running, but he started to slow. It was inevitable. The apprentice kept looking over his shoulder, but as fast as he could run the puddle seemed to move just as fast as he did. He was frightened beyond belief. If he could not out run the puddle, then what the hell could he do? So he ran faster. He pushed himself further and further; physically he was at his breaking point. The only reason he had to continue was to avoid being caught by the puddle.

But after a while, there was no more he could do. He was out of breath. His chest burned with every breath he took. His lungs burned with every breath. And the puddle continued to gain on him. It was not slowing down. It showed no sign of tiring. The apprentice looked around frantically. There had to be some escape. There had to be some way to get away from the puddle. The daemons could not win. He could not deal with the concept of falling to the devil; it was beyond his belief. So he ran faster, his eyes darting from left to right and back again looking for something to help him. It was hopeless, he thought. There was no way to escape the evil that lives within men’s hearts, and now that it was actually crawling towards him over the terrain, the realization hit him: he, along with everyone else, was doomed. Nothing could save him because evil was drawn to him. It was impossible to outrun the puddle because the puddle was drawn to him like a magnet. It was running at the same speed as he was. But there was one major, very important difference: the puddle would never tire. So as long as he could run, the puddle could crawl longer. In the end, there could not be any escaping.

The apprentice looked back over his shoulder. The puddle was closing fast. He stopped and turned around, raising his arms, holding them out to his sides, welcoming the puddle, calling to it. Taunting it. The puddle sped up its pursuit. The apprentice’s acceptance pulled the puddle towards him faster than his flight. Closer and closer it came, and then it stopped. Right in front of the apprentice it sat, rising up, bringing its head, of sorts, eye to eye with the apprentice. It was an eerie scene. The apprentice’s heart was beating out his chest. Looking at the puddle was scaring him beyond anything he had seen to this point. That included when he saw the guard resurrected from his bloody death.

Eye to eye they faced each other. The puddle seemed to blink, if a puddle can be said to blink. The eyeless maneuver was the strangest thing that the apprentice had ever seen. His fear was starting to melt away. He was still frightened, for sure, but there was an odd sense of apprehensive anticipation that was turning him giddy instead of petrified with terror. Slowly he began raising his hand towards the puddle. He was shaking. The higher he raised his hand, the more he struggled to keep it still. He was all over the place. But he continued to move towards the puddle. His hand was now hovering over top of what could only be described as the puddle’s head. A warmth like nothing he had ever felt was emanating from the puddle. The closer his hand got to the puddle, the warmer the air surrounding it felt.

Mere inches away from touching the puddle, it felt as if his hand was on fire. It was as if it were burning. The apprentice wanted to pull his hand away, but he was not able to. It was as if he was somehow attached to the puddle, though he was not physically touching it. His hand continued to descend towards the thing against his will. The closer it got, the hotter it felt against his hand. The pain was excruciating. It was as if his hand were on fire. There was no smoke, there were no flames, but there was an intense heat. After what seemed like hours, the apprentice’s hand hit the puddle. He screamed. Slowly but surely, the puddle started to envelope his hand. It slowly but surely made its way up his fingers and across the back of his hand. His eyes widened as he tried to escape. He pulled his hand backwards the best he could, but he just pulled the puddle back with him, causing it to fly at him. It hit him around the waist and quickly encircled him. It was like a giant snake, curling around him as if it were trying to squeeze the life out of him. However, the puddle was not trying to strangle him. It was not trying to kill him. As terrified as the apprentice was, it was obvious to him that the puddle was not trying to kill him, but trying to become a part of him. It was trying to envelope him entirely, becoming a parasite on his body. There was no way for him to fight it. He knew that. But he tried anyway.

The apprentice turned and threw himself on the ground. Rolling around, he hoped to somehow beat the puddle into a sense of confusion earning him a short window in which to attempt a real escape. It was not working. Over and over again he rolled in one direction and then the other. The only thing he was accomplishing was to further wrap himself up in the puddle, aiding it in its insidious task of taking over his body. Realizing this, the apprentice finally gave up. He lay still, flat on his back, waiting for the end to come. He had no doubt in his mind that he was about to become a zombie, much like the guard he had seen earlier. He was going to become one of the undead, roaming the world as long as the puddle felt it necessary to keep him alive. It was embarrassing. Oddly enough, there was also a pronounced sense of freedom that came along with the apprentice’s resignation. Giving up and being taken over meant that he no longer had to struggle, he no longer had to hide from the villagers he once feared. He was in control now. He had the power, and he was going to use it. As his face was taken over, he felt a new sensation. The puddle was merging with him, alright, but it was not taking over as he had assumed it would. He could hear it inside of his head, but it was not controlling him. The apprentice continued to lie on the ground, motionless, getting used to the new tingling sensation. He looked around; everything looked the same as it always had except for one key difference: everything looked sharper. The colors were all still there. The different hues had not changed as much as his perception of them became more complete. He sat up and realized that there were more differences than he had already noticed. Looking at his hands, they were the same color, but they were bigger than they had appeared before. The same was true for his arms, chest and legs. He was a bulked up version of his former self.

Standing up, the apprentice noticed that he felt different in every way possible. All his senses were more acute. His sense of smell and hearing were much sharper than before. On the wind he could hear the screams of the guards that he had seen running into the forest earlier. He could only guess what the monsters he used to live with were doing to them. They were no doubt being tortured, forced to confess to something, some crime that was either unexplained or that the leaders wanted to conveniently cover up. Or worse still, the leaders wanted to provide some sport for the citizens. They wanted to make the men suffer for the satisfaction and for the supposed penance of the clan. They were to be the saving grace of the town. How disgusting, he thought. There was no justice in that town. With that thought stuck firmly in his mind, the apprentice stood up, and headed for the trees, leaping up and swinging himself into the branches, heading off in the direction of the town to find out what the leaders were doing.
