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WATERSIDE: A TALE OF THE RANGER 

By J.H. Long 

 

Elijah rose from the murky depths of his dream and opened his eyes to the gloomy light 

of the forest. The horizon purpled with the promise of an imminent sun and the thick scent of 

morning dew hung in the air. 

With a great effort, Elijah kicked away his cloak and lifted himself from his bed of leaves 

and earth, sheathing the silver dagger he slept clutched to his body. While Elijah scrubbed away 

the evidence of his camp, the tracks he left behind and the fire pit he cooked his dinner in, he 

noticed his clothes clinging to his skin. Even during the night, the heat and humidity in that 

unfamiliar southern region made him sweat under his many layers of clothing. 

Elijah had money saved for a hot bath and a real bed. After his adventures in the frigid, 

untamed north and the subsequent month of travel, he looked forward to it more than he had 

looked forward to anything in a long time. His destination, the port town of Paburh was a fine 

place to rest, too. Peoples from all over the world travelled to Paburh for its temperate clime, 

beautiful views, and numerous diversions. A mercenary could find work there. Elijah expected to 

do little more than guard the property of a rich land owner, but that work paid fairly, and his 
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employer might give him a place to sleep. Besides, if Elijah demonstrated his skills too well, he 

might develop a reputation and attract unwanted attention. 

Elijah loosened his tunic and jerkin, stuffed his cloak in his satchel, and slung his satchel 

over his shoulder. He clasped his bow to its rigid quiver and strapped the assembly to his back. 

With that meager effort, the ranger carried the sum of his belongings. 

Elijah picked his way through the forest shrubbery and emerged onto the oft-used 

highway to Paburh. The sun ascended into the sky, and the dusty road grew oppressively hot as 

Elijah marched. Only the light, intermittent breeze served to cool him, and he continued to sweat 

through his clothes. The animals pulling the wagons that passed him from time to time eyed his 

half-empty waterskin. Their drivers eyed his weapons. They likely mistook Elijah for a 

highwayman. The stories told to the masses always described highwaymen as hunched, hooded 

woodsmen who liked to surround rich merchant’s wagons with arrows drawn. The highwaymen 

Elijah encountered in his travels were usually farmers and couldn’t afford a proper bow. 

As noon neared, Elijah crested a hill and gazed down into a small valley filled with 

farms, their crops verdant and arranged in neat rows. The wind heading to the south sea blew 

more earnestly in the valley, and Elijah strolled next to robust trees that sang their soft song. The 

apples hanging from each bough all looked to be perfectly in season and remarkably free of pests 

or rot.  Elijah often didn’t eat for long stretches of time, but something about how one particular 

apple shone in the sunlight made his mouth water. 

“Want one?” A young lady emerged from a nearby row, wearing a fine, but practical 

apron dress. Curly blonde locks cascaded in neat ringlets over her shoulders and her smile 

competed fiercely with the sun. 

“I wouldn’t want to trouble you,” Elijah said. 
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“It’s no trouble. As you can see, we have lots of apples.” 

Elijah’s eyes betrayed him by glancing briefly at the apple he had been coveting. The lass 

followed his gaze easily. “This one?” she asked, pointing to the exact apple and already moving 

to retrieve it. It hung well within reach of the ground and she plucked it for him, then approached 

the fence with it in her outstretched palm. Elijah took the apple.. 

“Well, try it!” the lass said when Elijah didn’t immediately indulge himself. 

Elijah took an awkward bite of the apple while the young woman watched. 

“What do you think?” she asked. 

“This is delicious,” Elijah said. 

“Thanks! We take pride in our apples here.” 

Elijah nodded. “You have done an admirable job taking care of these crops. All of your 

fruit is so appealing. What’s your secret?” 

“Just lucky, I guess. All the farms around here do pretty well, so it’s probably that we’re 

just close enough to the sea to get some of that good air.” A sudden crinkle in her nose and a 

brief perusal of the ranger’s disheveled appearance put Elijah off his good mood. He realized that 

he stood close enough for her to smell him, but she had the tact not to simply retreat. “What 

brings you around here, mister?” 

“I’m looking for work. Perhaps I should get going.” 

“Are you travelling to Paburh?” 

“Yes.” 

The lass frowned. “Well, sir… no offense, but I think you should try cleaning yourself up 

before you get there. They don’t really like dirty types in town. I mean not at all.” 
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Elijah knew the girl was trying to say that the authorities in Paburh have a negative 

attitude towards people they see as vagrants. If Elijah entered the town or a merchant’s home 

soliciting for work looking and smelling like the filthy mercenary he was, the wrong person 

might find him disagreeable, and then the law would as well. “Perhaps your hospitality will 

extend to allowing me to use a basin, so that I might take your advice?” 

The lass crinkled her nose again, shaking her head. “No, I think my da definitely 

wouldn’t allow that, but there is a pond nearby you can use! People wash up there all the time. 

It’s just to the north a little bit. In the woods, though. Good for privacy, but you can walk right 

by it if you’re not careful.” 

“I can find it. Thank you for all your help miss…?” 

“Oh! Amelia. Nice to make your acquaintance.” She clasped Elijah’s hand and shook it 

enthusiastically. Her hands were strong. 

“Farewell.” Elijah rarely gave his name out, and made no exception in this case, turning 

and crossing the road, toward the tree line. 

“Good luck on your path, stranger!” 

Elijah allowed his mind to wander while he trekked through the brush, and the dream 

from the night before stubbornly pushed itself to the forefront. His family never took form while 

he slept; they existed only as voices in the dark--references to a time before his lonely life on the 

road. Was it a memory that his slumbering mind had played back for him, or was it a fabrication? 

His son accompanied him on many hunts, dissatisfied as the boy was to spend time in the home, 

so the ranger could not account for every recollection stored in the depths of his unconscious. 

Elijah only wished that his son had the opportunity to use all of his lessons. Elijah tried to live by 

the lessons his son had taught him. 
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Elijah followed a nearly imperceptible slope down through the forest and soon emerged 

into a small grove with a clear pool at the center. The trees stood well back from the pond, 

allowing for the growth of a few colorful flowers, and the noon sun glittered on the surface of the 

water. Elijah quickly scouted the area and smiled. He had the glade all to himself. He stepped to 

the water’s edge and took a knee, delivering a drink of water to his mouth in a cupped hand. The 

water tasted quite fine. 

The water still in Elijah’s waterskin had gone stagnant, so he poured it out. Bubbles rose 

to the surface as he refilled it, and in the rippling water he noticed his own reflection. His free 

hand traced the beginnings of the scar that disappeared under his unkempt beard and suddenly he 

the ranger counted himself lucky that he couldn’t see his family’s faces in his dreams. He 

couldn’t trust his conflicted mind to conjure them as they appeared before he lost them... instead 

of how they appeared after. 

“What a day, huh?” 

The feminine voice shook Elijah from his dark ruminations, and his attention snapped to 

the source. A comely young woman with a plaited blonde ponytail appeared at the near center of 

the pond, her bare shoulders peeking above the surface. Elijah thought it was Amelia at first. The 

similarity did exist, but was not perfect. The stranger’s more mature appearance put her closer to 

Elijah’s age. 

“Did I startle you?” The woman’s smiled as she treaded the water with languid grace. 

“I suppose you did.” The ranger glanced around the pool, searching for the avenue of her 

approach. Beads of clear water trickled down the lass’s face and shoulders as if she had been 

submerged. Elijah considered that she may have sunk herself to hide her nudity as he 

approached. 
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“Thinking of going for a swim?” 

Elijah noticed the woman tread a bit higher in the water, uncovering the first hints of her 

bosom. She even tilted her head coyly, as if suggesting. 

“No, I was just refilling my waterskin.” 

“Oh…” the woman pouted, “Too bad.” 

“Well, perhaps my clothes could use a wash as well.” 

“Oh, really?” The woman allowed her interest to become apparent on her face. “Your 

skivvies and everything?” 

“Perhaps.” 

“Mmm.” The woman leaned back and started slowly gliding across the water in a lazy 

backstroke, revealing the glistening swells of her shapely breasts. Her nipples peaked from the 

cool water. 

Elijah could not see any maiden’s clothing discarded among the greenery next to the 

water. 

“Why do you carry that bow? Are you a hunter?” the woman asked. 

“Yes, a hunter. Are you related—?” Elijah stopped himself. “My name is Elijah, what’s 

yours?” 

“Sveta.” 

“Do you live around here?” 

“Mm-hmm.” 

“Which family are you from?” 

“I thought you were going to wash your clothes?” 
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Elijah eyed the clear water lapping gently at the bank and hesitated, but then started 

unfastening his jerkin. 

Sveta paused in her slow strokes and paid rapt attention as Elijah worked, even 

swimming toward shore a bit. It quickened Elijah’s pulse and his fingers fumbled at the ties. 

“You don’t strike me as a hunter,” she mused after a moment.” 

“No? What do I seem like?” 

“Hmm, more like a soldier.” 

The ranger’s heart sank, and he wondered if Sveta’s kind had any witch-like abilities of 

which he was not aware; mind reading or the like. 

“You look lonely,” Sveta added. 

Elijah gave her a look.  “I was a ranger in the army.” 

“Ohh, what’s a ranger?” 

“It’s like a specialized combat archer.” 

“Sounds boring.” 

“Definitely.” Elijah pulled off his tunic and dunked it in the water. 

“That would probably be easier if you were in the water with it,” Sveta said. 

“Do you think I need a bath?” 

“Well, even if you don’t need one, what’s the harm? Besides,”--Sveta ran her fingers 

across the top of the water--“I could use some company in here.” 

Elijah smiled at her. “Hmm, maybe I will take a bath. I just want to finish this first. I 

think I may have my hands too full after I get in the water.” 

Sveta grinned. “You may assume too much, sir.” Sveta fidgeted in the moment of quiet. 

“Did you kill people in the army?” 
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“Yes.” 

“Lots?” 

“Depends on what you mean. Compared to most people I have killed plenty, but I have 

killed less than the monsters of this world.” 

“Monsters?” 

“Yes, you know, werewolves, tatzelwurms, striga… Have you ever heard of them?” 

“I have. They kill humans?” 

“They do.” 

“And you kill humans?” 

“When I have to.” 

“Then what’s the difference between a so-called monster and you?” 

Elijah noticed that Sveta drifted quite a bit closer, almost too slow to be perceived. Her 

hair twitched suddenly, and not as the result of any wind. It coiled a little. 

“Perhaps nothing,” Elijah answered, “but people hate me just as much as they hate 

monsters. They would kill me if they had the chance. I have only my training to rely on.” 

“Someone trained you to kill people?” 

“Indeed they did.” 

“Then I say that you’re worse than a monster. At least a so-called monster doesn’t kill for 

a flag.” 

“Are their motivations so important?” Elijah asked. “They prey on humans; we fight 

back. A rabbit would kill a fox if it had the means. Instead it must live in fear.” 

“And do you still fear these monsters, ranger? After you have killed so many men 

yourself?” 
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Elijah paused before answering, realizing the tension that gripped his heart that very 

moment. “I do,” he answered finally, “but there are ways I can protect myself.” 

“How’s that?” 

“Well, I can spot a monster.” 

Sveta tilted her head. “How?” 

“There are tests.” 

“What kinds of tests?” 

“Well, it’s a well-known fact that monsters cannot eat human food. They delight in 

human flesh, but will become ill and inevitably vomit if they consume, say, a piece of cheese.” 

Sveta drifted within twenty feet of shore. She could have stood up if she wanted to. 

Likewise, Elijah could have closed the distance between them in the space of two or three 

heartbeats. 

Elijah looked over his shoulder, as if back at the farm he had traveled from, realization 

dawning on him. 

“I think I met your sister,” Elijah said. 

Sveta stammered. “You did?” 

“Yes. Amelia. Lovely girl. She’s almost as lovely as you.” 

“Umm, thank you.” 

“Did you two spend lots of time together when you were little?” 

“Indeed…” Sveta appeared suddenly confused. 

“Did you get along?” 

Sveta didn’t answer. 

Elijah pressed. “Do you still love her?” 



  Long, WATERSIDE, 10 

 
“Of course.” Sveta furrowed her brow and blinked. “Uhm… uhm… do you have family, 

Master Elijah?” 

“I used to,” he answered. 

“What happened to them?” 

“A monster got them.” An unmistakable edge creeped into the ranger’s voice. 

Sveta peered up at him and a single tear raced down her cheek. She blinked and wiped it 

onto her hand, examining it as if it were an alien substance before trying to get back on task. “Is 

that why you’re alone?” she asked. The woman smiled, but this some conflict bubbled behind it. 

“You could certainly call it the start,” Elijah answered. 

“What did it?” Sveta was blinking many tears from her eyes. Elijah’s frosty heart almost 

found it amusing. 

“A werewolf,” Elijah answered. “His name was Durst.” 

Sveta was cringing, but still tried to converse normally. “You knew him?” 

“I learned his name. I went searching for him, and I found him some years later.” 

“For revenge?” 

“Yes, for revenge.” Elijah stood from his task and tossed his soggy tunic aside. “I had the 

chance to look my family’s murderer in the eyes. When I did, I saw only hunger. He was a pitiful 

animal at the mercy of his nature.” 

“What did you do?” 

Elijah started unfastening his trousers. “We’ve been speaking too long of such depressing 

topics. I think I would like to do something more enjoyable. I think I’ll have a swim.” It amazed 

Elijah just how quickly the hunger returned to Sveta’s eyes “But first”--Elijah knelt down and 
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reached into his satchel; from it he removed the half-eaten apple and held it out to her in offering 

--“I would like for you to enjoy this apple with me.” 

Sveta hesitated only an instant, and then smiled. “Of course.” She swam until the 

submerged beach would no longer allow it, then crawled to her knees and finally stood from the 

water. She had flawless skin, free of wrinkles despite her time in the water, which drizzled from 

every part of her as she approached Elijah. She reached for the apple, and when she was too 

close to escape, the ranger revealed the silver dagger behind his back. He struck with the speed 

of a viper, driving the blade through the monster’s outstretched palm. All artifice of Sveta’s 

humanity melted away as seaweed-green blood bubbled from her wound. She shrieked an 

inhuman shriek, her mouth contorting to an impossible size. Her teeth became like needles and 

her eyes mutated into discolored slits. 

The ranger did not relent. He dropped the apple and clenched the monster’s throat with 

his free hand, slamming her onto her back, amid the grass. He spent extra effort only to sit 

astride the monster and force the blade of his knife into the ground, nailing her hand to the earth. 

The monster struggled and wailed. Her breath assailed Elijah’s nostrils and her hair uncoiled 

from its plaits of its own volition, wriggling on the ground like so many agitated worms. 

“Elijah wait! Wait!” Sveta cried. Her face returned to its human façade. Tears soaked the 

girl’s cheeks and she pleaded; her voice trembling. “You don’t have to do this. You don’t have to 

go on without your family. You can come with me! I can take you into the deep and you will feel 

no pain. There is only quiet and darkness. You will know no more pain.” 

“Pain?” Elijah hissed. “It is you who will not know pain, rusalka. I have no pity for your 

kind. When I caught up to Durst and looked into his mindless eyes, I did not relent. I did not 



  Long, WATERSIDE, 12 

 
endeavor to be better than him. I massacred him. I took my time. Believe me, Sveta, you will not 

know pain!” 

Elijah tore the silver blade from the monster’s hand and plunged it into her heart. She 

wailed and gnashed her needled teeth, but her breath soon died in her throat. 

Huffing breath, Elijah lifted himself from Sveta’s corpse and stood over her, brooding as 

his body calmed. He redressed in the tranquility of the glade that was spoiled only by the 

permanent rictus shriek of Sveta’s true from. When he was ready, Elijah rolled the body into the 

water— returning Sveta’s hideous corpse to the unknown deep. 


