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Rain pattered lightly on the dense forest canopy above, 

trickling down to make the dirt road a slick of mud. Between the 

inclement weather and rapidly setting sun, hardly any wildlife 

was to be heard save the chirping of crepuscular insects. In the 

bushes, very near a crossroads, something stirred. Jean 

LeVautour sat nestled in the undergrowth, wrapped in an oilskin 

cloak and wide-brimmed hat pulled low over his face. Across his 

lap, kept dry beneath the cloak, rested a sheathed sword. This 

was no common woodsman entrenched while hunting.  

Since the beginning of the crusades, countless lords had 

left to fight in the holy land, bringing all manner of 

equipment, goods, and often luxuries too, in their train. Many 

eventually returned, perhaps older and worn by their years 

abroad, but still able to ride their way home. Those less 

fortunate returned to their native soil in a black cart pulled 

by black horses.  

 It was through this that Jean made his way in the world. 

Indeed, he was a highwayman— a villainous bandit many would say— 

but one that preyed only on those already dead. He had 

encountered many servants on the road, footmen and vassals 

alike, but none so devoted as to defend a lord’s property to the 

death. And who would? What good could earthly wealth be in the 

kingdom of God? No. Most often they fled when assailed, 

returning the next morning to find the hearse undefiled where 
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they left it, but any supply cart or carriage ransacked of all 

goods.  

 For several years now, Jean had made a comfortable living 

this way, waylaying processions on the road, carrying a blade 

but never having to employ it, always moving to the next highway 

to stay ahead of authorities. Often he would visit a town the 

day before he struck, watching the ships coming in for any sign 

of a returning body. These could be easily spotted by the grand, 

yet dour affairs; copious lamentation delivered in a business-

like manner was the hallmark of these. By feigning sympathy for 

the fallen crusader it was easy to determine who it was and, 

more to the point, by what road they must travel to return home. 

From there it was a simple matter to post one’s self on the 

appropriate road and wait until nightfall.  

 Tonight was different though. Since traveling north from 

Rome, wending a way through the Apennines and then further north 

still, Jean had come much farther inland and now couldn’t watch 

for the ships. Some weeks he didn’t hear of the arriving 

processions until they were already gone and he’d grown 

desperate. He found himself at a crossroads, not for any 

fondness of the evil spot, but because it ensured that a 

suitable quarry would pass through eventually.  

As the sun set, so did the rain in equal measure increase 

its efforts until the trees could scarcely be called shelter 
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from the deluge. The clouds had shuttered out the moon and stars 

so that nothing now illuminated the road. Jean was unconcerned 

with missing his quarry in the dark— any party that came along 

would have torches and make noise enough— but still it unnerved 

him. There was something oppressive about the darkness, near to 

the face as though someone had thrown a blanket over his head, 

but equally vast and empty, to which the sounds of the sleeping 

forest attested. In the intimate and alien blackness, Jean 

longed for a break in the clouds where the moon could shine 

through, however briefly. 

# 

 The hours passed with little change but for the eventual 

lessening of the rain. The highwayman had no way of tracking the 

time, but he figured it must be closer to morning than midnight 

by the time the rain finally ceased. As the water dripped 

rhythmically from every leaf in the forest, Jean drowsed where 

he sat, slipping into a stupor from which he was roused by the 

approaching sound of horse and cart plowing their way through 

the muck. Quietly parting the branches of his hiding place, he 

peaked out to see a small caravan. What was more, few of those 

who traveled close ‘round the carriages were mounted, suggesting 

few armed guards with whom he’d have to risk engaging.  

 “Halt where you are!” The highwayman burst from the ground 

cover to address the travelers. “Note well that you are 
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surrounded, though we have no interest in your life, only your 

jewels. Leave your carts where they are and go back to the 

village by the path you came. You may return in the morning to 

recover them.”  

There was a tense silence followed by some whispering 

amongst the travelers that Jean could scarcely make out. He 

caught no words but there was the distinct tone of distraught 

debate. As the minutes of frantic whispering passed, Jean tapped 

his sword on the ground beneath his feet, rattling it in its 

sheath; an ominous sound to the harried travelers. Finally, the 

reply came. “We wish fer no trouble,” a mounted cavalier at the 

front of the procession barked to Jean. “We will depart as you 

request,” at which he turned his horse and led the retreat, the 

rest following warily behind as they scanned the dark trees for 

any sign of an ambush.  

With the travelers and their torches gone, Jean was left 

again in darkness. Producing a small lantern, he stooped and lit 

it, providing just enough light by which to make his way to 

where the carts now stood abandoned. As he approached, Jean was 

quick to soothe the horses who’d this whole time been stamping 

nervously. Once, before he’d reduced his act to routine, he’d 

neglected the horses and a team had run wildly down the road, 

pulling his prize behind it. Ever since, he’d learned the value 

of listening to the beasts.  
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With dawn surely not far off, Jean knew he had little time 

to carry out his work. With a manic fervor that could only be 

attributed to his lack of sleep, he began picking over the 

abandoned carts, grabbing anything that seemed of value and 

cramming them into his sack. Gold and jewels certainly, but 

other more practical effects like boots or knives, if fashioned 

well, could fetch a fair price.  

 Coming to a cart covered in a dark canvas, Jean figured he 

must have found the hearse among the cavalcade. With morbid 

fascination, he threw back the covering to reveal a finely 

crafted casket. There was always something poetic to the act; to 

look upon the bones of whomever he was robbing. Perhaps it was 

the reminder of his own mortality, perhaps it was some 

rumination on how useless wealth is to the dead, but the 

highwayman invariable felt himself compelled to witness the 

deceased.  

 Lifting the casket’s lid, there he found them, the regal 

bones resting on a bed of satin. The journey from the holy land 

was long and arduous; travels through which no corpse could pass 

unscathed and so the lords had begun a tradition. They willed 

that, in the event of their untimely passage to God, their 

bodies were to be boiled in wine— the corruptible flesh being 

stripped from the pristine bones. Polished as they were from the 

cleaning process, there was almost something artificial to them— 



Limeburner 
	
6	

something not quite right about how clean they were, free of 

flesh, but also unsoiled by the earth. Faced with the macabre 

grin of the skull, Jean chuckled to himself. What would this 

lord say if he could know his servants had all run terrified 

from a single man in the dark? What would he think if he saw 

this peasant robbing him?  

 Jean turned away and continued his rifling of the caravan. 

He’d proceeded one or two carts further, when he noticed a 

change come over the horses. Previously calm, stamping 

occasionally against the night chill, they now seemed to grow 

agitated. It was not quite a panic, but they all shifted 

uneasily, shaking their heads and setting their reins a-

jangling. Hardly a thing had changed in the night around, so the 

highwayman thought little of it, but it tugged insidiously at 

the back of his mind.  

 Then came the rattling and a grating unlike wood or stone 

or any material Jean could readily identify. The rasp and 

clatter began slowly at first, almost imperceptible beneath the 

creaks and groans of the carts, but quickly grew to a crescendo, 

then just as rapidly died away. Jean froze at the sound. Was he 

not alone? The hair along his neck stood on end as he 

practically bristled, straining his eyes to see into the murky 

woods so close by.  
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 The hollow clatter came again, drawing Jean’s attention 

back toward the way he’d come. Something was moving nearer to 

the front of the caravan, and whatever it was, it was spooking 

the horses worse than before. The highwayman quietly 

extinguished his lamp, drew his sword, and slunk around the far 

side of the nearest cart. Most likely a large deer had come 

lumbering along to investigate the strange camp, but one could 

not be too careful in such matters.  

 Crouching, sword pointed before him, he crept forward 

toward the sound. At the same time, the strange noise continued 

its approach, like wooden chimes, somehow natural but out of 

place against the forest backdrop. As Jean came up level with 

his quarry, only the width of a carriage between them, it 

stopped. The highwayman held his breath. Earnestly, the 

clattering struck back up, but punctuated with a tapping, as 

though lightly hitting against the far side of the carriage. The 

body of the chariot then groaned and rocked away from Jean, as 

though there were someone climbing up the far side. Some 

scrapping along the carriage roof followed, confirming the 

highwayman’s suspicions, and then again silence.  

 Slowly, breathlessly, Jean tilted his head back to look up 

at the lip of the carriage roof above. To his horror, he saw 

something of the familiar, yet at the same time impossibly 

alien. A skeleton, bleached white and gleaming in the moonlight 
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sat perched above him, its jaw hanging loose as though in 

maniacal laughter. 

 The highwayman stumbled backward, dropping his sword and 

the bag of plunder he carried. Tripping on a root, or rut in the 

road, or what did it matter anymore, he quickly found himself 

flat on his back as the skeleton stretched it’s long thin limbs 

and descended catlike from the carriage-top. It moved like an 

animal, scuttling on all fours before drawing itself up to full 

height at the highwayman’s feet. Though it made no sense, Jean 

knew who this thing was. It must certainly be the bones he’d so 

openly scoffed at mere minutes ago. It was undoubtedly the lord 

he was robbing. The skeleton reached out to Jean, a bony claw 

grasping for his throat, and all went black as the highwayman 

swooned.  

# 

 As the sun rose, carrion birds circled the abandoned carts, 

descending on a body by the side of the road. Finding it well 

and dead, they began to pick at it, tearing away long strips 

where they could. For what use could this body have of its flesh 

now? What would it think to see these birds robbing it? 

 

 

 


