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      In The Wilderness, With Monsters Around Every Corner, What Matters Most?

      

      The Gold You Seek… Or The Bonds That Could Break You?
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      Leo P. Rachan was a small fella. At just under five feet tall, his appearance was deceiving. He packed a punch like a horse’s kick and carried the temper of a volcano waiting to erupt. His strength came from years of work in his youth, when he laboured as a cobbler; hammering soles, carrying hides, and stretching leather. It had been the family business in Dublin, but after his father died, the company collapsed.

      After that, it took a while for Leo to get back on his feet, even whilst dabbling in bar work, though he rarely lasted long. He kept getting fired time and again for drinking whisky on the job and fighting the locals. Eventually, he fell in with a local gang called The Clovers. Over time, he climbed the ranks and took on the role of bagman, the one who handled the finances. Fergal was the leader, Seamus the deputy, and together they stood in Leo’s way, keeping him from taking charge and becoming the leader he believed he was meant to be.

      “How much farther?” asked Seamus in a thick Irish tone. His thinning grey hair was hidden beneath a black, fraying beanie, and his messy stubble matched his personality. He was rough, right down to the roots of his few remaining rotting teeth. Seamus often got himself into street fights and bar brawls, much like Leo. Leo admired it, though he always preferred to keep his distance and not get too close.

      Seamus wore a pair of baggy grey tracksuit bottoms, scuffed and stained with green and brown. The red and black checkered fleece he had on was new, though it looked out of place beneath his black ribbed body warmer, which was torn in places with tufts of white fluff pushing through the seams. Leo guessed it was just clothing Seamus didn’t mind wrecking while out at sea.

      Fergal, manning the wheel of the small, feeble fishing boat that he owned, replied, “Now, now, Seamus. Not much longer. Just got to get past these rough tides, then we’ll have a straight shot at it.”

      Fergal wasn’t as wild as Seamus. He wore double denim, a jacket and jeans, and his blonde hair had been parted neatly to the side when they set off, though the wind had other ideas and blew it all over the place. His facial features were broad, his frame hulking. An arrogant grin sat on his face, and he always threw orders around with a demanding attitude.

      Fergal had created The Clovers from his garage, literally. It had started with a few friends, and now he controlled a whole warehouse. The boat wasn’t fancy, but with funds still low at that point, it was about as good as they could get. He didn’t have much experience when it came to driving boats, but his arrogance told him he could manage it.

      The Hy-Brasil was a small island off the west coast of Ireland. It was a bit of a silly Irish myth, but allegedly, it only appeared for one day every seven years, that day always falling on Halloween. Leo had done his research and knew what lay there. He had waited for the right date and had picked his crew carefully… Himself and the two men in more senior positions in the gang. Admittedly, he had only told the gang leader, Fergal, part of the story; the fact that the island was only accessible that day, and that creatures beyond scientific explanation grazed it. That alone had been enough for Fergal’s ego. He would want to take the creatures for himself, probably even try to weaponise them somehow.

      Leo had failed to mention that when approaching, a small rainbow would signal the whereabouts of Lachlan’s hidden gold. Lachlan was a tale of old; a pirate who had hidden a stash of gold and magical powers somewhere on the island. The gold had come from years of stealing and looting. Rumour had it, Lachlan had even stolen from the royal family, and that last job had been the one to get him killed. He had returned to the island, also known as his hideout, while fatally wounded. He had shared a special bond with creatures of the sea and had given them refuge there. They became known as ‘The Protectors’, and they defended the treasure with their lives. The hoard had been hidden at the same time Lachlan was buried, in 1872. The tales Leo had read in his research claimed that Lachlan’s ghost continued to haunt the island, and was even known to speak to the visitors, and leave notes for them on occasion, too.

      Leo had always been obsessed with gold. As a boy, he’d been caught more than once slipping watches and bracelets off the wrists of shoe-shop customers distracted at the counter. The moment he heard whispers of a treasure island, he knew he had to find it.

      The fishing boat rocked and rolled under the weight of the tide. Leo turned and saw Seamus clutching the railings and retching, his stomach emptying in a green-and-cream mess that spattered down the side of the hull.

      “Nasty,” Leo muttered, stroking the neat ginger beard that framed his mouth. His combed-over orange hair sat hidden beneath a green flat cap; his favourite colour, worn like a charm.

      Fergal wrinkled his nose and shot Seamus a glare. “You’re vile, you are. Deputy of the Clovers, and this is how you carry yourself? I was hoping you’d man the hell up.” His voice carried the weight of command. Fergal didn’t need to remind anyone that he led the Clovers, a gang knee-deep in every crooked trade the city could spit out.

      Seamus wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and kept his eyes on the black water below. Leo approached and stared at him. The rocking only appeared to have made Seamus’ head spin harder. He tried to fix his gaze on the shifting ripples, but he still looked out of it. Then something large and fast darted beneath the boat. Seasmus’ breath hitched. “What the hell was that?” he cried.

      Leo was peering over the railing as well, but whatever had passed was gone. Only the heaving sea stared back. Leo had a suspicion he knew what was there, but kept it to himself.

      “There’s nothing there, you idiot,” Fergal grumbled from the front of the boat.

      The deck jolted beneath their feet, a sudden kick that sent the boat lurching forward.

      “Did we hit a rock?” Leo asked hopefully, his voice betraying a flicker of nerves.

      Fergal’s jaw tightened. “That was no rock.”

      Seamus spat the last of the bile into the water and pointed ahead with a trembling hand. “Look.”

      The clouds and mist had started to clear, displaying a beautiful, picturesque island. The island was round, with jagged rocks spiking around the coastline, like sick and twisted castle walls. The spray of the sea had shot up rocks due to the roughness of the tides. There were a few small inlets on the coast where a boat might have been able to enter, but that’s not where Leo wanted them to go. There was a rainbow. It had fallen on a small cave entrance. Leo felt sure it had to be the gold. Atop the cave and jagged island edges were grasslands that stretched as far as the three men could see. The endless blanket of green looked like a carpet through the haze.

      “Aim for the cave. The tide looks calmer over there,” shouted Leo.

      Fergal looked at it and nodded. “I’m going to go for it. I think you're right.”

      After another ten minutes of battling the currents, the cave entrance was within touching distance of the men and their boat. Leo had heard Seamus throwing up a few more times. Seamus must have really disliked the rocking. The sky had turned a darker blue during the time travelling, even though the sun shouldn’t have been setting yet. Everything was still visible, but it added a more eerie tone to the last part of the journey. The other two men had told Leo that it was down to the storm, but he suspected it was caused by the island itself.

      The boat lurched forward with haste again, worse than last time.

      “What the hell is that?” cried Seamus.

      Fergal and Leo had both scoured the water ahead of the bow of the boat. “Still not sure,” said the boss in a grumble.

      A large shadow cast over the three men, swallowing them in the darkness. Whatever had caused it was behind them, blocking the only bit of sunlight that filtered through the fog. The three men turned to look. Seamus stumbled slightly, in shock at what he’d seen.

      “What in the heavens,” muttered Fergal.

      “That’s a Cthulhu,” replied Leo.

      Leo had read stories about these creatures in an old textbook when researching this place. He knew this place had secrets, but nothing the size of this. The Cthulhu was floating in the water and staring dead at them. Deep, sunken eyes glowed dimly through the mist, but they were locked on the three sailors.

      Fergal and Seamus both looked at Leo in disbelief. “What the fuck is a Cthulhu?” They both cried.

      The Cthulhu stood nearly twenty feet tall out of the water. Its skin was a slimy green, slick and rubbery like wet stone, veined with dark, pulsating streaks that felt alive. Its head bobbed slowly, dripping with long, snarling tentacles, each one twisting and wiggling in different directions.

      “What the fuck do we do?” whispered Leo.

      Fergal stood rooted to the spot. He cleared his throat with a low cough before he whispered, “Fuck knows. But keep Seamus in front.”

      Leo didn’t need a second invite. He pushed Seamus in the back whilst he had been engaged in watching the creature. Leo turned and jumped into the water, and Fergal did the same.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” screamed Seamus as he tried to keep his balance. Leo heard the suppressed voice as he tried to emerge from the water.

      Leo spared a glance back and saw the Cthulhu swing a muscular arm at Seamus. Through the water that had dripped down his face, Leo saw that the Cthulhu’s arms had veiny, clawed hands on the ends, that twisted out like a thorn branch. Seamus ducked out of the way of the swing. Leo was surprised that he was so swift and nimble. Seamus grabbed a fishing rod in both hands and held it like a lifeline.

      Leo turned away and swam as quickly as he could to the cave entrance. Fergal hadn’t paused and was already around ten meters in front of him.

      “C’mon then, you wee ugly fucker!” Seamus yelled.

      That was the last that Leo heard Seamus say. A loud splash rang out. Leo knew that it was Seamus.

      Leo and Fergal, both nearly inside the cave, got swept inside by a sudden rush of water. Leo knew that it was from the splash caused by the Cthulhu pouncing on Seamus. It was so powerful that they’d landed on some large rocks inside the cave. They’d both turned onto their backs and coughed the water out of their lungs.

      Leo dragged himself up with his grazed hands. His wet clothes drooped off his arms as he lifted himself.

      Fergal did the same. His denim jacket looked hard to get off, partly due to the wet, and partly due to the size of Fergal’s muscles. He managed to remove it and throw it to the ground in a rush. He combed his blonde hair to the side with his chunky fingers and said, “fuck knows how we're getting back.”

      Leo didn’t directly reply to Fergal; he was too busy staring at something else. “We've got company,” he said, pointing at another one of the rocks.

      Atop the flat rock sat a woman. She was the most beautiful person that Leo had ever seen. Her hair was proper, fiery red, not like his ginger, and fell in loose waves. A dress of teal scales clung to her, fanning into a tail at the bottom, as if someone had drawn a woman with the lower half of a fish.

      “Hello?” Leo called, taking his flat cap off and lowering it to his chest. He jumped down onto the sand and took a few careful steps forward; the grains slipped under his squelching boots.

      Fergal dropped down beside him and padded ahead, twin carving knives flashing from sheaths at his belt.

      “What are you doing?” Leo demanded.

      Fergal stalked closer. “I came here for creatures. It’ll be hard to catch that big, ugly fucker in the water, but I’m making sure this one comes home with me.”

      The woman gave no sign of fear. She remained perched on the rock, twisting a strand of hair around her finger and watching them.

      Leo felt his temper spike. He drew the short, dense shillelagh that was tucked into his waistband and gripped it until his knuckles whitened. “Leave her be,” he barked.

      Fergal turned, narrow and dangerous. “Don’t you dare get in my way, son. It’ll be the last thing you do.”

      Leo charged, shillelagh in hand. He swung low at Fergal’s left kneecap as he dived out of the way of an instinctive slash of Fergal’s knife. The taller man cried out in pain from the blow and made a hobbled turn on the spot to face Leo again.

      “That’s it. Now you’re gonna get it!” Fergal charged with a limp and began wildly swinging in Leo's direction. He backstepped, parried, and even dodged out of the way of some slashes. One caught him, just nicking his right ear. A dribble of crimson blood trickled down the side of Leo’s head and smeared across his jaw as he checked it with his finger in a rushed panic.

      Fergal, filled with rage and fury, carried on his assault. Leo noticed the woman had slipped into the water, but Fergal hadn’t caught it. Both men were at the rock where she previously lay. Leo, back against the rock, sand shifting at his feet, gritted his teeth and fought with every ounce of strength. He didn’t have the reach or strength of Fergal, and knew it was only a matter of time before he would be beaten.

      Fergal swung back with his right arm. He tried to bring the carver down on his former associate until something burst out of the water and tackled him. It was the red-haired lady. She attacked with sharp, pointy nails and teeth, scratching and biting wherever she could. Fergal screamed with pain. He couldn’t fight her off or push her away anymore, and surrendered his blades, dropping them to the ground reluctantly. He fell to his knees before slowly leaning forward and faceplanting into the rocky sand. Just like that, Fergal was dead.

      Leo looked up as the woman scooted across the sand to his position. In a panic, he closed his eyes and waited nervously, expecting her to tear him to shreds like she did with Fergal.

      That never happened. A cold, wet hand touched his side. He slowly opened his eyes to see her.

      “What are you? Why haven’t you killed me?” he asked, holding out his shaking hands to keep her distant.

      The lady chuckled to herself. “You’re the first one in four hundred and twenty-seven years that hasn’t tried to kill or imprison me. You were willing to die to save me. So, I believe I have found a worthy recipient of Lachlan’s treasure.”

      “You were protecting it?”  Leo asked.

      The lady replied, “Not protecting it. That would be the Cthulhu. You must get past him to get here. I decide if one is worthy, and I guess luck is on your side.”

      Leo held his breath and searched for scenarios of the possible outcomes in his mind. “What happens if I wasn’t worthy?”

      “Then either I or the Cthulhu would have to kill you.” The lady cleared her throat. “Anyway, the chest is this way. Follow me.” She shimmied back into the water and swam beside the sand as Leo followed on land.

      Not too far away was a small, dark opening in the rocks, lit only by a faint yellow flicker dancing from within. Leo ran through the small entrance. What he saw was Lachlan's treasure chest, but the lid was shut. It was a simple, rotting, wooden lid that could open and close, with no padlock or chains binding it. Leo looked around, expecting there to be some kind of trickery.

      “To open Lachlan’s treasure, you first need to know the risks it possesses.”

      Leo swallowed. He pulled at his ginger beard with anxiety as his right leg started to bounce on the spot. “What risks?”

      “When one opens the treasure, they gain special powers. Some may call it a curse; others, a blessing. There is no way of knowing what one's powers would be, so the chance is yours.”

      Looking at the glowing chest, Leo’s heart started to race. He hadn’t come all this way for nothing. He’d seen his friends' lives come to an end in this journey. Did greed get the better of them?

      The little fella opened the chest with a quick pull. The wood groaned loudly, and the connecting chains creaked. A bright light burst out from the chest, filling the small opening that they’d both entered. Everything went dark for a moment, and Leo’s body went numb.

      After what felt like hours, he finally felt life come back, and his eyes flickered open. He was in the open now, and it was so bright. The sun beamed down heavily, its rays casting blinding streaks of gold.

      “What the hell happened?” he asked, looking around, expecting to see the fish-lady.

      She wasn’t there. In fact, he wasn’t even on the same island anymore. He was on a grassy hilltop, with the other end of the rainbow slowly fading away from his position. Leo opened and closed his fingertips slowly, not noticing a change. He’d read about the powers coming onto the island, but was this all just a wind-up?

      He looked down to see the chest, but it wasn’t glowing anymore. Now, it was filled with a variety of gold items; coins, jewellery and chalices, just to name a few. Leo felt warmth settle in his stomach. This is it. This is what he’d been searching for.

      Lying on top of the gold was an ancient-looking note. The browning crumpled paper read:

      Leo,

      In all the years it’s been buried, no one has ever come close to getting their hands on my treasure. Somehow, you, a mere thug who has achieved nothing with his life, has discovered it. Maybe it was destiny. Maybe it was just your good luck. Grand things are ahead, Leo, so take this new shillelagh. You might need it. You probably remember the mermaid telling you about powers. You’ll discover yours soon enough. They'll learn to fear The Leprechaun.

      Lachlan.

      Leo picked up the shillelagh in his hand. The gold handle was etched with curling, vine-like symbols that twisted together in patterns he didn’t understand yet. It was weighted enough to pack a punch. He dropped it to the ground and stared into the clear blue sky. His racing heart started to slow. The ground felt like it was alive for a second, like something was crawling its way under the turf. After a moment, it slowed to a stop, and Leo shook his head.

      The gold was what he came here for. That, and taking out his two superiors. He now had the wealth and foundations of a group to build an empire. One day, he will be the man that everyone feared. Not some low-life thug that bounced from job to job. He’ll be the man who runs the streets in Ireland. His hard work and good luck will get him there, no doubt. As he stared into the sky some more, he realised he’d just become the man he always wanted to be. As Lachlan said in his note: They’ll learn to fear The Leprechaun.

    

  


  
    
      Leo “The Leprechaun” Will Return
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